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School-based violence prevention has become a growing concern for educators,
parents, and researchers. This article describes the Piscataway Project—a school-
based action research project focused on the development, implementation, and
evaluation of violence-prevention instructional approaches—and discusses some of
the challenges associated with school-based prevention efforts. Conceptual, deliv-
ery, training, and organizational variables that contribute to outcomes of school-
based preventive interventions are described and their impact on the Piscataway
Project is discussed. Lessons learned from the project are also presented as a guide
for those interested in the development and implementation of school-based inter-
ventions. [J 2001 Society for the Study of School Psychology. Published by Elsevier
Science Ltd
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Research in the schools on violence and other problem behavior preven-
tion is profoundly affected by national, demographic, political, and educa-
tional trends. These and other social forces effect the ecological landscape
of schools in ways that make it difficult, if not impossible, to disconnect
school-based mental health and social competence promotion from the
larger issues of the mission, philosophy, and structure of schools in which
they are embedded. Our schools increasingly house a culturally diverse
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array of students, as well as students with physical, intellectual, or emotional
handicaps. At the same time, parents are under increasing economic pres-
sures to work more hours, and we are seeing concomitant increases in fam-
ily stress and all the sequelae that come with this (Elias et al., 1997). Educa-
tional forces include the emphasis on academic standards and “high stakes”
testing, the push for whole school reform, especially in urban districts,
“zero tolerance” policies concerning school violence in the wake of highly
publicized tragic incidents as occurred in Columbine High School in Colo-
rado, and increased turnover in direction-setting roles such as school super-
intendents and school board members. All these create shifting sands into
which researchers step, often unknowingly, when they enter schools (Elias,
Lantieri, Patti, & Walberg, 1999).

Several years ago, we stepped into these shifting sands when we began
collaborating with an elementary school in Piscataway, New Jersey to de-
velop and evaluate violence-prevention instructional approaches. This proj-
ect, called the Piscataway Project, used action research to analyze the in-
tergroup difficulties experienced in the school, develop interventions to
address these difficulties, and evaluate the efficacy of the interventions.

Using the Piscataway Project as an example, this article will discuss some
of the challenges associated with school-based action research. It will begin
with an overview of our longitudinal work with the school. As part of this
overview, we will offer our theoretical perspective on violence, describe the
approaches we developed, and summarize the procedure and results of the
project. Because the purpose of this article is to illustrate the challenges of
school-based action research, rather than present a detailed analysis of a vi-
olence prevention program, we will not devote much space to the specific
methodological and empirical aspects of the project (this information,
however, is available from the authors). Following this overview, we will de-
scribe variables that impact school-based preventive interventions and dis-
cuss how these variables influenced our work with the school. Finally, the
lessons learned from our project will be presented.

THE PISCATAWAY PROJECT: AN OVERVIEW

The project began as a response to an elementary school principal’s cry for
help in addressing the fighting, self-segregation among groups, and multi-
cultural insensitivity that was occurring in her school. The school was lo-
cated in a middle-class suburban New Jersey community and had recently
been reconfigured from a K-5 elementary to a fourth- and fifth-grade
building in response to a state-mandated desegregation order. The school’s
population came from three elementary schools that differed greatly in
terms of ethnicity and socioeconomic background.
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When the elementary school first opened as a fourth- and fifth-grade
school, parents expressed concern about frequent fights and acts of intimi-
dation. The school staff described increased amounts of selfsegregation
among groups, as well as what they saw as a significant degree of intoler-
ance and insensitivity to differences. Specifically, they stated that much neg-
ative stereotyping of Black males occurred in the school. The combination
of a racially diverse school with existing intergroup tensions presented us
with an opportunity to test our hypotheses regarding the promotion of so-
cial competence and positive interethnic interactions as a means of pre-
venting violence.

Theoretical Perspective on Violence

A fundamental premise of our research was that improving social compe-
tence and interethnic interactions would reduce violence. We conceptual-
ized violence from a social-learning, social-cognitive, and multicultural per-
spective. The social-learning view of violence is based on the belief that
“people are not born with preformed repertoires of aggressive behavior.
They must learn them” (Bandura, 1983, p. 4). This view of violence empha-
sizes the role of home, community, and school factors in the development
of violence.

Social problem solving and social information processing are two impor-
tant social-cognitive factors associated with violence. Dodge, Price, Bachor-
owski, and Newman (1990) demonstrated how deficits in social informa-
tion processing can lead to the attribution of hostile intent in others,
resulting in hostile responses and further aggression. Not surprisingly, the
expert panel of “Early Warning Signs, Timely Response,” a violence preven-
tion collaboration spanning a number of federal, private, and professional
organizations and groups (Dwyer, Osher, & Warger, 1998), made teaching
positive interaction skills, specifically those of social problem solving, their
very first recommendation strategy for reducing the potential for violence
among high-risk children.

In addition to viewing social-learning and social-cognitive factors as im-
portant in the development and maintenance of violence, we also empha-
sized a relationship between multicultural factors, specifically, interethnic
contact and violence. The link between a lack of positive interethnic con-
tact and violence is supported by Allport’s contact hypothesis that predicts
increased interracial contact is likely to result in sounder beliefs about mi-
nority groups and less prejudice if certain stipulations are met (Allport,
1954). These stipulations, as outlined by Rogers, Hennigan, Bowman, and
Miller (1984), are (a) the status of the groups in contact must be equal (in
practice, this means that the groups should have the same rights/privileges,
as well as the ability to exercise these rights/privileges); (b) the contact
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must be intimate, not superficial; (c) the contact should encourage cooper-
ative interdependence; and (d) the contact must receive social approval
from authority figures.

The contact hypothesis has been studied extensively over the past 4 de-
cades. Ellison and Powers (1994) found that black adults who reported
close white childhood and/or adult friendships had more favorable atti-
tudes toward whites. Hunter and Elias (2000) reported that fifth-grade in-
terracial friendship, particularly high quality female friendships, were asso-
ciated with less racial prejudice and more social competence.

The American Psychological Association has recognized the important
role of positive interethnic contact in violence prevention efforts. According
to the American Psychological Commission on Violence and Youth (1993),
prejudice and racism are among the risk factors for violence. The Early
Warning Signs report (Dwyer et al., 1998) goes even farther: “An intense
prejudice toward others based on racial, ethnic, religious, language, gen-
der, sexual orientation, ability, and physical appearance, when coupled
with other factors, may lead to violent assault against those who are per-
ceived to be different” (p. 10). Central among these other factors are social
and emotional abilities of the child, as well as the overall climate of accep-
tance in school and home settings.

Description of Instructional Approaches

Given our multicultural social-learning/cognitive perspective on violence,
we designed two violence-prevention instructional approaches—the Social
Competence Approach and the Multicultural Competence Approach. Both
approaches were drawn from the social decision making and problem solving
curriculum (Elias & Clabby, 1989, 1992; Elias & Tobias, 1996). This nation-
ally recognized program is based on a social-cognitive view of learning.

The Social Competence Approach emphasized the teaching of social
and self-control skills. Focal skills taught included keeping calm when up-
set, sharing with a group, and how to speak to others respectfully and with-
out provocation. We hypothesized that students exposed to this approach
would show a decrease in violent/aggressive behavior and an increase in so-
cial competence from fourth to fifth grade, and these gains would be main-
tained through the beginning of sixth grade.

The Multicultural Competence Approach addressed both social problem
solving skills and positive interethnic contact. Students were taught specific
skills in conflict resolution, interpersonal understanding/social awareness,
group participation, and problem solving in the context of various aca-
demic areas. Within these academic areas, students worked in multicultural
groups. Thus, they had the opportunity to work cooperatively with peers
from different racial/ethnic groups while learning problem solving skills.
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We hypothesized that students exposed to this approach would show a de-
crease in violent/aggressive behavior and an increase in social competence
and positive interethnic contact from fourth to fifth grade, and these gains
would be maintained through the beginning of sixth grade.

The Social Competence and Multicultural Competence Approaches rep-
resented the active conditions in the study. For comparison, we also in-
cluded a No Treatment condition. Students in this condition were exposed
to the school’s typical approach to multicultural issues. Essentially, this en-
tailed celebrations of days commemorating culturally significant events
such as birthdays, festivals, and historical occurrences. Students exposed to
the No Treatment condition were not expected to exhibit any significant
decreases in violent/aggressive behavior or increases in social competence
and positive interethnic interactions.

Summary of Procedure and Results

The project was a 3-year longitudinal study designed to assess the impact of
the Social Competence and Multicultural Competence Approaches on the
violent/aggressive behavior, social competence, and interethnic contact of
children from fourth grade to sixth grade (n = 202). Follow-up was con-
ducted at the end of fifth grade and the beginning of sixth. The sixth-grade
follow-up was to determine whether fourth- and fifth-grade interventions
would prevent the development of maladaptive behaviors in middle school.

Baseline data were collected in the fall of Year 1. Following pretesting,
fourth- and fifth-grade teachers were assigned and trained in one of the in-
structional approaches. Every effort was made to assign teachers to an in-
structional approach that matched their teaching style preferences. Match-
ing increased the likelihood that teachers would implement the approach
appropriately. This is especially important with interventions on a topic
such as multicultural sensitivity, where teachers’ own subtle and overt views
could influence their delivery of material and subsequent reinforcement
during informal classroom and school time.

Initial training of teachers began in the fall of Year 1 and was supple-
mented by booster training sessions in the spring of Year 1 and fall of Year
2. Rutgers University undergraduate students were also assigned to assist
teachers in implementing the approaches. Dr. Maurice Elias visited the
school periodically to provide teachers with the opportunity to ask ques-
tions, problem solve, and/or receive any assistance they felt was needed.
The school provided daily monitoring of intervention implementation and
facilitated the exchange of information between teachers and Dr. Elias.

As participants began fifth grade in the fall of Year 2, they were adminis-
tered the assessment battery again. Every effort was made to assign fifth-
grade participants to classes following the same instructional approach they
were exposed to in the fourth grade. The number of fifth-grade teachers
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implementing each approach, however, influenced the degree to which
this was possible. Thus, some students were exposed to a different ap-
proach as they entered fifth grade, which complicated follow-up analyses.

Follow-up analyses were also complicated by the implementation fidelity
ratings fourth-grade teachers received at the end of Year 1. These ratings,
based on the Levels of Use Scale developed by Hord, Rutherford, Huling-
Austin, and Hall (1987), indicated that none of the fourth-grade teachers
implementing the Multicultural Competence Approach did so adequately
(i.e., all these teachers received ratings of zero, indicating nonuse of the in-
tervention).

In the spring of Year 2, the fifth-grade follow-up occurred. The sixth-
grade follow-up occurred in the fall of Year 3. The sixth-grade follow-up as-
sessed all children entering sixth grade in the same middle school. Most of
these children were from the intervention school, and some were from
nonintervention schools (comparison group). Data collected were ana-
lyzed to determine how exposure to one of the fourth/fifth-grade interven-
tions impacted social competence, violent/aggressive behavior, and inter-
ethnic contact in the beginning of sixth grade.

Generally, results indicated that from baseline to fifth-grade follow-up,
the Social Competence and Multicultural Competence Approaches had
some impact on the social competence and violent/aggressive behavior of
students. Baseline and fifth-grade follow-up descriptive statistics as a func-
tion of intervention group and for the group of participants as a whole are
presented in Table 1. Missing data accounts for the differences in sample
size. There were no significant baseline differences between intervention
groups on the dependent variables.

Regression analyses were used to determine how well baseline depen-
dent variable values and intervention group predicted fifth-grade follow-up
values. Table 1 presents the significant unstandardized regression weights
for the intervention group variables. The reference group for the interven-
tion variables (i.e., Social Competence Approach and Multicultural Com-
petence Approach) is the No Treatment condition. Thus, the unstandard-
ized regression weights presented reflect the difference between the mean
of an intervention group and the mean of the No Treatment condition on
a particular variable.

As the unstandardized regression weights presented in Table 1 indicate,
several results were consistent with our hypotheses. Specifically, students
exposed to either the Social Competence or Multicultural Competence Ap-
proach scored higher than their peers in the No Treatment condition on
the Group Social Problem Solving Assessment (GSPSA; a measure of social
competence), and on one measure of violent/aggressive behavior (Ob-
serves Rules). Students exposed to the Social Competence Approach also
scored higher on the Sociability-Leadership scale of the Revised Class Play,
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and on one measure of positive interethnic interactions (Minority Accep-
tance). These positive results, however, were offset by findings inconsistent
with our hypotheses. For example, students exposed to the Social Compe-
tence and Multicultural Competence Approaches received scores lower
than their peers on the Competence scale of the Teacher—Child Rating
Scale (TCRS). Sixth-grade follow-up results (not presented in the table)
were disappointing and indicated neither approach had a long-term im-
pact on the violent/aggressive behavior, social competence, or positive in-
terethnic interactions of students when they entered sixth grade.

As discussed, the Piscataway Project used action research to develop, im-
plement, and evaluate school-based violence prevention approaches. Al-
though fraught with challenges, this project was ultimately rewarding even
though empirical results were not as strong as we would have liked. The re-
mainder of this article will describe some of the variables that impact
school-based preventive interventions and discuss how these variables in-
fluenced the Piscataway Project.

VARIABLES THAT IMPACT SCHOOL-BASED
PREVENTIVE INTERVENTIONS

Elias (1994) identified conceptual, delivery, training, and organizational
variables that contribute to outcomes of school-based preventive interven-
tions. Conceptual variables include the literature and theory that a team of
action researchers draw upon to understand a particular problem, how its
possible solution has been addressed in the past, and what ideas should
now drive the present work. In the case of the Piscataway Project, our social-
learning, social-cognitive, and multicultural perspective on violence greatly
influenced the development of the interventions. This view shaped our un-
derstanding of the behaviors we observed in the school and helped deter-
mine the content of our interventions.

The next set of variables relates to the delivery system of a particular in-
tervention. What principles of effective learning are being applied? What
instructional strategies are being used and how are they being appropri-
ately tailored to the recipient populations? Of course, the latter is made
more complex when populations are diverse in age, gender, culture, socio-
economic conditions, and/or initial skill levels.

For the Piscataway Project, teachers were the primary delivery system.
They were responsible for implementing the approaches in their class-
rooms on an ongoing basis. This method of delivery proved challenging.
Initially, many teachers expressed discomfort about working with emotions
and asking students to express their feelings about real-life situations.
Other teachers felt teaching social and multicultural competence was the
responsibility of parents, not schools, and were resistant to implementing
the interventions. The most challenging group of teachers, however, were
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those who verbalized support for implementing the approaches, but never
followed through in their classrooms. As a result, some students did not re-
ceive a full “dose” of the intervention approach they were assigned.

Related to delivery system variables are training variables. Who is being
prepared to deliver the intervention? What approaches are being used for
that preparation? What materials will be available for both the implement-
ers and the recipients of a particular program or innovation? How up-to-
date and user friendly are these materials?

As mentioned previously, we trained teachers to deliver the interventions
in the Piscataway Project. Providing teacher training was complicated by a
host of practical factors such as time, space, and money. We had to accom-
modate teachers’ schedules, find a welcoming location for the training, and
secure funds to pay the substitute teachers who replaced the teachers at-
tending training. In addition to these practical factors, it was essential to de-
sign the training in an engaging and meaningful way that would help the
teachers bring what they learned back into the classroom.

Similar to training, delivery system, and conceptual variables, organiza-
tional variables also have a significant impact on the outcome of school-
based preventive interventions. How hospitable is the school to the innova-
tion? What is the balance of resources, sources of resiliency, and constraints
(Elias & Clabby, 1992)? Have there been key staff changes or key changes
in management procedures? What are the specific developmental, histori-
cal, and situational contexts in which an innovation is being instituted? Is
the setting in the midst of some kind of whole school reform or other goal-
setting change-oriented process? Have similar efforts been undertaken re-
cently, and with what degree of success? What are the racial issues involved?
The authors have been in situations in which prior university-based re-
searchers have been perceived as exploiting a school setting, interested in
data and not in change, with racial differences between the researchers and
the staff adding further tension to an already palpable climate of mistrust.
When an innovation is brought in against a backdrop of mistrust, under-
standing the efficacy of that innovation must be filtered against a large
number of implementation factors that will have been adjusted for the
unique context being faced at the time.

Many organizational factors impacted the outcome of the Piscataway
Project. Although the school administration was quite hospitable and wel-
comed our involvement, the teachers’ receptivity varied and influenced the
degree to which they embraced and implemented the interventions. Devel-
opmental issues positively influenced the outcome of our interventions. As
anewly formed school, the school was open to change and in the process of
developing its identity. This increased the possibility that our interventions
would become part of the school’s fabric rather than an isolated project.
Racial issues represented another influential organizational factor. The
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school was formed as a result of a desegregation mandate, and observed ra-
cial tension between students prompted the principal to seek our involve-
ment. Despite general recognition of racial tension in the school, however,
teachers’ comfort with addressing these issues varied and influenced imple-
mentation of the Multicultural Competence Approach.

The preceding discussion of conceptual, delivery, training, and organiza-
tional variables that impact school-based preventive intervention outcomes
highlights the complexity associated with school-based action research. Ac-
tion researchers must keep all these variable in mind when entering a
school, and develop creative ways of addressing them. Failure to do so greatly
impacts the implementation and outcome of school-based interventions.

Indeed, the study of implementation is emerging as among the most im-
portant areas in school-based prevention research. Weissberg and Green-
berg (1998) have written eloquently on the shortcomings and importance
of studying implementation. The evidence appears to suggest that in the
few examples examining how variables related to the parameters of an in-
tervention were organized and delivered, there is a relationship between
implementation quality and outcome. As of this writing, the Journal of Edu-
cational and Psychological Consultation (JEPC) just published the first of two
special issues devoted entirely to the implementation of prevention pro-
grams (Volume 11, Issues 1 and 2, 2000). What emerges from a reading of
the diverse examples and contexts in which school-linked prevention pro-
grams have been undertaken is a critical tension between nomothetic and
idiographic approaches to research. The search for general laws, overarch-
ing principles, and construct-saturated “truths” that can be extracted from
a limited number of studies and which can efficiently guide our interven-
tions against violence and other problem behaviors is balanced by the grow-
ing recognition that interventions are embedded in and inextricable from
their contexts. (This is reminiscent of prior debates in our field about the
extent to which an assessment instrument, particularly a projective assess-
ment, can be “evaluated” independent of its user, or whether the unit of
analysis should be the test and tester.)

For researchers, this tension has a lot to do with the nature of inferences
one can make from the findings of a particular study, as well as the level of
detail that is needed so that the context in which a study takes place is prop-
erly understood. The resolution of this tension is not an “either/or” ques-
tion, although it appears to be helpful when a given project knows “where
it stands” with regard to its own approach. When research is going to be put
into action, it becomes important that parameters for generalization are
taken very seriously. Studies are most likely to be replicable under condi-
tions closest to those in which empirical demonstrations have taken place.
Yet, if studies are carried out under conditions of support that are extraor-
dinary, the likelihood of replication even in similar settings is reduced. The
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articles in the JEPC special issue embrace the challenges involved in turn-
ing research into sound practice by addressing a variety of ways in which the
implementation of programs can be measured, reported, and the informa-
tion used for program modification and improvement.

LESSONS LEARNED

Successful school-based action research projects must always keep in mind
the various conceptual, delivery, training, and organizational variables that
can influence outcome. Developing creative ways to address these variables
is tricky, but failure to do so greatly limits the potential of any intervention.
Through the Piscataway Project, we learned many valuable lessons about
how best to address these variables.

Conceptual variables or guiding concepts must be thoroughly explored
and clarified before developing any school-based intervention. This in-
volves reviewing the literature and formulating a sound theory about what
influences a problem behavior. A clearly articulated theoretical perspective
guides the development and evaluation of interventions. For the Piscataway
Project, we devoted a considerable amount of time to developing our multi-
cultural social-learning/cognitive perspective on violence. This work
proved especially valuable when we began interpreting the results of our
study. Although our results did not fully support our hypotheses, our theo-
retical perspective helped us identify flaws in the implementation of the in-
terventions that may have contributed to poor results.

For example, a fundamental premise of the Multicultural Competence
Approach was that through modeling and other social-learning principles,
students working in cooperative interethnic groups would learn how to re-
late better to peers from different cultures. Results, however, did not sup-
port this premise. When the implementation of this approach was more
closely reviewed, we learned that teachers had great difficulty forming and
maintaining interethnic groups. Thus, our disappointing results may have
been more a function of implementation difficulties rather than a flawed
theoretical perspective.

In addition to teaching us the importance of theory for school-based pre-
vention efforts, the Piscataway Project emphasized how critical delivery and
training variables are to the successful implementation of an intervention.
For school-based prevention efforts, teachers are often the ideal implemen-
tation agents because they have the most daily contact with students. We
learned that the efficacy of teachers as implementation agents is contingent
on their support for the intervention (i.e., do they believe in the potential
value of the intervention for their students, their school, and themselves?)
and the support and training they receive to implement the intervention.
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Given the many demands placed on teachers, they must “buy into” the in-
tervention and receive ongoing training if they are to implement it success-
fully. This process requires a lot of time and effort on the part of school-
based researchers but is essential. Note that it also calls into question the
interpretation of results from randomized trials in which teachers are as-
signed conditions. The design of the Piscataway Project, which called for
“matching” teachers to their preferred intervention, allowed us to make
conclusions about the findings that at least ruled out the powerful and po-
tentially confounding variable of personal intervention compatibility.

Successful school-based interventions also require close attention to or-
ganizational variables. In the Piscataway Project, we learned the importance
of monitoring organizational variables on an ongoing basis. These variables
really define the climate of a school and influence a school’s receptivity to
an intervention. To monitor the school’s climate, we had to become part
of the school’s fabric, not just researchers interested in collecting data. This
required regular visits to the school and informal conversations with staff
and students about our project, as well as their concerns. In this way, we
were attuned to changes in the school’s climate that could impact the inter-
ventions and were able to take steps to address these issues. Of course, the
important factor of “adaptability” of an innovation is difficult to account for
in the context of a formal evaluation design; yet, it is the essence of the pro-
cess of action research.

The lessons we learned from the Piscataway Project have allowed us to en-
counter a wide range of issues that will touch the work of those interested
in school-based violence and other problem behavior prevention and,
therefore, we are confident in the value of our experiences and observa-
tions for others interested in the development and implementation of
school-based interventions. School-based action research is a challenging
and, sometimes, frustrating endeavor. Attention to the conceptual, deliv-
ery, training, and organizational variables that impact this research, how-
ever time consuming, ultimately makes the work very rewarding. Since be-
ginning in Piscataway, the prevention work has continuously improved and
expanded, touching an increasing number of schools and grade levels at
this writing. It has branched into academics and entered the fabric of
school life, and the processes we have outlined have been effective in other
school contexts (Elias et al., 1997). Ultimately, the realistic possibility of
success helps to overcome the challenges and frustrations.
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