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52

Five Years of
School Crime
There were 30,333 serious
incidents reported by the
district from 2005-06
through 2009-10.

SOURCES: School District of Philadelphia;
Inquirer analysis
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Types of Crime

By John Sullivan, Susan Snyder, Kristen A. Graham, and Dylan Purcell
INQUIRER STAFF WRITERS

For Teshada Herring, the action was unmistakable: The girls
smearing Vaseline on their faces and fitting scarves to their
heads were preparing for a fight.

The ritual — well-known in Philadelphia schools — is intended
to keep skin from scarring and hair from getting ripped out.

As Teshada passed the group on her way to class at
Audenried High that morning, the events of the previous week
flashed through her mind — a fight she had witnessed,
Facebook posts warning that someone from her neighborhood
would be attacked, a text blast to her phone that all but
named her as the intended victim.

She wondered: Would they come for her?

Minutes later, while taking an alge-
bra test, Teshada was unable to stop
thinking about the pack of girls. She
glanced up from the test, looking at
the classroom door.

The girls in scarves passed by.
Teshada was terrified; now she

was sure they were coming for her.
Suddenly, a band of more than a

dozen girls and boys — captured on
video roaming the halls and looking
into classrooms — barged through
the door.

The group converged on Teshada
and began to beat her.

In less than a minute, they vanished.
“It was like a tornado,” her teacher

would later say. “They went one way,
then they went the other way.”

¢
In Philadelphia, schools are no

sanctuary.
The Jan. 22, 2010, assault on Tesha-

da, which left her bleeding and
dazed, was the 2,095th violent inci-
dent the School District recorded in
the 2009-10 year.

Within a few minutes, a video at the
three-story school recorded violent in-
cident No. 2,096, another attack in a
hallway in a largely unused part of the

building that teachers had com-
plained about for months. Students
rushed past a security guard as the
fight erupted. Then, he waded into the
fray, reaching down to help a girl who
had been knocked to the ground and
kicked and punched by her assailants.

By June, the district’s total of vio-
lent incidents had grown to 4,541.
That means on an average day 25
students, teachers, or other staff
members were beaten, robbed, sexu-

See SCHOOLS on A22

Climate of Violence
Stifles City Schools
Efforts by Phila. administrators to stem
the complex problem have fallen short.

EXCLUSIVE
ONLINE EXTRAS
philly.com/schoolviolence
Videos: See the Audenried
assaults from school cameras.
Database of school incidents:
How violent is your school?
Speaking out: Hear from
teachers and students.
Share: Your comments on
Philadelphia school violence.
Chat: Monday at noon with
schools reporter Kristen
Graham on her new blog,
“Philly School Files,”
www.philly.com/SchoolFiles.

WEATHER

High 43, Low 29
Light snow to the
south. Full report
and NBC10 forecast, B15.
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Corbett’s
vision for
Pa. schools
His plan includes voter
approval of budgets.

Your breath isn’t quite as
bated. Anticipation has yield-
ed ground to trepidation.

The week the Phillies are
scheduled to come north,
their fortunes seem to be
headed due south. The sum-
mer of the aces has been pre-
ceded, maybe preempted,
by the spring of the aches.

Chase Utley’s knee, Brad
Lidge’s shoulder, Placido Po-
lanco’s elbow. When that
line drive dropped Roy Os-
walt last week, it knocked all
of Philadelphia down. What
a pain in the neck.

The red pinstriped angel
See SHERIDAN on A4
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By Dan Hardy
INQUIRER STAFF WRITER

When it comes to changing
public education in Pennsylva-
nia, Gov. Corbett’s proposed bil-
lion-dollar funding cut to
school districts this year could
be just the beginning.

The governor also is pushing
a legislative agenda that could
significantly affect the way chil-
dren are taught, the teachers
who instruct them, and how
schools craft their budgets.

One proposal that many sub-
urban school boards fear and
many taxpayers relish calls for
voter approval of proposed dis-
trict budgets when tax increas-
es exceed inflation. If this

See EDUCATION on A5

Trailblazer Ferraro dies

Geraldine Ferraro

© 2011 Philadelphia Media Network Inc. Call 215-665-1234 or 1-800-222-2765 for home delivery.

¢ There’s no need to panic,
except … Bill Lyon, C1.
¢ Around The Horn: Phillies
preview. Sports, Section D.

ADVERTISEMENT

By Kareem Fahim
and David D. Kirkpatrick

NEW YORK TIMES NEWS SERVICE

AJDABIYA, Libya — Moam-
mar Gadhafi’s forces retreat-
ed from this strategic city Sat-
urday, running for dozens of
miles back along the coast in
the first significant advance
for Libyan rebels since U.S.
and European air strikes be-
gan a week ago.

The rebel victory was the
first sign that the allied at-

tacks, directed not only
against Gadhafi’s aircraft
and defenses but also against
his ground troops, were
changing the dynamics of the
battle for control of the coun-
try. As night fell, rebel forces
had not only recaptured Aj-
dabiya, a crucial hub city in
eastern Libya, but had also
driven almost uncontested to
the town of Brega, erasing
weeks of loss as the air

See LIBYA on A20

Rebels retake
Libyan city
Gadhafi’s forces retreated from a key hub. “We
are succeeding in our mission,” Obama said.

By Douglas Martin
NEW YORK TIMES NEWS SERVICE

Geraldine A. Ferraro, 75, the former Queens
congresswoman who in 1984 strode onto a
podium to accept the Democratic nomination
for vice president and to take her place in U.S.
history as the first woman nominated for na-
tional office by a major party, died Saturday

See FERRARO on A16

INSIDE
Philadelphia’s 45 most violent
schools. Graphic, A24.
A serious beating amid
day-to-day violence. A25.

On Facebook, search
Assault on Learning

DAVID SWANSON / Staff Photographer
Teshada Herring was an Audenried
freshman last year when a gang of
students raided a class to beat her. “It
was like a tornado,” her teacher said.

Minutes after the Audenried High assault on Teshada Herring, surveillance video captured this attack on a second
student in a little-used wing. During the 2009-10 school year, 4,541 violent incidents were reported in the district.
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ally assaulted, or victims of other
violent crimes.

That doesn’t even include thou-
sands more who are extorted, threat-
ened, or bullied in a school year.

And those are just the incidents
that are reported; teachers, students,
and administrators interviewed by
The Inquirer during a yearlong inves-
tigation say many are not. During
the 2009-10 school year alone, 183
cases came to the district’s attention
only after the city police made ar-
rests.

Violence in Philadelphia schools
is more than the sheer numbers.
The specter of violence traumatizes
students and teachers, and stifles
learning.

Audenried, housed in a gleaming,
new $60 million building in Grays
Ferry, is equipped with a sophisti-
cated camera-surveillance system.
But that was no deterrent to the
band of youngsters bent on attack
who roamed the corridors.

In the attack’s aftermath, Teshada
— then a 15-year-old freshman —
had to confront the elemental ques-
tion of whether she could stay in her
neighborhood school and learn.

And her teacher, Brynn Keller,
after witnessing the assault, grap-
pled with her total inability to pro-
tect a student in her classroom.

Incidents of violence like this
raise the question of whether Super-
intendent Arlene C. Ackerman, in
the midst of her third year, is fulfill-
ing her pledge to make Philadel-
phia schools safe places to learn.

Ackerman contends that on her
watch the district has taken strong
steps to curb school violence — such
as enforcing a zero-tolerance policy
on discipline and expelling students.
She cites a drop in reported incidents
as proof the efforts are working.

Moreover, she said, school violence
is a national “public health problem”
that will require an entire community
to resolve: “We’re going to have to fix
it as a collective effort and not expect
the school to take on the responsibili-
ty for trying to do everything.”

Ackerman conceded that the
School District must do a better job
developing responses to violence,
but that getting hundreds of
“schools to implement these pro-
grams with fidelity is where we still
have a long way to go.”

And she placed much of the respon-
sibility on teachers and principals.

“When young people rush into a
classroom, when they roam the halls,
that’s an adult problem — of the edu-
cators in that school,” Ackerman
said, referring to Teshada’s assault
at Audenried. “Having been a teach-
er, having been a principal, I never
had that happen in my classroom,
and I sure didn’t have it happen in
my school, because we were clear
about what we would tolerate, what
was acceptable and what wasn’t.”

Good discipline occurs in class-
rooms with good teaching, she said.

But many teachers and other
school staff have said that even
good teaching can fail in the face of
violence, and that the district has
done little to help. They, as well as
students and parents interviewed
by The Inquirer, are openly skepti-
cal of the district’s antiviolence ef-
forts and its assertion that it enforc-
es zero tolerance for violence.

“Really? Because you can pretty
much punch a teacher and still go to
school,” said teacher Hope Moffett,
who was in an adjacent classroom
when Teshada was attacked. In a Jan-
uary interview, she compared the as-
sault to “a prison riot.”

Since then, Moffett has become
openly critical about violence and
Ackerman’s plan to turn Audenried
into a charter school run by a non-
profit company. Despite receiving
positive evaluations, Moffett faced
firing for giving students bus tokens
to travel to a demonstration oppos-
ing Audenried’s conversion and
then talking to the press about being
disciplined. The district backed off
after the union sued.

The Inquirer’s investigation
The Inquirer spent a year looking

into violence in Philadelphia public
schools, interviewing hundreds of
teachers, parents, students, and ed-
ucation experts about the district’s

problems.
It also commissioned an exten-

sive, independently administered
survey by Temple University that
sampled the opinions of more than
750 teachers and aides — 6 percent
of the 13,000 the district employs.

More than two-thirds of those
who responded to the survey report-
ed that the violence and disruption
in their building hindered their stu-
dents’ ability to learn. And more
than half said violence had wors-
ened during the last three years.

Educators in schools throughout
the district spoke out about high
levels of violence and disruption in
their schools.

“There are far more disruptive
and violent students than our sys-
tem can handle,” said one middle
school teacher, who spoke of stu-
dents who “hop from classroom to
classroom … causing chaos.”

The Inquirer also obtained thou-

sands of internal School District po-
lice reports of violent incidents dat-
ing back to 2007. They show that
during the last four years serious
crimes occurred dozens of times a
day, in every corner of the city, at
every level of school.

Case histories of assaults that
landed in Common Pleas Court
were reviewed, including that of
the two girls and a boy who joined
several others in the assault on Te-
shada at Audenried.

And a database was created with
information provided by the School
District and analyzed, detailing
more than 30,000 serious incidents

— from assaults to robberies to
rapes — reported in the district dur-
ing the last five years.

Even taking the district’s numbers
at face value, the results are stunning:
8 Violence worsened in 111 of the
district’s 268 schools in 2009-10.
(Because some schools were closed
or converted to charter schools, the
district counts 257 schools this
year.)
8 In the district’s 32 neighborhood
high schools such as Audenried,
the violence rate increased 17 per-
cent over five years — to 51.1 report-
ed incidents of violence per 1,000
students in 2009-10.
8 Assaults accounted for two-thirds
(66 percent) of all serious inci-
dents, up from 61 percent five
years earlier.
8 Nine out of every 10 schools —
from elementary schools on up —
reported a serious assault last year.
8 Nearly three-quarters of the

schools reporting violent incidents
had at least one teacher assaulted.
There were 690 teacher assaults in
the district that year.

Although the numbers are alarm-
ing, considerable evidence shows
they may not even be accurate. Doc-
umented cases of underreporting
suggest the problem of violence
may be even greater.

Teachers and other school staff
said they faced constant pressure
from administrators to not report
violent incidents, which renders
the district’s statistics suspect.

Depending on the principal,
schools vary widely on how they re-

port and handle violence and whether
they call city police — a problem that
Deputy Mayor Everett Gillison con-
ceded. Some principals would rather
handle matters themselves, he said.

“Different schools have different
cultures and different ways of han-
dling matters,” said Gillison, who
oversees police matters for the city.
“What we have to do is try to
change the culture, and that takes
time.”

In many cases, the district’s main
intervention system has evolved
into an exercise in paper shuffling,
rather than a way to get troubled
students the help they need. So
many students were enrolled in the
program last year — 51,166, or one-
third of all students in the system
— that teachers and counselors are
overwhelmed.

When antiviolence programs do
work — and creative, effective initi-
atives have flourished in some dis-
trict schools — they aren’t imple-
mented on a wider basis.

None of these findings surprise
Jack Stollsteimer, the independent
safe-schools advocate between 2006
and 2009, who was charged with
monitoring violence in the district un-
til state officials eliminated his job.

“The district is just a disaster
when it comes to school safety,”
Stollsteimer said. “No administra-
tion I’ve seen has adequately ad-
dressed the problem.”

Long-standing problems
In Philadelphia — the most vio-

lent large city in America for the
last two years, according to FBI
crime statistics — many of the prob-
lems afflicting the district are long-
standing and predate Ackerman’s
tenure, which began in June 2008.

Dozens of Philadelphia schools,
including Audenried, sit in neigh-
borhoods plagued by poverty, hun-
ger, drug abuse, parental neglect,
and crime. Making these schools ha-
vens where the district’s 155,000
students can learn is a vexing prob-
lem that resists an easy solution.

Deputy Superintendent Leroy
Nunery said the district was in the
early stages of developing a com-
prehensive approach to violence,
but was facing a shortage of fund-
ing. The district’s $3.2 billion bud-
get allows it to spend more than
$13,000 per pupil, far less than
wealthy suburban districts spend.
It also faces a budget shortfall for
the coming school year that could
exceed $600 million.

“In this constrained budget envi-
ronment, we’re not going to have
the luxury of throwing a lot more
dollars at the problem. We’re going
to have to fix this in the classroom,”
Nunery said.

Against this gloomy background,
the School District has found some

points of light, frequently citing
test scores moving up during the
last eight years as evidence of suc-
cess — achievements that have
won Ackerman national accolades,
including one from a group she for-
merly led that lauded her as the
nation’s top urban school leader.

And some district schools — even
those in tough neighborhoods with
many impoverished children — rare-
ly see violence. But some of the saf-
est schools, such as Central High and
Masterman, are magnets, with selec-
tive enrollments.

Even with these undeniable suc-
cesses, the problem of violence per-
sists in the schools.

In late February, the city’s Hu-
man Relations Commission issued
a report that concluded that con-
flicts among racial and ethnic
groups were widespread in schools.

And a mid-March report by Jack
Wagner, the state auditor general,
called violence in the schools “a
chronic problem” and said an out-
side watchdog was needed to moni-
tor school violence.

In the weeks before those reports, a
brawl at Simon Gratz High in Nice-
town, possibly gang-related, landed
one combatant in a hospital with a
broken eye socket; a sixth grader was
arrested for taking a gun to Heston
Elementary in West Philadelphia; and
one fifth grader grabbed another by
the head and began “grinding on her”
at Bregy Elementary in South Phila-
delphia, according to the school po-
lice report. Police were not called in
the latter incident until the complain-
ant’s mother went to the school and
was upset that they hadn’t been
called.

New steps to fight violence
As The Inquirer began questioning

district officials and seeking docu-
ments for this series, the Ackerman
administration was recalibrating its
approach to violence in the schools.

It was already under national
scrutiny for its failure to stem vio-
lent attacks on Asian students by
African Americans at South Phila-
delphia High School.

One dramatic move was the re-
moval in August of James B. Gold-
en, the district’s safety chief for
five years and a former Philadel-
phia police captain. He later told
reporters that the district’s prob-
lems stemmed in part from a lack
of focus and direction.

“It’s an environment where aca-
demics are in charge. Educators
are in charge,” said Golden. “How-
ever, there are nonacademic chal-
lenges and issues for which you
need other professionals to be in-
volved in addressing.”

Despite his role as the district’s
top security officer, he said, the ad-

SCHOOLS from A1
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“IT FELT LIKE A PRISON RIOT.
MY WHOLE ROOM WAS SHAKING.
DESKS WERE RATTLING.”
Hope Moffett, an Audenried teacher who was in an adjoining room

A pervasive climate of violence …

DAVID SWANSON / Staff Photographer
Bridgette Bennett and her daughter Teshada Herring. When Bennett got the call from Audenried, she said, “I was scared that my kid was really, really hurt.”

The First Attack Jan. 22, 2010: After tying hair … and searching classroom to classroom, attackers swarm in … and Audenried school police arrive at the room.

8:58:07 A.M. 8:59:33 A.M. 9:00:40 A.M.
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By Dylan Purcell
INQUIRER STAFF WRITER

Philadelphia School District offi-
cials have touted a 29 percent de-
cline in serious incidents over the
last two years.

They promote it in news releas-
es. They promote it on their web-
site. When callers to the district
are put on hold, they hear it in a
recording.

But this figure deserves a clos-
er look.

The district’s assertion is based
on a comparison of incidents be-
tween the 2007-08 school year
and 2009-10. But its math com-
pares raw numbers without ac-
counting for a significant drop in
enrollment during that period
and an unusual spike in incidents
after a highly publicized assault.

The widely accepted standard
for measuring crime used for the
FBI’s Uniform Crime Statistics di-

vides total crime by population to
yield a crime rate. Under that
method, the district’s serious-inci-
dent rate dropped 22 percent,
from 4.1 incidents per 100 stu-
dents to 3.2, The Inquirer found.

Perhaps more important, the
2007-08 school year had a signifi-
cant spike in incidents un-
matched in the last decade. The
spike came after the principal at a
South Philadelphia elementary
school failed to report an assault
on a student, prompting a district
crackdown on reporting.

Incident reports rose about 50
percent daily for several months,
said James B. Golden, former dis-
trict safety chief.

“The principals said: ‘You want
reporting? We’ll give you report-
ing,’ ” Golden said.

There were 14,743 incidents —
violent and nonviolent — report-
ed that school year, more than

any year in the last decade and up
14 percent from the previous
year, according to state reports.

The next year, 2008-09, the year
Superintendent Arlene C. Acker-
man arrived, incident numbers
dropped a nearly commensurate
11 percent.

In addition, the district has
been shedding students and
schools, which automatically
drives down its incident numbers.

The district’s enrollment has
changed dramatically during the
last decade. Since 2000, enroll-
ment has dropped by 57,000, to
155,000. Most recently, the district
decided to cast off more of its low-
performing schools to charter op-
erators. The list includes several
troubled neighborhood high
schools such as Audenried, Simon
Gratz, Olney East, and Olney
West. These schools rank among
the district’s most violent.

The Inquirer also came up with
a violence rate for every school.
That analysis included all serious
incidents excluding drug, alcohol,
and fire.

As a group, the neighborhood
high schools experienced 17 per-
cent more violent incidents in
2009-10 than they did in 2005-06,
according to The Inquirer analysis.

Notably, these high schools ac-
count for 84 percent of district
schools cited by the state as “per-
sistently dangerous.”

Taking a five-year snapshot of
serious-incident data smooths
over the reporting spike and
spans two administrations.

Doing that shows a more mod-
est decline in the serious-incident
rate from 3.6 incidents per 100
students to 3.2, or 11 percent.

And that doesn’t take into ac-
count the teachers, administra-
tors, union officials, and parents

who told The Inquirer that
schools were not reporting seri-
ous incidents, which raises ques-
tions about the 11 percent im-
provement.

But school officials continue to
boast of improvement. At a City
Council hearing last month, Asso-
ciate Superintendent Tomás Han-
na said serious incidents were
down 11 percent over 2009-10 in a
year-to-date comparison.

The district declined to provide
The Inquirer with numbers to cal-
culate a crime rate for the period.

Numbers aside, the district’s vi-
olence picture is largely what it
was five years ago. Then and now,
three out of every 100 students
are the victim or perpetrator of
violent school crime.

Inquirer staff writers Susan Snyder
and John Sullivan contributed to this
article.

Taking a closer look at the numbers behind school violence

ministration failed to consult him
on key decisions. In one, at South
Philadelphia High, Ackerman ap-
proved the installation of high-tech
security cameras.

Later, in September, Ackerman au-
thorized a no-bid, emergency con-
tract to spend $7.5 million putting
security cameras in 19 schools
deemed by state and federal guide-
lines to be “persistently dangerous.”

About the same time, the district
launched a plan to address safety
at what it identified as the 46 most
troublesome schools, Audenried
among them.

Plagued by low attendance, chronic

truancy, and high suspensions, these
46 schools account for nearly half the
district’s violent incidents, though
only 24 percent of enrollment.

The district also created a com-
mission that includes top city offi-
cials to study violence and
launched a campaign against bully-
ing. It also increased expulsions for
violent behavior.

Many of those who have faced
school violence say these are famil-
iar responses to problems that have
gone unchecked for years.

But new cameras won’t deter an
attack as brazen as the one on Te-
shada at Audenried.

An attack that happened at 8:59

a.m. in the presence of a teacher
and a classroom of more than 20
ninth graders.

An attack that left Teshada bleed-
ing and sprawled on the floor, with
her hair yanked out from the front
half of her head, welts on her face,
and a lump under one eye.

“Our hallways are well-equipped
with cameras,” said Keller, the Auden-
ried teacher whose classroom was in-
vaded by the mob of students looking
for Teshada. “These students roamed
not just my floor but the second floor
as well, for a period of five or 10 min-
utes before they entered my class-
room. Nobody said anything.”

‘The prison on the hill’
Bordered by housing projects

and I-76, Charles Y. Audenried
High for years has been one of the
district’s most troubled schools. In
its former building, at 33d and
Tasker Streets, dubbed “the prison
on the hill,” academic failure and
chaos reigned.

In 2003, a large melee inside the
school resulted in 16-year-old
Jamillah Robinson’s receiving
more than 50 stitches to her face
and chest after she was attacked
with a razor blade. She filed a civil
rights case against the School Dis-
trict and eventually settled.

The attack came after the girl
and her mother — as Teshada and
her mother would — repeatedly
called the school, expressing fear
and asking for help.

In sentencing five girls for her
attack, Kevin Dougherty, adminis-
trative judge of Family Court, exco-
riated Audenried for its lack of con-
trol and discipline: “Audenried
should hang its window down with
absolute shame.”

The district shut the dilapidated
building in 2005. Three years later,
Audenried High reopened on the
same site in a renovated building
with a red-slate and purple-brick ex-
terior supported by yellow pillars.

Upon reopening, it enrolled only
ninth graders, with plans to add an-
other grade each year. When Tesha-
da was attacked, it included about
350 ninth and 10th graders.

Officials were hopeful that past
problems would not resurface.

It was a vain hope.
“I don’t think they should have

put that school out there,” said Brit-
tany Lecount, a student who said
she watched Teshada’s attack.

“Different streets going to war
with different streets, kids fighting
each other for no reason.”

The only reason Audenried didn’t
join the 19 schools with the “persis-
tently dangerous” tag was that it
was new and needed at least two
years of recorded statistics to quali-
fy.

The Inquirer’s analysis found
that the school was among 55 in the
district that had a violent-crime
rate the same as or higher than
those schools tagged as “persistent-
ly dangerous.” But these schools
were not labeled as such because

they didn’t meet all of the narrowly
tailored state and federal condi-
tions.

Added to the 19 “persistently dan-
gerous” schools, that’s a total of 74
— far more than the list of 46 that
the School District has singled out
for a safety review, and evidence of
a far broader problem.

Gang bursts in, starts beating
The morning Teshada Herring was

attacked started on a high note in
Brynn Keller’s classroom. She was
praising her students for their high
scores on a district reading exam.

Halfway through first period, she
got a call from algebra teacher
Michelle Davis, whose classroom
was across the hall. Davis wanted
to know if Keller could take one of
her students.

Teshada had arrived at Davis’
first-period class late. She was agi-
tated and refusing to take her test.
Davis didn’t know what was wrong
with Teshada, and Teshada
wouldn’t tell her.

Keller, also one of Teshada’s
teachers that semester, agreed.
Teachers often trade off students to
keep them in class rather than a
discipline office.

Teshada took a seat in a cluster of
four desks in the center of Keller’s
room. Her seat faced the door. At
her back was a window looking out
on rows and rows of new public
housing, Greater Grays Ferry Es-
tates — the old Tasker Homes.

It’s in these neighborhoods that ri-
valries spark and later flare in school
hallways. Children, many of whom
weren’t even born when the feuding
began, see classrooms as fair battle-
grounds to carry out attacks.

At Audenried, teachers say they
learn about gangs from their stu-
dents, and they’re well-aware of the
three rival neighborhood groups
named for streets near the school —
27th Street, 31st Street, and 18th
Street. The district was supposed to
give teachers “gang awareness” train-
ing, but never did.

In the face of simmering neighbor-
hood violence, it wasn’t just teachers
who were unprepared. It was the
building, too. Students had learned
to evade hallway cameras by duck-
ing into the alcoves outside class-
rooms or by getting into the bath-
rooms. Security officers tightly con-
trolled keys to the washrooms, but
students broke in by punching holes
in the walls, then reaching in and
unlocking the doors.

The hallway where the second
fight occurred was in an isolated
wing of the building that had just
three classes. That meant the small
security force was spread thin.

At the time of Teshada’s attack,
classes had been in session for 30
minutes, but a security video
showed dozens of students milling
in the hallway.

Teshada heard them outside. She
tried to concentrate on her test —
until the door burst open. The band
of students streamed in and zeroed
in on Teshada.

The rest of Keller’s students dart-
ed to the edges of the room.

Keller moved toward her phone
and called security. “I knew there
was nothing else I could do,” she
said.

Students began swinging at Te-
shada, surrounding her like a
“swarm of bees,” Keller said. They
knocked her to the ground and con-
tinued to beat her.

“It felt like a prison riot. My
whole room was shaking. Desks
were rattling,” said Moffett, who
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“THE DISTRICT IS
JUST A DISASTER
WHEN IT COMES
TO SCHOOL
SAFETY. NO
ADMINISTRATION
I’VE SEEN HAS
ADEQUATELY
ADDRESSED
THE PROBLEM.”
Jack Stollsteimer,
former safe-schools advocate for
the Philadelphia School District

... stifles learning in city’s schools
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Assaults Remain the Major Problem
While serious incidents rose and fell from the 2005-06 to the 2009-10
school year, assaults persisted. Some other major offenses — fire, weapon,
and drug crimes — fell sharply, driving an overall decline. Assault remained
the largest crime category with 3,330 assaults out of 5,027 serious
incidents in 2009-10.

A crime-by-crime breakdown
Over the last five years, the district had the most success cutting crime
rates for weapon, fire, and drug and alcohol incidents. The rate is based
on crime frequency per 1,000 students. Assault and robbery rates fell
slightly while morals offenses edged up.
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SOURCES: School District of Philadelphia; Inquirer analysis

NOTE: About 1% of incidents occurred at non-School District locations and were not calculated.
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Major change

Weapon 6.2 5.9 5.3 4.1 4.0 –35.5%

Fire 1.1 1.2 1.2 1.0 0.7 –32.4

Drug and
alcohol 2.9 2.4 2.2 2.0 2.2 –23.7

Modest change

Assault 21.8 23.8 27.0 24.0 20.6 –5.8

Robbery 1.2 1.3 1.7 1.5 1.2 –2.0

Morals 2.1 2.1 2.8 2.7 2.2 +4.0

61%
39% 34%

66%

Assaults: A growing share of serious crime
Assaults made up 66 percent of all serious incidents reported in 2009-10,
up from 61 percent in 2005-06.

2005-06 2009-10

Assaults

All other
serious
incidents

All other
serious
incidents Assaults

Year

Assaults
(Five-year total: 19,752)

All other
serious incidents

(Five-year total:10,581)

22

27

21

The Second Attack Minutes later that morning, Audenried students surround a 10th grader and start to beat her … then a police officer restrains one student.

9:08:20 A.M. 9:08:22 A.M. 9:09:30 A.M.

“WE’RE GOING
TO HAVE TO FIX IT
AS A COLLECTIVE
EFFORT AND
NOT EXPECT
THE SCHOOL
TO TAKE ON THE
RESPONSIBILITY
FOR TRYING TO
DO EVERYTHING.”
Arlene C. Ackerman, Philadelphia
School District superintendent

INVESTIGATIONASSAULT ON LEARNING Inquirer
More at philly.com/schoolviolence
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was teaching in an adjoining room.
Two of Keller’s students tried to

pull the attackers off Teshada. In
the end, one boy covered Teshada
with his body to shield her.

The attack left the 24-year-old
Keller, a graduate of Neshaminy
High School in Bucks County and
Temple, feeling helpless.

“I’m supposed to be able to pro-
tect them,” said Keller, whose
youthful face belies her toughness.
“On that day, that’s not something I
could do.”

Growing Audenried violence
The attack on Teshada was part

of growing violence at Audenried
during the last school year. By the
end of January 2010, there were 17
assaults, one weapons incident,
and nine cases of disorderly con-
duct and fighting, according to
School District data.

The district had failed to send in
more security despite repeated
pleas from administrators and
teachers, horrified by the hall-walk-
ing that routinely disrupted their
lessons and endangered their pu-
pils.

“It was just wildly out of control,”
recalled art teacher Peter Coyle,
who said staff routinely had to lock
doors to keep out troublemakers.

At 9:08 a.m. — just a few minutes
after Teshada’s assault — security
tapes show the second assault un-
folding in the school. A group of
more than a dozen students sur-
rounded a 10th-grade girl, wearing
a red sweater vest.

Some of them began punching
and kicking the girl, and the attack
continued as she lay helpless on
the floor. In a matter of seconds, a
security guard waded into the
crowd and began pulling off attack-
ers.

The back-to-back incidents hap-
pened so fast that the school’s
small security staff couldn’t react
quickly enough. Two of the school’s
five security officers were on anoth-
er floor dealing with the aftermath
of the attack on Teshada.

The crowd began dispersing after
custodians ran to aid the lone secu-
rity guard. The victim, who stag-
gered to her feet, suffered an eye
injury.

One of the students charged in
the second attack said her finger
had been broken and she had to
have surgery. She blamed the vic-
tim, saying the girl had “bumped”
her first.

The day would get worse. Teach-
ers would learn later that a South
Philadelphia High athlete, Tyree
Parks, was inside Audenried after
school to coach a youth basketball
game, probably with a gun. After
the game, he was shot to death
while walking home. Police search-
ing his body found he had been car-
rying a .32-caliber semiautomatic
handgun.

He did not have to pass through
the school’s metal detectors, Coyle
said, because the youth game was
after hours.

Teachers often targets
The young Audenried staff —

about 60 percent of whom had
three years or less of teaching expe-
rience — was gravely shaken.

“I don’t think people have any
idea about the level of violence we
deal with,” Keller said.

The plight of Audenried teachers
is repeated in many schools
throughout the city. Many times,
teachers are the victims.

Nearly a quarter of Philadelphia
school teachers and staff said they
had been physically assaulted in the
previous school year — 2008-09 —
in a survey conducted by the federal
Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention. The CDC last spring sur-
veyed 1,350 School District staffers,
nearly half of whom responded.

The proportion was highest at
high schools, where nearly a third
said they had been attacked, accord-
ing to the survey.

More than half the workers also
reported they had been victims of
verbal threats and assaults during
that year.

Jerry Jordan, president of the Phil-
adelphia Federation of Teachers,
called results of the Temple and CDC
surveys “alarming” and “a clear call
that more has to be done.”

This school year didn’t start out
much better.

In November, Jordan met with
Ackerman after two teachers in one
week suffered concussions when
they were assaulted by students —
one of them at Audenried High.
Ackerman and Jordan followed
with a joint memo to staff, remind-
ing them to take a hard line on
bullying and assaults.

Hints an attack is coming
For parents who have little

choice but to rely on the School
District to protect their children
during the day, the violence is mad-
dening.

Three days before her daughter
was attacked, Teshada’s mother,
Bridgette Bennett, called out of
work and went to Audenried to
speak with school police officers.
Her daughter had told her that trou-
ble was brewing, and she had seen
the Facebook posts and text blast
warning that someone was going to
be beaten.

“Somebody’s going to get it,” Ben-
nett told them, “and I don’t want it
to be my child.”

The officers said they would han-
dle it. But that Friday, Teshada was
attacked.

Bennett got the call from the
school.

“I was scared that my kid was
really, really hurt,” Bennett said.
“How could this have happened?
How did you allow these children
to walk around in the halls as long
as you did and not say anything?”

A single parent of six, Bennett
works long hours in housekeeping
at Albert Einstein Medical Center
to support her family.

“I come home and tell them sto-
ries every day so they can be thank-
ful,” she said. “Live today like it’s

your last.”
She also emphasizes the impor-

tance of school: “Without educa-
tion, there’s nothing.”

But Bennett and many other par-
ents throughout the city every day
must entrust their children to the
public schools. They can’t afford
safer private or Catholic schools.
They can’t all find spaces in charter
schools. They can’t just pick up and
move.

In a poll of 802 city parents with
school-age children, conducted in
June by the Pew Charitable Trusts,
fewer than a third gave their chil-
dren’s schools high marks for han-
dling safety. One-third rated their
schools “only fair” or “poor.”

After the assault, Bennett took
her daughter to the police station
and filed a report. But she said
what was really needed were more
counselors and support in the
schools.

“You’re talking about our inner-
city children. These children are
fighting. They’re dodging bullets ev-
ery day. Their parents are on
drugs. They’re fighting for their
lives. They’re being molested.

“They need to help these par-
ents,” Bennett said of the School
District officials.

Teneka Campbell, 34, whose daugh-
ter was one of the students disci-
plined in the attack on Teshada, said
the school was out of control:

“The video clearly shows there’s
nobody monitoring the hallways.
It’s a shame.”

‘Really hitting me’
Teshada remembers a girl hitting

her first, but soon there were lots
of blows.

“I seen a boy hitting me, like real-
ly hitting me, like I was a boy,” she
recalled.

All she could think about was pro-
tecting her face.

“That’s my main focus,” Teshada
said. “You can cut all my hair off. I’m
going to still be me with no hair.”

Teshada lay crumpled on the
floor, the buttons and hood ripped
off her coat and scattered.

But she got up after her attackers
fled and tried to go after them. She
wanted to call her older sister for
help, too, but adults in the room
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Violence Glossary
Persistently dangerous. The
Pennsylvania Department of
Education labels a school
“persistently dangerous” if it
has a certain number of
student arrests for dangerous
incidents in the most recent
school year and in one year
of the two prior years.

The number of incidents is
based on enrollment. Schools
with more than 1,000 students
must have 20 or more
dangerous incidents.

Dangerous incidents include
weapons possession and
violence such as homicide,
kidnapping, robbery, sexual
offenses, and aggravated
assaults.

Serious incidents. The School
District of Philadelphia labels
incidents serious or nonserious.
Crimes considered serious
include assault, robbery, morals
offenses, shooting, stabbing,
weapons offenses, abduction or
attempted abduction, setting
fire, and drug or alcohol
offenses. Crimes considered
nonserious include disorderly
conduct, threats, bullying, and
extortion.

Violent incidents. To study
school violence, The Inquirer
included all serious incidents
except setting fires and drug
or alcohol offenses.

Crime rate. As is typically
done to study crime uniformly,
The Inquirer calculated the
rate of crimes to control for
differences in enrollment. For
schools, the rate is per 100
students. For the district, the
rate is per 1,000.

Public school. The series
focuses on 268 public schools
operated by the district in
2009-10. Not included are
charters or schools run by
private operators.

Focus 46. In fall 2010, the
district identified 46 troubled
schools: the 19 persistently
dangerous schools plus 27 with
similar characteristics. The
program tracks violence, daily
attendance, chronic truancy,
out-of-school suspensions, and
the number of students facing
expulsion, transfer, or referral to
hearing officers. These schools
receive safety audits, training,
and additional scrutiny.

By Kristen A. Graham
INQUIRER STAFF WRITER

Come September, Audenried
High will become a charter school,
one of 18 to be dramatically over-
hauled under Superintendent Ar-
lene C. Ackerman’s Renaissance
schools plan.

Audenried and nearby Vare Mid-
dle School will go to Universal
Cos. Inc., the nonprofit run by mu-
sic impresario Kenny Gamble.
Though six other schools will also
be handed over to three charter
providers, their neighborhood
communities got a say in who
runs them.

Universal won Vare and Auden-
ried — with its new, $60 million
building — by virtue of a $500,000
U.S. Department of Education plan-

ning grant awarded to supply “cra-
dle to college services” to young
people living in Grays Ferry and
Point Breeze, officials said.

Universal, with the School Dis-
trict’s blessing, applied for the
grant just months after Audenried
opened for the 2008-09 school
year. The nonprofit hopes to win
an additional implementation
grant worth millions of dollars, but
that isn’t guaranteed. Nor has the
School District disclosed what sort
of rent it will charge Universal for
the state-of-the-art building.

The district made an exception
for Universal because “we see this
as an opportunity to leverage
those dollars from the federal gov-
ernment,” Associate Superinten-
dent Penny Nixon said.

The announcement drew immedi-
ate criticism from many communi-
ty members, teachers, and stu-
dents, who said that Audenried
had improved, and that it was not
fair for the district to judge it on
data from the old building, which
closed in 2005. No state test results
are even available for the current
Audenried, whose first crop of jun-

iors is about to take exams.
Students left school and protest-

ed outside district headquarters.
Teachers and community mem-
bers spoke out at School Reform
Commission meetings. District of-
ficials shot back, calling Auden-
ried’s academic performance “ab-
solutely unacceptable.”

There has also been friction

over Universal’s past performance
running schools.

Under the district’s old educa-
tion-management organization
model, Universal ran Vare, which
performed so poorly that the dis-
trict took back control.

Universal now runs Bluford and
Daroff, two former district
schools, as charters; provides ser-
vices at another district school,
E.M. Stanton; and runs another
charter, Universal Institute. Dis-
trict officials defended Universal’s
performance and blamed the fail-
ures at Vare on the old manage-
ment model, calling it flawed.

Universal’s charter to run Auden-
ried still requires formal SRC ap-
proval. Chairman Robert L. Archie
Jr. has said he will recuse himself
from the vote because he previous-
ly sat on Universal’s board.

Contact staff writer Kristen Graham
at 215-854-5146 or
kgraham@phillynews.com.

RON TARVER / Staff Photographer
Students protest at a hearing at Audenried High as district administrator
Michael Silverman discusses plans to make it a Renaissance school.

Audenried faces uncertain future
as a controversial charter school

Teachers feel vulnerable, helpless

High Schools 2009-10 2009-10 5-year

2009-10 Violent Rate point

School Enrollment incidents per 100 change1

FitzSimons 447 55 12.3 +1.6

Strawberry Mansion 507 60 11.8 +8.0

Roxborough 846 85 10.0 +6.5

Olney East 898 89 9.9 +5.4

Douglas 307 28 9.1 +4.2

Audenried 352 32 9.1 N.A.2

South Philadelphia 965 87 9.0 +.5

Robert Lamberton 267 22 8.2 +1.9

Olney West 893 70 7.8 –0.9

Sayre 692 54 7.8 +2.3

Fels 1,653 122 7.4 +0.6

Germantown 1,043 72 6.9 +2.1

Gratz 1,302 84 6.5 +3.8

Edison 1,925 117 6.1 +2.8

Lincoln 1,762 106 6.0 +1.6

Vaux 401 20 5.0 –2.4

Frankford 1,795 69 3.8 +0.8

Overbrook 1,640 58 3.5 +0.6

Furness 674 23 3.4 +0.3

Middle Schools 2009-10 2009-10 5-Year

2009-10 Violent Rate point

School Enrollment incidents per 100 change1

Clemente 694 58 8.4 +3.6

Barratt 149 12 8.1 +5.5

Penn Treaty 518 37 7.1 –0.8

John Paul Jones 827 59 7.1 +2.3

Meehan 613 42 6.9 –2.0

Vare 374 25 6.7 –1.1

Beeber 516 34 6.6 –0.5

Pepper 659 42 6.4 +2.0

Sheridan West 226 14 6.2 +0.1

Shaw 244 15 6.1 –4.8

Elementary Schools 2009-10 2009-10 5-Year

2009-10 Violent Rate point

School Enrollment incidents per 100 change1

Dunbar 181 19 10.5 +1.6

Harrison 219 22 10.0 +5.2

Anderson 534 45 8.4 +5.4

McMichael 289 24 8.3 +4.0

Morris 352 27 7.7 +0.2

Pratt 394 29 7.4 +5.9

Gompers 358 21 5.9 +2.8

Drew 272 15 5.5 +0.3

Cooke 455 24 5.3 +2.7

Pastorius 646 34 5.3 +1.6

Wilson 248 13 5.2 +2.0

Cleveland 668 35 5.2 +2.5

Hill 325 17 5.2 +2.5

Stanton M. Hall 460 24 5.2 +1.7

Ludlow 276 14 5.1 +0.9

Rhoads 602 30 5.0 +1.9

Persistently dangerous schools in bold.
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SOURCES: School District of Philadelphia; Inquirer analysis

*List excludes schools with fewer than 100 students in 2009-10; not shown are three former district schools, Stetson Middle, Frederick Douglass Elementary,
and Franklin Smedley Elementary.

1 2005-06 to 2009-10. 2 Reopened in 2008-09. DYLAN PURCELL and MIKE PLACENTRA / Inquirer Staff

Highest rate
for high schools:
Thomas FitzSimons 12.3

Highest rate
for middle schools:
Roberto Clemente 8.4

Highest rate
for elementary schools:
Paul L. Dunbar 10.5

Violence rate
Incidents per
100 students

School type
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Most Violent Public Schools
In Philadelphia
Listed below are the schools* with at least five violent incidents
per 100 students, in the 2009-10 school year, or shown in bold
are the schools identified by the state as being “persistently
dangerous.” The Inquirer selected the following crime
categories to calculate each school’s violence rate:
assault, robbery, morals, shooting, stabbing,
weapon, and abduction or attempt.

For a full online database, go to:
www.philly.com/SchoolViolence
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stopped her.
Despite her injuries, she refused

medical attention.
“That would make me feel weak,”

Teshada said.
Achy and bruised, she stayed

home for several school days after
the attack.

She cried when she thought
about what had happened.

“I felt like I couldn’t be protected
in here, even inside,” she said.

Staying out of trouble
Teshada had attended charter

schools since fourth grade and
found them more orderly and safer
than district schools. At an Afrocen-
tric charter, she learned African
dance and how to crochet and
speak Swahili.

Her mother told her to give Au-
denried a try, at least until she
could get into a charter high school.

When she arrived at Audenried
as a freshman in 2009, she tried to
keep to herself.

Most other girls didn’t like her,
she said. What really irritates the
troublemakers, she said, is talking
to them in clear, proper English.

“They think you’re trying to in-
sult their intelligence because
you’re being intelligent,” she said.

Teshada, a confident teen who likes
to dress up and make people laugh,
said her best weapon is her smile.

An aspiring nurse, she scored the
highest in the class on one of
Keller’s midterms.

She never caused any trouble,
her teachers said, but in trying to
avoid it, she skipped class, and her
grades began to suffer.

A few days before Teshada got
jumped, she confided in her moth-
er that conflicts among girls in
the school were mounting. There
was something about a boy, a dis-
agreement between two girls, and
she got caught in the middle, she
said.

She had received the text blast on
her phone that someone was going
to get it.

The text didn’t mention her by
name, Teshada said, but she was
still uneasy.

“I think they just didn’t like me
and needed a reason to fight me,”
she said.

Plea for more safety
Less than a week after the attack

on Teshada, a group of Audenried
teachers joined about 100 others at
the Guerin Recreation Center in
South Philadelphia to tell the Phila-
delphia Commission on Human Re-
lations about school violence. The
Jan. 28 hearing was the first of 11
held after attacks at South Philadel-
phia High.

“There is little keeping our stu-
dents safe within our school’s
walls,” Keller testified.

Several students involved in the
attacks that day were sent to disci-
plinary schools.

But others remained at Audenried.
A 16-year-old boy was rejected

for transfer by the School District’s
regional office, even though he ad-
mitted to simple-assault charges in
court.

Keller still remembers his court
case. She was there.

“You will never go back to Auden-
ried High School,” Family Court
Judge Abram Frank Reynolds told
him, according to Keller’s recollec-
tion.

But the boy returned to Auden-
ried within a month while serving
out his six-month probationary
term.

A female student, whom Keller
identified as being in the room, also
faced little punishment.

“It leaves a really bad taste in
your mouth to know some students
involved got away with it,” Keller
said.

School District officials declined
to address the boy’s case for this
article but issued a statement.

“A student could have been al-
lowed to stay at the school for a
variety of reasons, including the
fact that he/she may have been a
special-education student, or insuf-
ficient evidence to support their al-
leged involvement in an incident,
etc.”

Special-education students can
be disciplined, but the district has
to take into account their disability
in deciding on consequences.

Moffett said she had asked the
principal why the girl had been al-
lowed to remain at Audenried.

She was told: “That’s it. You just
need to accept it. She had a five-

day suspension. She’s going to be
here.”

Principal Terry Pearsall-Hargett
had no comment.

Safety aides added, for a time
After the attack on Teshada, the

district added three school police
officers, an in-school suspension
room for troublemakers, and a
full-time “climate manager” to
handle discipline at Audenried. It
also closed off an unused section
of the building where wayward
students would wander in. Teach-
ers reported marked improve-
ment in safety.

But in a familiar theme in the
School District, the fixes did not
endure. At the end of last year, 33
climate managers were axed, in-
cluding Audenried’s. The district
cited budget concerns.

The firings created unrest among
teachers, although they say that
conditions in the building are calm-

er this year.
A winning basketball team ener-

gized the school. District standard-
ized test scores are improving in
math.

But now they have other con-
cerns. Audenried has been named
one of the district’s 18 Renais-
sance schools, a turnaround char-
ter school run by Universal Cos.
Inc.

The Renaissance plan means
many teachers will likely leave the
school rather than take leave from
the district to work for a charter.

The day that teachers got the
news — Jan. 25, 2011 — a group of
them had gathered in the library.

An after-school basketball game
was letting out when a gunshot out-
side pierced the air. Coyle, an art
teacher standing in front of a large
glass facade, ducked for cover be-
hind a metal pole in the library.

The school’s dean said she had
seen an unknown figure pointing
what she believed was a weapon.
The principal heard gunshots out-
side the school, and city police
found a shell casing outside a
school doorway, according to a po-
lice report. The school was placed
on lockdown for 35 minutes.

Headed off to new school
When Teshada returned to

school, she saw classmates carry-
ing razor blades for protection;
they had gotten them past metal
detectors.

And when her mother learned
that some of the students involved
in her daughter’s attack — includ-
ing the 16-year-old boy — remained
there, she told Teshada: “That’s it.
You have to go.”

She moved the family to West
Philadelphia in search of a safer
school. But in the Philadelphia sys-
tem, finding such a school can be
an elusive quest.

Teshada now goes to Overbrook
High, where, she said, she feels saf-
er. But her new school is on the
state’s “persistently dangerous” list.

“That’s the way it is in the city,”
her mother said in resignation.
“You just have to deal with it.”

Contact staff writer Kristen Graham
at 215-854-5146 or
kgraham@phillynews.com.
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Five Inquirer reporters
devoted a year to examining
violence in the Philadelphia
public schools. They
conducted more than 300
interviews with teachers,
administrators, students and
their families, district officials,
police officers, court officials,
and school-violence experts.

The Inquirer created a
database to analyze more
than 30,000 serious incidents
— from assaults to robberies
to rapes — that occurred
during the last five years.
That information was
supplemented by district and
state data on suspensions,
intervention, and 911 calls.
Reporters also examined
police reports, court records,
transcripts, contracts, and
school security video.

The Inquirer also enlisted
Temple University to conduct
an independent survey of the
district’s 13,000 teachers and
aides. More than 750
responded to questions
about violence and its impact
on education.

The newspaper also
obtained internal district
documents detailing violent
incidents during the last five
years. On specific cases,
reporters interviewed victims,
perpetrators, police,
attorneys, and witnesses and
attended court hearings.

One reporter had regular
access during nearly six
months to students, teachers,
and administrators inside
South Philadelphia High
School, one of the city’s
most dangerous schools.

DAVID SWANSON / Staff Photographer

B y Susan Snyder
and Dylan Purcell
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Keenan Williams was beat-
en so badly inside Simon Gratz
High School on Feb. 4 that he
spent the night in the hospital and
had surgery for a broken eye sock-
et.

But when the Philadelphia
School District police wrote a re-
port on the melee, they described
it as “disorderly conduct” — not
an aggravated assault. As things
stand, that means it won’t be
counted among the district’s seri-
ous incidents when results are tab-
ulated for the year.

It also won’t be counted against
Gratz when figuring out which
schools are “persistently danger-
ous” under federal law and state
guidelines. Aggravated assaults in
which there is a confirmed arrest
meet the criteria. Disorderly con-
duct does not.

School District spokeswoman
Shana Kemp said Williams, 18,
had not cooperated with police
when questioned. If the victim
doesn’t cooperate, charges typical-
ly aren’t filed, police officials said.

Michael Lodise, president of the
school police officers union, said
an incident such as this one that
resulted in serious injury should
not have been “downgraded.”

“All those types of cases are ag-
gravated assaults,” he said.

Williams said he had answered
questions at the police district
and wanted his case to be consid-
ered an assault. Police said they
had no record of his visit.

The day of the assault, Williams
said, he was late for music class
when he saw about a dozen males
coming toward him on the fourth
floor of Gratz. He stopped. They
jumped him and started punching
him in the face, he said. The attack,
which occurred while classes were
in session, continued until a security
guard came to his aid, he said.

“I was feeling dizzy, and I start-
ed throwing up,” Williams said.

Gratz called an ambulance, and
he was taken to St. Christopher’s
Hospital. He had a concussion
and broken bones near his eye.
Even now, nearly two months lat-
er, Williams’ eye is a bit swollen.

He said he didn’t know any of
his attackers by name, but had
seen a few at Gratz.

He may have not known them,
but the school police flash report,
obtained by The Inquirer, listed
two alleged attackers — a 10th
grader and a 12th grader — by
name. It described the brawl as
possibly “gang-related” and said

“there is talk of retaliation.”
Williams and his aunt, Venice

Gopaul, said he was not involved
with a gang and did not know
gang members.

Williams hasn’t been in school
since the attack. Gopaul asked
that he be transferred to another
school for his safety.

His beating was not an isolated
incident at Gratz, on West Hunt-
ing Park Avenue in the Nicetown
section. The Inquirer obtained in-
ternal school police incident re-
ports for the preceding days and
found a school struggling almost
daily with crime; the rate has ris-
en dramatically in recent years:

Monday, Jan. 24
9 a.m., indecent assault: A ninth-

grade girl was sexually assaulted

outside a classroom by a male stu-
dent in her grade. According to
the report, he “grabbed her and
started grinding on her buttocks
with the front of his body.” Phila-
delphia police took the 14-year-old
girl to the Special Victims Unit,
and her parents were notified.
The male student was suspended.

10:40 a.m., assault on student: A
student told officials that several
unidentified students had jumped
and beaten him in a hallway. The
senior was treated for a facial inju-
ry, and police were notified.

1:15 p.m., assault on student:
The second student assault of the
day occurred when a female student
reported that three unidentified fe-
males had “approached her and
punched her in the face and head.”
She was treated for swelling be-
neath an eye while the attackers
fled the building. Police were con-
tacted.

Tuesday, Jan. 25
12:38 p.m., disorderly conduct

(fighting): A fight broke out be-
tween two students in the lunch-
room. One was treated for a cut
over his eyebrow. Both were sus-
pended.

1:56 p.m., robbery of student: A
female student was robbed in a
fourth-floor hallway by a fellow stu-
dent who fled with her wallet and
identification. He also tried to take
her cell phone. A police report was
filed.

Monday, Jan. 31
11:45 a.m., assault on school po-

lice: Three school police officers
were assaulted by a male student
who didn’t belong in a second-
floor classroom and refused to

leave. Two of the officers report-
ed hand injuries. The student was
arrested.

Tuesday, Feb. 1
9:20 a.m., theft of school tokens/

TransPass: A student reported that
six SEPTA TransPasses worth $90
had been stolen from her school
bag.

11:26 a.m., disorderly conduct
(fighting): A fight between stu-
dents in a stairwell left an 11th
grader with a cut finger. His moth-
er took him to a hospital.

11:30 a.m., threats: An officer
breaking up a disturbance in a
third-floor hallway was cursed
and threatened by a young, un-
known individual who said he
would “get my father to f— you
up.” The individual was arrested
for the threats.

Wednesday, Feb. 2
12:07 p.m., trespassing: School

police apprehended three stu-
dents found trespassing in a third-
floor hallway. One of them fled.
The others were handed over to
Philadelphia police.

Thursday, Feb. 3
11:40 a.m., disorderly conduct

(fighting): A “large fight” erupted
among six female students in the
third-floor hallway. The clash left
them with minor injuries. Police
were not involved. The students
were suspended.

1:15 p.m., disorderly conduct (dis-
ruption): A school officer respond-
ing to a disturbance in the lunch-
room took a disorderly ninth grad-
er into custody.

Friday, Feb. 4
9:30 a.m., assault on teacher: Af-

ter the Williams incident, a teach-
er who was clearing the halls got
knocked off his feet. A student
had approached the teacher from
the side and slammed into him,
causing him to fall to the floor.

According to the report, police
took the 10th-grade student into
custody.

Gratz incident records from the
previous, 2009-10 school year
show 32 assaults on students, 13
on teachers or other employees,
and 5 on school police.

As part of Superintendent Ar-
lene C. Ackerman’s Renaissance
schools program, Gratz will be
turned over next school year to an
outside operator, Philadelphia’s
Mastery Charter Schools.

Contact staff writer Susan Snyder
at 215-854-4693 or
ssnyder@phillynews.com.
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“THERE IS LITTLE
KEEPING OUR
STUDENTS SAFE
WITHIN OUR
SCHOOL’S WALLS.”
Brynn Keller, the Audenried
teacher in whose classroom
Teshada Herring was attacked

SUNDAY
In Philadelphia, schools are
no sanctuary. The specter of
violence traumatizes students
and teachers and stifles
learning. And assaults persist
as a growing share of
serious crime.

MONDAY
District records have gaps —
the violent incidents that do
not get reported to the
district’s central office and
that never get reported to
Philadelphia police.

TUESDAY
Age poses no barrier to
school violence. Children
younger than 10 assault and
threaten classmates and
teachers, and a number of
these incidents have sexual
overtones.

WEDNESDAY
Many Philadelphia teachers
face danger and frustration
daily as they try to cope with
violent students. In a survey,
750 teachers speak out.

THURSDAY
A district program aimed at
helping students has become
little more than a paper
shuffle. It enrolls about a third
of the district’s students.

FRIDAY
Programs do exist to reduce
in-school violence, but the
Philadelphia School District
has failed to embrace them
widely. Some of the best
examples are close to home.

NEXT SUNDAY
Healing a wounded South
Philadelphia High School has
fallen largely on the broad
shoulders of principal Otis
Hackney.

Exclusive database: Five years
of school-violence data.
Search for your school by
name, zip code, or school
group: philly.com/schoolviolence

INVESTIGATIONASSAULT ON LEARNING Inquirer
More at philly.com/schoolviolence

HOW THE
SERIES WAS
REPORTED

A serious beating amid Gratz’s day-to-day violence

Violence at Simon
Gratz High
Driven largely by assaults,
the violence rate rose in the last
two years at Gratz.
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6ABC
Keenan Williams was attacked Feb. 4 at Gratz High. He spent the night
in a hospital and had surgery for a broken eye socket. But his case is
not included among the School District’s incidents of serious violence.
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