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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This quality improvement project sought to understand the impact that exposure to gun

violence had on the social-emotional learning and well-being of Black boys in grades 7-12 at the

University Preparatory Charter School for Young Men (U Prep). U Prep is a charter school

located in Rochester, NY, founded to provide safe and stimulating educational experiences for

Black youth in the Rochester area and to change the narrative for Black males in urban

neighborhoods. While the City of Rochester continues to see increased gun violence, students at

U Prep are continuously exposed to gun violence in various forms, including community gun

violence. U Prep aims to better understand how exposure to gun violence impacts its student

body while also providing more resources to support students exposed to gun violence as well as

the teachers working at U Prep. This project explored the impacts of gun violence on youth as it

relates to students’ social-emotional well-being at U Prep. We examined the intersection between

community, school, and well-being using social-ecological and trauma theories to establish

recommendations for U Prep to support students exposed to gun violence.

��



INTRODUCTION

Children and youth across the country are exposed to gun violence in a variety of

settings, including their homes, schools, communities, and through various media. This exposure

can have severe and often traumatic consequences for youth. Research reveals that youth who

experience gun violence often develop emotional responses such as anger, withdrawal,

post-traumatic stress, and desensitization to violence (Garbarino, 2002). These events can

significantly impact their sense of security and their overall well-being. According to Everytown

for Gun Safety, the rates of gun deaths and injuries among children and teens in the U.S. are

alarmingly high, and the trauma extends beyond those directly affected. Children are also harmed

when they witness a shooting, hear gunshots, or experience the loss of a loved one to gun

violence (what we refer to as indirect exposure to gun violence). Everytown notes that “gun

homicides, non-fatal shootings, and exposure to gun violence create traumatic experiences and,

because of their disproportionate impact, reflect and intensify this country’s long-standing racial

inequities” (Everytown Research and Policy, 2023). Furthermore, youth living in communities

with high rates of violence may develop “‘pathological adaptations’ including hopelessness,

fatalistic thoughts, desensitization to violence, and truncated moral development” (Garbarino,

2002, p. 76). These adaptations not only hinder the social-emotional development of youth, but

also perpetuate cycles of violence in communities. The impact of these experiences underscores

the need for urgent intervention to address the social-emotional consequences of gun violence on

youth.

This qualitative analysis considered the intersection between community, school, and

well-being to explore and understand the impacts of gun violence exposure on the

social-emotional well-being of Black boys in grades 7-12 at U Prep. This analysis was conducted
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to provide deeper insights into students’ personal experiences and perceptions of gun violence

and the associated impacts in order to help U Prep design solutions. Through data collected via

self-reported student surveys and staff interviews at U Prep, we explored how adverse outcomes

of exposure to gun violence youth face within the Rochester community impact the

social-emotional learning and well-being of Black boys in grades 7-12 at U Prep. Finally, we

recommended ways that U Prep can be a “Safe Space” for students facing exposure to gun

violence including developing continuous and expansive programming to support students

exposed to gun violence.

ORGANIZATION CONTEXT

Organizational Structure

University Preparatory Charter School for Young Men (U Prep) is a non-profit charter

school founded in 2009 in Rochester, New York. The school is located in the Northwest section

of the city and is surrounded by a mix of residential and commercial buildings in an area with

crime risk that is more than double the national average. U Prep is a single-sex male institution

committed to “changing the narrative” for young Black men by providing boys in grades 7-12

with a well-rounded education that fosters their academic and social-emotional development.

The current student population of U Prep consists of 550 all-male students primarily identifying

as Black/African American. The school culture emphasizes the importance of being an involved

community member where the unique needs of Black male learners are met. U Prep promotes

values centered around equity, brotherhood, hard work, trust, and safety. Since its inception, U

Prep has maintained high graduation rates for graduating classes and has worked to support

students through program design elements that create the foundation for quality instructional
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programming. Additionally, U Prep values the racial diversity of its staff and has approximately

90 faculty who are racially representative of the student racial demographics.

Organizational Leaders

Walter Larkin Jr is the current Chief Executive Officer of U Prep. He is a lifelong

resident of Rochester N.Y, and well known in the community for his service and mentorship.

Before taking a leadership role at U Prep, Larkin served as the Principal of Edison Tech and

Executive Director of Rochester City School District. From 1998 to 2020 he coached the Edison

boys track & field team leading the team to 14 indoor and outdoor sectional team titles. In 2018,

he received the inaugural Rochester Black Men Achievement Award, winning for the

distinguished leader of the year. Larkin graduated from the University of Buffalo with his

Bachelor's degree and Masters in Educational Leadership.

Dr. Cam Lewis is the Chief Operations Officer of the University Preparatory Charter

School for Young Men. He is a Rochester native and has worked in education for over 16 years,

including in higher education. Dr. Lewis obtained his Bachelor's and Master's degrees from

SUNY Buffalo and completed his Ph.D. at the University of Rochester’s Warner School of

Education. His dissertation focused on understanding the roles of families and organizations in

supporting the needs of students who need academic re-engagement.

Latresha Fuller is the Chief Academic Officer of U Prep Charter School for Young Men.

She obtained her Bachelor's in Mathematics and Master’s degree in secondary education

mathematics from the University of Rochester. She has served in the Rochester City School

District for five years as the Director of the Pathways to Technology program (PTECH).

Previously, Ms. Fuller has also served as the Interim Executive Director of Mathematics for the

Rochester City School District and Coordinator of Instruction for Mathematics at East High
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School. Before her leadership roles, she served as a Mathematics teacher within the Rochester

City School District and Spencerport Central School District which was the start of her career.

PROBLEM OF PRACTICE

U Prep was founded to establish a culture that celebrates diversity in school where all

boys thrive academically and holistically. The school is committed to “Changing the Narrative

for Young Men” by providing high-quality education, skill building, social-emotional learning,

and community engagement efforts. However, many of the students attending U Prep live in

communities where exposure to gun violence is imminent. While gun violence reduction efforts

have been a priority of Rochester city officials, it is still a prevalent issue impacting youth. In

2021, Malik D. Evans, the Rochester Mayor, issued a continuous Gun Violence State of

Emergency Proclamation due to high incidents of gun-related crimes. The proclamation was

renewed on June 10th, 2024, and is an indication that gun violence is an urgent issue that is

impacting youth within the Rochester community.

The leadership at U Prep seeks to better understand the impact that exposure to gun

violence within the Rochester community has on the social-emotional well-being of its students.

Many students at U Prep have been exposed to gun violence in some capacity, whether directly

or indirectly. Some have lost parents, friends, and relatives to gun violence, and U Prep itself has

tragically lost students due to gun violence. Exposure to gun violence significantly affects the

psychological and mental well-being of children and teens and can have lasting consequences on

their academic performance and overall development (Everytown Research and Policy, 2023).

Given the profound effects of gun violence on students, faculty, and the school community, this

project centers around two main areas of exploration: the impact of gun violence exposure on
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students’ social-emotional well-being and how U Prep can develop programming to better

support these students in their social-emotional learning.

The issue of how gun violence affects the social-emotional well-being of Black boys is

particularly urgent. Every year, nearly 4,000 children and teens (ages 0 to 19) are killed by gun

violence, and another 15,000 are shot and wounded; that is an average of 53 American children

and teens every day. Additionally, an estimated three million children witness a shooting each

year (Everytown Research and Policy, 2023). Although this project focuses on the specific

impact of gun violence at one particular school in Rochester, NY (a very small sample

population), we recognize this as a national crisis that warrants deeper investigation into gun

violence issues.

SYNTHESIS OF EVIDENCE

Exposure to Gun Violence

According to “Youth Exposure to Endemic Community Gun Violence: A Systematic

Review,” direct gun violence exposure is defined as being threatened, injured, or killed with a

firearm. Indirect gun violence exposure is sometimes defined as witnessing violence involving a

firearm (Bancalari et al, 2022). Yet, some studies have adopted broader definitions encompassing

the experiences of hearing gunshots, learning of gun violence, knowing someone who has been

victimized, or seeing violence in the media (Bancalari et al, 2022). For the sake of this quality

improvement project, we consider exposure to gun violence to be defined as both direct and

indirect exposure including the adopted broader definitions.

Due to the prevalence of gun violence in America, “there is a 99.9% chance that an

individual social network contains someone who is a victim of gun violence” (Smith et al, 2019,

p. 1). This means there is a high chance that students attending U Prep have someone in their
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social network who has directly or indirectly been impacted by gun violence. Furthermore, it’s

important to note that Black youth are disproportionately affected by gun violence and youth are

most likely to be shot (Smith et al, 2019) and, unfortunately, gun violence has been the leading

cause of death and disability for Black males between the ages of 15 and 34 years old (Smith et

al, 2019). The data is alarming and, inarguably, negatively impacts the social-emotional learning

and well-being of not only Black boys but also Black communities. Students, however, continue

to show up to school every day despite being exposed to traumatic experiences that impact their

well-being, ability to learn, and psychological safety. We also know that indirect exposure (i.e.,

knowing someone victimized by gun violence) can cause substantial trauma. According to

research, “losing a loved one can cause PTSD, depression, and complicated grief that can last

anywhere from six months to over two years” (Smith et al, 2019, p. 2).

Impact on Social-Emotional Well-Being

Adolescents in the U.S. often have access to unsecured firearms, putting them at

significant risk for exposure to gun violence. As research indicates, adolescents often have

access to unsecured firearms in the United States of America (Dillon & Bushman, 2017). This

lack of secure firearm storage is particularly concerning, as it increases the likelihood of

accidental shootings among children. In fact, authors state that children in America die by

accidental gun use more than children in any other developed country in the world, emphasizing

the severity of the issue (Dillon & Bushman, 2017). This problem can extend to schools, where

the presence of firearms in the home or community puts students at risk of being directly

exposed to gun violence (Comer & Connolly, 2023). Research indicates that adolescents exposed

to guns are more likely to carry firearms themselves, with research indicating that youth
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exposure to violence before the age of 12 has serious implications for gun carrying, showing how

early exposure can shape future behavior (Comer & Connolly, 2023).

The influence of social media/media on youths’ attitudes toward guns is also significant.

As indicated in past research, adolescents exposed to movies with characters who have guns are

more likely to use a gun just like those who are exposed to characters who drink, or smoke are

more likely to indulge as well (Dillon & Bushman, 2017). This suggests that media portrayals of

violence can normalize gun use and, ultimately, youth can become desensitized to gun violence.

When young people see characters using firearms, they may internalize these behaviors and

perceive guns as acceptable or even necessary. This highlights the importance of considering the

messages and the levels of gun violence exposure that the media sends to youth,

Exposure to gun violence, particularly at a young age, has profound psychological and

emotional effects. Researchers explain that exposure to gun violence is not safe for students'

social-emotional learning or physical and psychological well-being (Comer & Connolly, 2023).

Children who witness or experience gun violence may come to believe that firearms are used for

self-protection. Also noted is that exposure to gun violence may facilitate the perception that

guns are useful for protection, the prevention of future victimization, and defensive action

(Comer & Connolly, 2023). This perception can perpetuate a dangerous cycle where guns are

seen as the solution to conflict rather than a non-violent means of resolution. As such, early

exposure to violence not only increases the likelihood of future gun-related incidents but also

hinders emotional development and well-being. Therefore, research on the social-emotional

well-being of youth exposed to gun violence highlights the urgent need for comprehensive

strategies to address access to guns, limit exposure to gun violence, and consider the role of

media in shaping attitudes toward violence.
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The Role of the School as a Safe Space

The role schools play in the development of children and as a community resource has

been brought into question since the beginning of the public school system. While education

itself is imperative to our human experience, the role of schools has caused much debate over the

years. Several authors and theorists, such as Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, and John Dewey, suggest

that schools serve as a community asset that fosters collaboration, community engagement, and

social responsibility. The school acts as a bonding agent within the community, serving as a hub

where students learn together in safe environments. While these theories promote community

frameworks toward education, there is a gap in how schools are systemized to support these

efforts, and there is an even bigger gap in understanding the role of the school in communities

facing high crime and/or lack of community resources.

Trauma-informed education and environments are necessary for schools to be safe

spaces; thus, “understanding and responding to the impact of trauma on students is essential to

creating a safe and supportive school environment" (U.S. Department of Education, 2024).

Therefore, the importance and role of the school, especially for children who have faced

traumatic situations, is important to consider thoroughly from an ecological perspective. As

discussed in more depth in the development of the conceptual framework, the school setting is in

a prime position to facilitate the development of healthy attachments and help mitigate the

effects of trauma (Brown et al., 2019). School as a “safe space” provides opportunities for

students not only to learn and engage with teachers through the student-teacher relationship but

also to work through trauma as school environments support trauma-informed practices.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The conceptual framework for this project is based on social-ecological and trauma

theories. The social-ecological model, as suggested by American psychologist Urie

Bronfenbrenner, explains that an “individual’s development is influenced by a series of

interconnected environmental systems, ranging from the immediate surroundings (e.g., family) to

broad societal structures” (Guy-Evans, 2024). Bronfenbrenner’s “ecological model” (see image

below) breaks down five integrated systems (namely microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem,

macrosystem, chronosystem) that influence child development depending on its relationship with

each other.

https://www.structural-learning.com/post/bronfenbrenners-ecological-model

Understanding this relationship of integrated systems helped us to understand how violence, and

for this project, gun violence, impacts youth through multiple systems, including individual

experiences, family dynamics, community influences, and broader societal structures, such as
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schools. While we could have used a number of theories to discuss social-ecological models of

being, we believed that Bronfenbrenner’s approach incorporates environmental factors,

specifically the role of community and the intersection of systems (i.e., schools, community, etc.)

and the impact that these intersections of systems have on supporting or inhibiting human

development.

Bronfenbrenner also recognized that exposure to violence in the community can

significantly affect children's psychological and emotional well-being in the form of trauma.

Exposure to community violence disrupts development and leads to issues such as anxiety,

aggression, and difficulties in forming healthy relationships (Guy-Evans, 2024). Trauma theory

suggests that gun violence can be a significant source of trauma for youth, leading to adverse

mental health outcomes and affecting their ability to function and thrive in daily life. The

conceptual framework, through these theoretical lenses, illustrates the interconnected

relationships between exposure to gun violence and the outcomes of emotional distress, impaired

social-emotional learning, and reduced well-being while also noting the importance of increased

social support via school, community, and family.
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From relevant research, we know that exposure to gun violence (one-time and repeated)

can cause emotional harm/distress to youth and increases the need for support systems. The

impact of exposure (either direct or indirect) leads to heightened levels of anxiety, stress, and

fear. The increased emotional distress then leads to impaired social-emotional learning skills that

impacts the students’ ability to function in the community and/or school environments.

Consequently, the increase in stress and the impaired SEL skill building reduces overall

well-being for students, affecting various aspects of life. Students at this point, who have been

directly or indirectly exposed to gun violence, need additional support systems namely from

family, community, and school resources. What is worth noting is that if one of these support

systems is the cause of gun violence exposure it creates an unequal distribution of support for the

student.

PROJECT QUESTIONS

The project questions guiding this quality improvement project provided us an

opportunity to better understand the problems faced at U Prep and provide a starting point for

offering recommendations to address them. Alongside U Prep stakeholders, we developed two

main questions and three sub-questions to explore.

Main questions:

1. How does exposure to gun violence impact the social-emotional well-being of Black boys

in grades 7-12 at U Prep Charter School for Young Men?

2. How can U Prep address social-emotional learning and well-being for students exposed

to gun violence?

Sub Questions:

1. To what extent are students at U Prep exposed to gun violence?
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2. How does gun violence impact staff and students at U Prep?

3. What resources are available at the school to support students?

PROJECT DESIGN

Participant Recruitment and Sample

This mixed-methods quality improvement project sought to understand not only the

impact of gun violence exposure on student well-being but also identify support systems U Prep

can put in place to help students exposed to gun violence. Therefore, we worked with two

different participant groups. The first participant group was U Prep male students in grades 7-12.

Students were asked to participate in this project by completing an anonymous survey that was

distributed by U Prep leadership and teachers. The second participant group consisted of faculty

members. Faculty were asked to participate in the project via a recruitment email and provided

the opportunity to opt out of participation.

Data Collection Methods

The data collection consisted of two parts. The first part was a 21 mixed method,

multi-question Google survey (see Appendix A) that was disseminated over the summer session

between July – August 2024 to students and then again at the beginning of the fall session in

September 2024. Administrators ensured that students only received the survey one time.

Students who completed the survey during the summer session were not provided access to the

survey again. The survey was also designed to accept one response to ensure we did not collect

duplicated responses. Students were provided in-class time and devices from the school to

complete the survey. The total census population was 350 students. Survey results include 71

responses: 27 were received during the summer school session, and 44 were received at the

beginning of the 2024- 2025 school year (20.82% response rate). Student participation was
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voluntary and anonymous. Because the school administered the survey as a part of their school

improvement strategies, no additional student or guardian consent needed to be received. Data

received from the survey and collected by U Prep was shared with the project team to help

support the recommendations.

The second part of the data collection process included interviews (refer to interview

protocol in appendix) with 13 faculty members that were conducted at U Prep at the start of the

2024-25 academic year. At the start of the interview, the self-selected faculty were informed of

the interview protocols including confidentiality, anonymity, and participant rights to refuse to

answer or to be removed from the interview upon request (See Appendix B for recruitment letter

and interview protocol). The sample faculty were asked a series of nine main questions and

additional sub-questions. Interviews were held in person but recorded and transcribed by Otter.ai.

Interviews were structured to include ethnographic and narrative interviews to supplement the

survey data received from the student sample.

Ethical Considerations

Considering the sensitive topic of gun violence and the trauma responses students and

teachers might have had, participants were informed that they were not required to answer

questions. We also worked with the school to ensure the appropriateness of both survey and

interview questions to ensure sensitivity.

Data Analysis

Survey Response Analysis

Survey data was analyzed using cross tabulation and thematic categorization based on

themes that explore the relationship between exposure to gun violence faced by students at U

Prep and the social-emotional impact of learning that exposure to gun violence has. We started
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by cleaning the data and addressing missing values. The survey data was received in a Google

Form and exported to an Excel file for analysis. For data that included multiple possible

responses (i.e. “select all that apply” options), we applied comma-delimitation to the Excel file to

separate the data in a single row. We used cross-tabulation to better understand potential

relationships within the data. Date analysis included reviewing themes, relationships and

characteristics between direct exposure to gun violence, indirect exposure to gun violence, and

the impact that exposure to gun violence has on the social-emotional impact on student

performance at school.

Demographic Data

Basic demographic questions were asked on the survey to gather information about

students’ grade levels and self-identified race. Demographic data shows that students surveyed

were between grades 7 - 12, with 2.82% of responses from students in 7th grade, 33.80% of

responses from students in 8th grade, 16.90% responses from students in the 10th grade, 25.35%

of responses from students in 11th grade, 21.13% responses from students in the 12th grade. No

responses were collected from students in the 9th grade (see Fig. 1). Of the students surveyed,

63.38% identified as Black/African American; 9.86% Black/African American, Hispanic,

Latino/a, or Spanish; 8.45% Black/African American, White; 5.63% Hispanic, Latino/a, or

Spanish; 4.23% American Indian or Alaska Native, Hispanic, Latino/a, or Spanish; 2.82%

American Indian or Alaska Native, Black/African American; 2.82% declined to answer; and

1.41% Middle Eastern or North African and American Indian or Alaska Native, Black/African

American, White (see Fig. 2).
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Fig. 1 - Student grade-level data

Fig. 2 - Demographic student data

Exposure to Gun Violence Data

Survey questions were designed to ask students about their exposure to gun violence and

its potential impact. Six questions were administered regarding direct exposure and impact:

1. Have you been personally impacted by/exposed to gun violence?

2. Have you ever heard gunshots, while walking to school and/or while in your

neighborhood?

3. Have you lost someone due to gun violence?

4. Do you know anyone who has been shot?

5. Do you know anyone who has survived gun violence?

6. Do you play video games that involve shooting?

Data indicated that 73.24% of the students have not been personally impacted by/exposed

to gun violence, while 26.76% of students have been personally impacted by/exposed to gun

violence (see Fig. 3). 81.69% of students responded they have heard gunshots while walking to

school and/or while in their neighborhood while 15.49% reported they have not heard gunshots

����



while walking to school and/or while in their neighborhood and 2.82% of students did not

answer (see Fig. 4). In response to having lost someone due to gun violence, 57.75% of the

students responded that they have lost someone to gun violence, while 40.85% reported they

have not lost someone to gun violence, and 1.41% did not answer the question (see Fig. 5).

Student responses indicate that 59.15% have a family member who has been shot. 22.54% of

students surveyed did not know anyone who had been shot. 9.86% of students had a friend who

had been shot and 5.63% listed other and 2.82% indicated they knew a community member who

has been shot. Students who have known people who have survived gun violence include

63.38% of students who reported knowing someone who has survived gun violence, 33.80% of

students reported not knowing someone, and 2.82% of students did not answer the question.

Indirect exposure through video games that involve shooting reported as 88.73% of students

playing video games that involve shooting with 11.27% of students not playing video games

involving shooting.

Fig. 3 - Student data with direct exposure/impact to gun violence

Fig. 4 - Student data who have heard gunshots walking to school/in neighborhood
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Fig. 5 -Student data who lost someone due to gun violence

.
Fig. 6 - Student data of knowing anyone who has been shot

Fig. 7 - Bar graph showing by grade level the number of students who know someone who has survived gun violence
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Fig. 8 - Student data showing data of number of students who play video games involving shooting

Impact of Gun Violence on Social-Emotional Learning

Students were asked questions to gauge the impact that gun violence has on social-emotional

learning. Questions included:

1. How has the topic of gun violence made you feel?

2. Do you think your exposure to gun violence impacts your concentration or ability to

focus at school?

3. Are you aware of the resources your school has available in the instance of you or anyone

being exposed to gun violence?

4. Do you feel like you have someone at U Prep that you can talk to regarding gun violence

issues?

5. Is gun violence ever a topic spoken about in your classroom?

Student data indicated that 39.44% of students feel anxious about the topic of gun violence,

19.72% feel angry, 9.86% of students feel sad, 7.04% of students reported feeling fearful, and

4.23% of students reported restless feelings. Of the student participants, 19.72% did not indicate

any feelings toward the topic of gun violence. Student responses related to exposure to gun

violence and the impact it has on student concentration or ability to focus at school indicated that

84.51% of students do not think that exposure to gun violence impacts their ability to focus at

school, while 14.08% of students do believe they are impacted. 1.41% of students did not answer

the question. Students who are aware of resources available at U Prep account for 45.07% while
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50.70% of students are not aware of resources available at U Prep for students exposed to gun

violence. 4.23% of students did not answer the question. 69.01% of students reported they feel

like they have someone at U Prep to talk to regarding gun violence issues, with 30.99% of

students not feeling like they have someone at U Prep to talk to regarding gun violence issues.

This data was also analyzed per grade and shows variation in data based on grade level. 47.89%

of students reported that gun violence is spoken about within the classroom with 52.11% of

students reporting that gun violence is not spoken about in the classroom (see fig. 13). Of the

students reporting that gun violence is spoken in classrooms, 32.35% is reported from students in

the 11th grade; 29.41% reported from students in 8th grade; 26.47% reported from students in

12th grade, and less than 12% total for students in 7th and 10th grades.

Additionally, and relative to this quality improvement project, students were asked to

provide a short answer asking if U Prep could do better to support students impacted by gun

violence. Responses were coded using thematic coding based on keywords/themes from the

conceptual framework: Emotional Support, Safety Support, Community Support, and School

Engagement. Of the student open-ended student responses, 9.86% of students responded that

more Safety Support was needed, 9.86% of students responded that more Emotional Support was

needed, 4.23% of students responded that more School Engagement was needed, and 4.23% of

students reported that more Community Support was needed. 42.25% of students responded that

no additional support was needed, and approximately 30% of students either did not answer this

question or were unsure if more support was needed. Overall, 28.17% of students reported that

some additional support (whether it be safety, community, school engagement, or emotional

support) was needed at U Prep to support students.
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Fig. 9 - Student data showing feelings associated with the topic of gun violence

Fig. 10 - Student data showing impact of exposure to gun violence on ability to concentrate/focus at school

Fig. 11 - Student data showing awareness of resources available at U Prep for students exposed to gun violence
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Fig. 12 - Student data showing awareness to resources available at U Prep per grade level

Fig. 13 - Student data showing gun violence spoken about in the classrooms.

Fig. 14 - Student data showing gun violence spoken about in the classrooms per grade level
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Fig. 15 - Student data using thematic coding showing support services that U Prep could implement to help support students
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�W�K�D�W�W�K�H�\�K�D�G�E�H�H�Qpersonally impacted by or exposed to gun violence in their lifetime. While

some interviewees simply answered “Yes,” other interviewees provided concrete examples of

direct and indirect exposure to gun violence (see Fig. 16). We could not infer whether exposure

was considered direct or indirect exposure to gun violence on some of the responses when we

were provided a simple yes or no. Therefore, we chose to categorize exposure as “yes, there was

exposure to gun violence” or “no, there has been no exposure to gun violence.”

Interviewees were then asked to describe the level of exposure to gun violence among students at

U Prep. Interviewees provided various answers based on their tenure with the organization as

well as their position within the school (see Fig. 17). Data was categorized based on three levels:

Low Exposure, Moderate Exposure, High Exposure. Low exposure was defined as no exposure

at all, moderate exposure was defined as one reported instance of gun violence, and high

exposure was defined as more than one reported instance of gun violence among students at U

Prep. Data indicated that more than half of the interviewees (53.85%) believed that U Prep

students have a high level of exposure to gun violence. Staff that were new to the school could

not indicate levels of exposure to gun violence, so indicated “low” levels of exposure.

Finally, to better understand the levels of exposure to gun violence, interviewees were

asked if they had lost any students to gun violence and if they had any students who had survived

gun violence. Interviewees were asked “During your tenure here at U Prep have you lost any

students to gun violence? If not, do you have any staff that has? If so, what can you tell us about

those experiences?” Data collected indicated that 46.15% of interviewees had lost at least one

student to gun violence. Based on data collected, many of the interviewees discussed the same

incidents of loss, including two incidents over the last 5 years (see Fig. 18). The interviewee

stated, “Throughout the years we had a lot of incidents, oh yeah we had some stuff I lost at least
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10.” Another interviewee stated, “There's a couple of former students who were shot or shot and

killed or incarcerated or caught with gun charges.”

Following that question interviewees were asked, “Do you have any students who

survived gun-involved incidents like being shot, being shot at, or physically or verbally

threatened?” 53.85% of interviewees confirmed that they have known students who have

survived some gun related incident or threat with 38.45% reporting that they do not know U Prep

students who have been involved in gun-related incidents (see Fig. 19). Several staff members at

U Prep shared personal accounts of community gun violence that have directly affected the

school. Interviewee Two, Interviewee Three, and Interviewee Seven all spoke to tragic incidents

involving students or individuals closely connected to the school, underscoring the profound

impact of gun violence on the U Prep community. One notable trend is that those with four or

more years at the school tend to have witnessed or have been personally affected by the gun

violence incidents. Interviewee Two stated, “A young man down the street the other day came to

me somebody threatened him somebody said they were going to shoot him.” Interviewee Three

stated, “I had a student that shot themselves in the leg last year playing with a gun. Interviewee

Seven stated, “We lost two students to gun violence since I have been here. One was a domestic

dispute. He was shot by the person and died, and another one was a couple of years ago.”
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Fig. 16 - Exposure to Gun Violence - Staff Interview Responses
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Fig. 17 - Level of Exposure to Gun Violence Among Students at U Prep - Staff Interview Responses
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Fig. 18 - Experiences from staff at U Prep who have lost students or who know colleagues who have lost U Prep students due to gun violence

Fig. 19 - Experiences from staff at U Prep regarding students who have survived gun-related incidents
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The stories shared by staff highlight the reality of gun violence within the broader

community and its deep, lasting effects on the U Prep community. These accounts underscore not

only the personal trauma faced by students and staff but also the ongoing challenges the school

faces in addressing the trauma caused by gun violence. The fact that these tragedies have directly

impacted those with more experience at U Prep reinforces the need for continued efforts to

support the social-emotional well-being and safety of the school community, as well as broader

initiatives to confront gun violence in the Rochester community. To understand the impact of gun

violence on SEL and academic learning for students and the staff perception of the impact

exposure has to the U Prep students, interviewees were asked how they see gun violence

impacting students' ability to learn in school. Results were analyzed using low, moderate, and

high impact ratings. Results indicated that 38.46% of the interviewees indicated that exposure to

gun violence had a high impact on the students SEL and academic experiences with about 30%

indicating a low impact or an inability to answer the question due to lack of knowledge of the

students.

The impact of gun violence on students' ability to learn is a recurring theme in the

interviews with U Prep staff. Several educators and staff members shared their perspectives on

how exposure to violence, both in and outside of school, disrupts students’ social-emotional

well-being and ability to focus at school. The interviews shed light on the various ways in which

gun violence manifests in students' lives and the profound effects it has on their ability to engage

with their education. Some notable examples came from interviews. Interviewee Three shared,

“Oh, it affects them a lot because it's like they come to school just to see their enemies, and after

that, they can't even pay attention to the work.” This statement emphasizes how the tension

caused by ongoing violence outside of school can impact students' ability to focus on school.
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Similarly, Interviewee Six highlighted how violence impacts students' daily routines and

safety, which in turn impacts their ability to attend school. They explained: “I would say it

impacts it very heavily. I didn’t realize that some of these kids are out here really living that

life...they were sitting outside when somebody came up with red beams and tried to light up the

house.” This kind of violence poses a direct physical threat but also limits students' safety in their

home and community as Interviewee Six further elaborated:

So now you've got kids who can't even come out of the house and when they come

out of the house they have to be in a car so they can't walk nowhere. Now it's like

you can't catch the bus if you're late, you don't want to stand outside on the

corner to catch our R-T-S bus because you can't go downtown. So it's like now

how are you going to get to school if your parents are at work or you gotta catch

an Uber or something like that, you can't come to school because you can't leave

the house without anybody with you. (Interviewee Six Interview)

Interviewee Seven also highlighted how violence in the community affects students'

social-emotional readiness for school. They recalled a recent incident involving young students

who played Pop Warner football, where gun violence at a game left the students traumatized:

So unfortunately just recently we had some students that play Pop Warner, they

don't play for our school, they're young, they are in middle school, they went to

play a game in Buffalo and their coach was shot and it wasn't even the coach's

fault. It was just a random act of violence with somebody that had a mental health

issue and randomly started shooting at a pop warner football game. We had ten

kids who played for that school. Their lives were in danger. You know a lot of
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them are really scared so my thing is they're probably not sleeping well and some

didn’t come back to school right away. (Interviewee Seven Interview)

In this case, the trauma of witnessing gun violence creates a deep sense of fear and insecurity

that prevents these students from being emotionally ready to focus on learning. As Interviewee

Seven concluded, “You can’t expect them to come to school ready to learn because we have to

deal with all the other stuff before we talk about math and English.” This reflects the

overwhelming challenge of trying to address academic needs when students are carrying the

heavy burden of trauma due to gun violence.

To further understand the impact on SEL and academic impacts that gun violence had on

students at U Prep, we asked interviewees if there were times when they had to talk to students

about gun violence, either formally or informally. The theme we found across most of the

interviews was that the majority (76.92%) of U Prep staff have talked to students individually

about gun violence, both in formal (instructional) and informal (non-instructional) settings. U

Prep interviewees provided examples of conversations with students and, based on their position

within the school, the approach to conversations varied (see Fig. 21).
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Fig. 20 - U Prep staff perceptions of the impact of gun violence on the students’ abilities to learn in school
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Fig. 21 - U Prep staff description of formal and informal conversations

Many of the staff interviews highlighted ways in which students engage with gun culture

through social media, music, and limited opportunities for meaningful communication. These
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conversations highlight a critical tension between the school's efforts to help educate on the

negative impacts of gun violence (and any violence) and the students' need to be heard and

understood. The interviews suggested that students' exposure to gun violence and the ways they

express themselves can often be misunderstood or inadequately addressed by adults. One

interviewee shared an example of the direct impact of social media on students' involvement

with guns, stating: “There’s been a couple of times where I’ve had students post pictures and

videos of guns on Instagram and Snapchat and I text immediately ‘take that shit down.’” This

suggests that students, often unaware of or desensitized to the consequences of their online

actions, may share images that glamorize or normalize gun violence, only for staff to step in to

help and intervene.

In contrast, Interviewee One pointed out a key issue that may undermine effective

communication with students: “A lot of times we don't give them the opportunity to speak and us

listen instead of just trying to tell them what they're doing wrong.” This statement highlights the

importance of creating an environment where students feel heard. Interviewee One further

reflected on how the lack of meaningful dialogue can lead to missed opportunities for

connection: “There were times when I talked to students, and then it clearly didn’t get through

and I never got a chance to see them again.” Lastly, Interviewee Eight offered insight into

another influential factor: the music that students listen to. They explained: “I feel like music

really opens a lot of avenues for the kids to be able to express and a lot of the music that they

listen to is, um, about gun violence, murder, killing, drugs, womanizing. It’s a lot of music that

isn’t positive. And they call it ‘drill music.’”

The normalization of violent themes in the music students are exposed to may further

lead to their associations with gun violence, influencing their social-emotional skills and

����



development. The interviews reveal a complex relationship between students and the various

cultural influences around them such as social media, and music, which points back to

Brofenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory indicating that various systems impact human

development. It also points to other literature suggesting that media can negatively impact

social-emotional well-being if exposed to gun violence through the media,

During interviews, staff highlighted both internal and external resources aimed at helping

students navigate the social-emotional impacts of gun violence and highlighted the importance of

U Prep having a predominantly Black faculty as essential in creating a safe space for students

promoting the ability to connect with students as they see each other as a family with shared

experiences as the students and community. Other resources were also discussed at length. These

resources range from dedicated teams within the school to community partnerships that offer

support beyond the classroom. The importance of shared cultural experiences and connections

with the community emerged as a key theme in how these resources are implemented effectively.

One of the key internal resources mentioned by interviewees was the TIG Team which is

a group dedicated to addressing trauma, illness, and grief within the school community. The

team, which includes the assistant principal, social worker, and director of family engagement,

works directly with students who are dealing with the emotional aftermath of violence. In

addition to the TIG Team, there are various other supports within the school. Interviewee Five

shared, “We have someone in the building for all of that, but as far as like a family and a culture

here, anybody steps up and helps out when it comes to these kids.” This culture of stepping in

and supporting students is crucial, as it creates a sense of solidarity, collective responsibility

among the staff, and develops safe spaces for students. The importance of personal and deep

connections between students and staff was also emphasized. One interviewee mentioned, “Kids
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got our private numbers, parents have our private numbers, they’re able to call us pretty much at

any time.” This level of accessibility not only develops trust but it ensures that students and their

families feel supported, even outside of the school day. It also allows staff to intervene quickly

when issues arise, providing students with immediate emotional support as they need.

Furthermore, U Prep offers a wide range of additional resources, as described by another

interviewee: “We have a dean at every grade level and we have counselors. Rochester’s rich in

community partners, so the thing is we’re not lacking in resources. There are programs like

Pathways to Peace, and this new urban ministry program that focuses on gun violence and

safety.”

The variety of available programs ensures students have access to both internal and

external resources aimed at addressing their specific needs. Importantly, the school's counselors,

who are predominantly black, are able to build strong, relatable connections with students. As

one staff member noted, “Our counselors are people of color, so the kids are very, very relatable,

and we do have a lot of outside agencies that come in, and we can make referrals that will work

with our families.” This cultural relatability allows counselors to effectively engage with

students, offering guidance and support that resonates with their lived experiences. For students

dealing with more specific issues related to violence or safety, U Prep has multiple community

partnerships. Interviewee Ten highlighted a key external partnership: “We just partnered with a

program called SNUG. They work with the community, mostly the city, with people who are in

gangs, people who are at risk of getting shot.” The partnership with SNUG helps bridge the gap

between the school and the broader community, offering additional support to those facing the

threat of violence and offering alternatives to gang involvement.
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The final question interviewees were asked was, “What are some things you think the

school should do to support students impacted by gun violence?” Their responses highlighted a

need for expanded resources (both internally and externally) that focus on mental health support,

gun violence prevention, survivor testimonies, and creating spaces for open dialogue between

students, staff, and community members. Many interviewees suggested strategies to increase

awareness, understanding, and prevention. One interviewee emphasized the importance of

simply listening to students, saying, “Be willing to take an extra second to just hear them out

rather than judge. I think that right there could help stop all gun violence.” This sentiment shows

the importance of empathy and understanding in addressing the root causes of gun violence.

Another interviewee suggested offering more direct support, particularly in the form of

on-site therapy and survivor engagement: “On-site therapy, just bring them all together, let them

talk to people who have been through gun violence, who have survived and overcome it.” This

approach aims to provide students with real-world perspectives on the consequences of violence,

fostering a deeper understanding of its impact. Another interviewee, reflecting on a recent local

shooting at a football game, highlighted the urgency of providing emotional support in the

aftermath of such incidents: “I think that was unacceptable. I think we should have had counsel

for our kids that night, that day, and every day this week, especially working with Black and

Brown boys, they don’t express themselves.” This statement emphasizes the importance of

immediate and ongoing mental health support after traumatic events

Interviewee Four proposed more work into the Scared Straight program to help students

confront the realities of gun violence: “A Scared Straight program, like taking a couple of kids to

jail and showing them both sides. This is what happens behind the gun, and you could experience

it from the victim’s family’s perspective.” This program would give students a firsthand look at
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the consequences of gun violence from multiple angles. Interviewee Seven suggested organizing

a community event, such as a town hall, to raise awareness about the impacts of gun violence.

They shared: “Maybe we can do like a town hall and have somebody come in to talk about gun

violence and the impacts. Give some statistics on how many people have lost a family member,

or share personal stories... just try to open our eyes that this is not a game, like life is real. You

only get one life, and y’all out here playing War Zone like y’all playing PlayStation.” This idea

reflects the need to shift the perspective on gun violence, helping students understand its real-life

consequences.

Additionally, Interviewee Nine pointed to the need for more after-school programming

and extracurricular activities to engage students: “So awareness, I think we could push more like

after-school programs, some clubs and stuff like that…” This approach suggests that providing

structured activities outside of school hours could help create safe spaces for students to express

themselves and build community. Interviewees emphasized the need for a multifaceted approach

that includes more mental health resources, preventive education, survivor stories, and open

discussions. There was a shared understanding that providing these resources, along with

creating spaces for students to be heard and supported, is crucial to addressing the

social-emotional trauma that gun violence has on U Prep students.

FINDINGS

Several project questions guided this quality improvement project to help us better

understand the impact that exposure to gun violence has on students attending U Prep. The

questions also assisted us with recommendations to address the current challenges impacting

Black boys in grades 7-12 at U Prep. This portion of the findings starts with the two main project

questions and takes a deeper dive into the three sub-questions.

����



Project Question 1: How does exposure to gun violence impact the social-emotional

learning and well-being of Black boys in grades 7-12 at U Prep Charter School for Young

Men?

The students who participated in the survey reported a high level of indirect exposure to

gun violence but did not believe it affects their concentration or ability to focus at school. In

contrast, U Prep staff expressed the opposite view, believing that students’ exposure to gun

violence significantly impacts their ability to learn. Discussions about gun violence often make

many students at U Prep feel anxious and angry, which in turn affects their social-emotional

learning and well-being. Nearly 40% of students surveyed indicated that the topic of gun

violence makes them feel anxious, while nearly 30% reported feeling angry, and about 10% said

it makes them feel sad.

Exposure to gun violence can have profound and lasting effects on an individual's mental

health and emotional well-being. Research indicates that "exposure to violence can lead to

lasting effects such as sleep disturbances, nightmares, anxiety, depression, and persistent

intrusive thoughts about the traumatic experience” (Duncan, 1996, p. 343). This highlights the

immediate and long-term SEL consequences of gun violence exposure. The impact is

particularly harmful for students, as such experiences can severely disrupt their emotional

regulation and academic functioning, making it difficult to engage fully in learning or social
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activities. When violence becomes a regular part of students’ environment, they are at risk of

developing a range of mental health issues that extend beyond the immediate aftermath of a

traumatic event. Comer and Connolly explain that "exposure to gun violence may foster the

belief that firearms are necessary for protection, driven by fear of future victimization and a need

for defensive action” (Comer & Connolly, 2023, p. 2). The normalization of firearms creates a

negative impact for students. Witnessing or experiencing gun violence can create a mindset that

guns are a necessary means of protection, not just from immediate threats, but as a strategy for

safety. Moreover, the trauma endured by gun violence exposure can interfere with students’

ability to form healthy relationships, trust others, and develop the coping skills necessary for

emotional resilience.

When students were asked, “Do you think your exposure to gun violence impacts your

concentration or ability to focus at school?” nearly 85% responded with "no" in the survey.

However, when U Prep staff were asked, “Given the level of exposure, how do you see gun

violence impacting students' ability to learn in school?” the consistent theme from staff was that

exposure to gun violence heavily impacts students' ability to learn. Some interviewees shared

specific instances where students were unable to attend school due to being targets of gun

violence or related threats. Others described how incidents of gun violence directly affected

students' ability to focus in school, as they were often on high alert due to the trauma they had

experienced. According to research exposure to violence in the home, community environments,

and through personal injury “can contribute to both reduced academic progress and increased

disruptive or unfocused classroom behavior in children, adolescents, and teenagers”

(McGaha-Garnett, 2013, p. 1).
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Our analysis reveals two key findings: (1) students acknowledge their exposure to

violence, but (2) they do not recognize its impact on them. According to Emotional

Desensitization to Violence Contributes to Adolescents’ Violent Behavior, early exposure to

community or cross-context violence is linked to emotional desensitization. As exposure to

violence increases, emotional distress tends to decrease (�0�U�X�Jet al., 2016). This was echoed by

one interviewee, who noted that for many students, “I think it [exposure to gun violence] is just

super normal.” This suggests that higher levels of gun violence exposure are associated with

lower levels of emotional distress. Based on both interview responses and student survey data, it

appears that some level of desensitization, possibly as a trauma response, has been reported by U

Prep participants, aligning with existing literature on the subject.

Project Question 2: How can U Prep address social-emotional learning and well-being for

students exposed to gun violence?

Both students and staff at U Prep identified programming with community partners

focused on gun violence prevention and mental health support as a critical need. The majority

(69.01%) of students who participated in the survey reported feeling they have someone to talk

to at U Prep about gun violence-related issues. This suggests that there are existing “Safe

Spaces” at U Prep where students potentially exposed to gun violence can receive support for

their social-emotional learning and well-being. More than 50% of students who took the survey

reported feeling somewhat comfortable talking about gun violence at school with nearly 25%

reporting they are very comfortable doing so... When asked, "If you have been exposed to or

experienced gun violence, have you spoken to someone afterward? Check all that apply," less

than 5% of students spoke with a teacher or counselor, while over 10% mentioned seeking

support from other sources. According to Dr. DF Duncan “Professional interventions in the
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family and school can help children to cope with such trauma.” (Duncan, 1996, p. 343). This

statement highlights the critical importance of providing social and emotional support to youth

exposed to gun violence. When children experience trauma, especially in violent neighborhoods,

they often struggle to cope with the emotional trauma. The role of professional support, whether

from counselors, therapists, or teachers, becomes crucial in helping children who have been

exposed navigate their experiences.

Duncan goes on to explain that these interventions are designed to assist students in

reinterpreting violent experiences positively, setting achievable goals, and managing their fear

and frustration, thus minimizing the long-term impact of trauma (Duncan, 1996). Additionally,

for students, learning to manage feelings of anxiousness, fear, and anger enables them to develop

healthy social and emotional responses, reducing the likelihood that trauma will interfere with

their long-term development and academic success. Having someone to talk to at U Prep can

make a significant difference for students exposed to gun violence, offering support and

guidance for positive redirection.

When students were asked, “Is there anything you think U Prep can do better to support

students impacted by gun violence?”, most responses were “I don’t know,” while a few

suggested increased safety measures, such as more security, gates, and metal detectors. A

handful of students also mentioned the need for additional programming, specifically bringing in

violence prevention organizations to speak with students. Community partnerships with local

agencies and organizations are one-way schools and districts can more comprehensively support

students. These school-community partnerships offer a range of support and enrichment

opportunities, which can be leveraged through a systematic approach to addressing out-of-school

barriers that interfere with academic success and healthy development (City Connects, n.d).
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When interviewees were asked, “What are some things you think the school should do to

support students impacted by gun violence?” common themes included both internal and external

programming in collaboration with community partners, such as mental health support, gun

violence prevention awareness, survivor testimonies, and open discussions between students,

staff, and community members. These findings align with existing research that suggest that to

empower vulnerable or disenfranchised students, school counselors and other adults must adopt a

strengths-based approach, recognizing and utilizing the strengths and assets found in children,

their families, and communities (Bryan & Henry, 2008).

Sub Question 1: To what extent are students at U Prep exposed to gun violence?

According to self-reports from students at U Prep, students are heavily exposed to gun

violence, primarily through indirect means such as losing a family member to gun violence

(around 58% reported) and hearing gunshots walking to school (nearly 82% reported). However,

there have also been incidents where students and alumni have been directly exposed to gun

violence, including through mass shootings, self-inflicted wounds, and domestic violence.

According to the self-reports by students through the survey, exposure to gun violence is

common and has impacted, in some way, students in some fashion. We know from research that

exposure to gun violence (one-time or repeated) can cause trauma and reduce students’ ability to

develop social-emotional skills. The data indicates the high level of exposure requires additional

intervention. Additionally, nearly 60% of students reported having lost someone to gun violence.

When asked, "Do you know anyone who has been shot? If so, check all that apply," nearly 60%

of students said a family member had been shot, while over 35% reported that a friend had been

shot. More than 10% of students indicated that someone at school had been shot, and almost 20%

selected "other." Nearly 85% of students reported hearing gunshots while walking to school or
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while in their neighborhood. Additionally, a little over 65% of students said they know someone

who has survived gun violence, and nearly 90% reported playing video games involving

shooting.

When interviewees were asked, "How would you describe the level of exposure to gun

violence among students at U Prep?", the overarching theme was that students are highly

exposed to gun violence. Though the majority are indirectly impacted, some have been directly

impacted. One interviewee mentioned two separate mass shootings involving students from the

school: 1) the Boys and Girls Club shooting, and 2) the Pennsylvania Street shooting.

Interviewee One stated, "It's kind of crazy that I knew some of the students that went here were

dead before their parents." Interviewee Six shared, "One of my former students got shot and

killed. She had just graduated high school and was about to go to college but didn't make it to her

freshman year." Interviewee Six also mentioned, "I had a student who graduated last year, and

just a week or two ago, he got shot in the leg." Based on the data analysis, it is clear that students

at U Prep are highly exposed to gun violence. Understanding the extent of this exposure is

critical for U Prep to support its students and families better. Exposure to gun violence can cause

severe and lasting emotional distress for youth and may increase the likelihood of them

perpetrating violence themselves (Garbarino et al., 2002). Moreover, youth who have been

wounded or exposed to violence may experience disruptions in their relationships with family

members and peers (Garbarino et al., 2002).

Sub Question 2: How does gun violence impact staff and students at U Prep?

Exposure to gun violence has had a profound impact on both students and staff at U Prep.

The majority of staff members interviewed have personally experienced or been exposed to gun

violence. Due to a deep commitment to cultural competence and community awareness, U Prep
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has fostered an internal and external culture of family and support for students and their

immediate families. Throughout interviews with teachers and staff, trauma emerged as a

recurring theme. A recent study indicated that individuals who have witnessed gun violence

fatalities are significantly more likely to experience psychological distress, depression, suicidal

thoughts, and symptoms similar to psychosis (Smith et al., 2023). Additionally, research shows

that losing a loved one to gun violence is strongly linked to higher levels of post-traumatic stress

and grief, with the severity of post-traumatic stress being a key predictor of prolonged grief

(Smith et al., 2019). According to student survey data, over 75% of participants have lost

someone, whether a family member, friend, or acquaintance, to gun violence.

During staff interviews, when asked, “Have you personally been impacted by or exposed

to gun violence?” the majority of interviewees responded affirmatively. Interviewee One shared a

deeply personal account, stating,

It's kind of crazy that I knew some of the students who went here were dead before

their parents, and I couldn't tell them... I didn't have it in me to tell them. Two of

my sons graduated from here, so those kids were just like my sons too. It was

really rough. It's even hard to talk about it. (Interviewee One Interview)

This highlights the deep emotional toll that gun violence has on both students and staff at U Prep.

The impact of gun violence on U Prep students extends beyond the student body, heavily

affecting staff as well. U Prep’s culture of family and community is a point of pride for the

school, with staff and teachers offering their personal contact information to students and

families, ensuring they can reach out for support at any time.
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Sub Question 3: What resources are available at the school to support students?

While U Prep has deans and counselors available at every grade level, more than half of

students are unaware of the resources that are available to them. According to student survey

results, over 50% of students reported not knowing what resources exist to support them. When

asked about additional resources that might be needed, nearly 20% of students expressed

uncertainty, with one student even commenting, "I don’t know how I would help, but I wish I

did." Overall, students and staff have a shared sense that additional resources could be beneficial.

Currently, U Prep utilizes a variety of strategies and resources to support students,

including TIG teams, as well as partnerships with community organizations such as youth

ministries and local police departments. Onsite counselors are also available to assist students.

Interviewee Seven described the available resources as follows:

We have a dean at every grade level, and we have counselors, including trained

school counselors, who work closely with our parents and the community to meet

the needs of our students. We also partner with organizations like Rochester's

Rich and Community Partners. We’re not lacking in resources—there are

programs like Pathways to Peace, urban ministry programs that focus on gun

violence and safety, and the police department comes in to do activities. So, I

would say we're very rich in resources. We have a lot of counselors here, and

many of our staff members, including men of color who have experienced similar

challenges, are able to connect with the students and share their personal

experiences. That’s a real asset. Our counselors are people of color, which makes

them highly relatable to the students. Additionally, we have many outside agencies

that come in, and we can make referrals as needed. (Staff Interview)
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Similar to the student responses, many of the staff interviews revealed a sense of

uncertainty when it came to the awareness of formal resources available at U Prep. While some

staff members mentioned specific resources, there was a recurring theme that staff members

themselves, through their availability, cultural relatability, and sense of personal responsibility

serve as a crucial resource for students. The desire to build safe spaces and provide ongoing

support, both during and after school hours, was frequently highlighted as a key way U Prep staff

help students navigate challenges, including those stemming from gun violence and trauma. For

instance, Interviewee One emphasized the collective commitment of staff, noting that the support

students receive extends beyond the classroom:

My peers are the same, like, we’re here, we talk, we preach every single day, so

the support is here. Not only during school—this is 24/7. You and I both know kids

have our private numbers, and parents have our private numbers. (Interviewee

One Interview)

This statement highlights the level of accessibility U Prep staff offer, making themselves

available to students and their families at any time. It also highlights the personal investment

staff have in their students’ well-being and safety.

However, when it came to a clear understanding of the formal resources available, some

staff expressed uncertainty. Interviewee Five admitted:

I’ll be honest with you, I really don’t know exactly what the other resources are.

We do have someone here for, you know, children going through crisis

moments—whether it’s mental health or anything else. We have someone in the

building for that, but as far as family and culture, I’m not sure. (Interviewee Five

Interview)
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This comment points to a gap in knowledge about specific formal support structures, yet

it reflects the staff member’s recognition of the emotional support systems they personally

provide, even if they are not always aware of other resources.

Similarly, Interviewee Three, while acknowledging the importance of external resources,

emphasized how the shared cultural background of the staff plays a significant role in connecting

with students:

I really don’t know what resources we have, but I feel like the kids do have

resources. Like, we’re predominantly Black, so we’re out in the streets—we can

relate to them. We understand certain situations, and we’re connected to what's

going on. We have our ear to the street, so we can help them see through their

situations as well. (Interviewee Three Interview)

This highlights the importance of cultural relatability, as the staff's connection to the

community and their shared experiences with the students allow them to offer meaningful

guidance and support and posits that creating and maintaining safe spaces for U Prep students is

paramount.

RECOMMENDATIONS

After thoroughly analyzing and organizing the data, we developed three key

recommendations that align with the identified trends and offer a clear path forward for U Prep

in addressing the issue of gun violence:

Recommendation 1 - Partner with a Community Violence Intervention (CVI) Organization

Throughout several staff interviews, the topic of external partnerships with organizations

specializing in community violence intervention (CVI) emerged. U Prep personnel mentioned

specific organizations, such as SNUG and Pathways to Peace, a New York-based neighborhood
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violence prevention program. However, it was not clear from the interviews how frequently these

programs support U Prep students or the extent of their collaboration with the school in

educating and raising awareness about gun violence. Our recommendation is for U Prep to

establish an extended partnership or contract with a CVI organization to better address the needs

of the entire student population.

Given the school’s grade configuration (7th-12th grade), it would be beneficial to have an

organization that can cater to the distinct needs of both middle school (7th and 8th grades) and

high school students (freshmen and sophomores together and juniors and seniors in a separate

cohort). In Chapter 6 of The Impact of Gun Violence in School Systems, the authors emphasize

the importance of “interprofessional collaboration,” where multiple organizations work together

to tackle complex, systems-level issues. Gun violence is recognized as a systems-level issue that

requires a coordinated, tiered response (Staton et al., 2024). Additionally, the literature suggests

that a tailored curriculum for each cohort would address both the age-appropriate and

social-emotional needs of each group.

Other literature examines the impacts of parent and community involvement in reducing

school-related violence. Though school-related violence and gun violence are separate issues,

they have some overlapping components due to the impacts they can have on school

communities and community members at large. One study revealed that higher levels of parental

involvement in school activities were associated with fewer incidents of school violence for

elementary and middle schools, whereas more community involvement in school efforts

predicted more school violence (Song et al, 2018). This study also found that increased parent

involvement was both a preventative and protective measure for schools that were located in

areas where there were higher levels of crime. Though this study focuses on the role parents can
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play in mitigating school related violence, it is a critical indication for how to approach the

partnerships U Prep Establishes with CVIs and utilizing a more hands-on approach.

Recommendation 2 - Provide Counseling and Consultation Support for U Prep Staff

In addition to the resources currently available to U Prep students, none of these

resources were explicitly identified as being available to faculty and staff. Given the significant

exposure of U Prep staff to gun violence and the high levels of support they provide to students,

we recommend more targeted opportunities for social-emotional learning (SEL) for teachers and

staff. During a joint interview, one of the interviewees shared, “Maybe even support groups

amongst peers to, you know what I mean, have it be a more holistic approach.” Supporting the

social-emotional well-being of faculty is critical for teachers to effectively support their students'

emotional needs. SEL for teachers (SEL-T) offers strategies to help educators cope with the

stresses (Lang et al., 2020) inherent in teaching. Therefore, our second recommendation is for U

Prep’s instructional and administrative personnel to have access to counseling and consultation

through a third-party agency. The type of support could be tailored to meet the specific needs of

individual staff members and could include, but is not limited to, counseling, therapy, wellness

coaching, relationship-based reflective consulting, and CVI expertise. By offering a broad range

of support services, U Prep faculty and staff will be better equipped with the tools they need to

manage their emotional responses to gun violence and provide more effective guidance to

students.

Currently, the majority of literature related to mental health in K-12 environments

supports ways in which educators can support the mental health needs of students. There is less

literature that offers research-backed information on how educators themselves can seek mental

health/emotional support services. One study conducted with a small sample size of educators
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from Washoe County District in Nevada suggest using bibliotherapy (the practice of employing

books and other forms of literature as a means of supporting patient mental health) in addition to

traditional therapy (Jeffcoat & Hayes, 2013). This means of providing support may not be a

method that is useful for all staff and the literature suggests that it is a supplementary measure,

with traditional therapy as the foundation to supporting the mental health needs of staff. It is also

crucial to note that outside contracting is used with fidelity for this recommendation so that

support services are distributed equitably. Additionally, utilizing internal resources (i.e. the

school counselor) raises concerns around sustainability (i.e. on-site emotional support personnel

having too dense of a caseload) and equity (i.e. on-site emotional support personnel not having

the opportunity to utilize counseling services because they are the sole provider on campus).

Recommendation 3 - Create an Internal Network of Communication

Our final recommendation for the U Prep community is to establish an internal network

of communication that has multiple branches of reaching the U Prep community and Greater

Rochester community. As a small, independently run charter school, U Prep is surrounded by a

number of public schools with varying grade-level configurations that include elementary,

middle, and high schools. Forming an internal network of communication would support U Prep

sharing information and resources to mitigate the negative impacts of gun violence. U Prep

operated social media accounts, a weekly momentum (virtual school bulletin), and site-based

clubs such as student council would be great mediums for increasing communication on the

latest news encompassing gun violence. According to Student-Centered Leadership, Viviane

Robinson discusses the five-dimensions of student leadership. The five dimensions include:

establishing goals and setting expectations, resourcing strategically, ensuring quality teaching,

leading teacher learning and development, and ensuring an orderly and safe environment.
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Robinson argues, “student-centered leadership sets clear goals for student-centered learning,

provides resources for those goals, and works closely with teachers to plan, coordinate, and

monitor how they are achieved” (Robinson, 2011, p. 31). The literature highlights that increasing

more pathways of communication while utilizing a student-centered approach is beneficial

because it gives students a sense of ownership and being invested and active participants in their

learner communities. According to Robinson, this aspect is also something that can increase

academic achievement in the classroom and contribute to an overall positive social school

culture.

Additionally, the creation of more communication pathways would enable U Prep

students to potentially collaborate with peers from other schools in addressing the issue of

communal gun violence. This is mainly due to the fact that social media is highly prevalent

amongst youth and used as a more frequent means of getting information rather than traditional

news outlets and mediums. In the long term, interscholastic collaboration can engage a broader

group of students and school personnel in educating the community about gun violence, its

impact on local neighborhoods, and developing strategies to address and mitigate this issue.

Current literature on school-community partnerships highlights the importance of collaboration:

“Schools cannot single-handedly do the job of educating children, but they can maximize their

efforts by reaching beyond their walls and partnering with other organizations to best serve the

needs of children” (Casto, 2016, p. 145). While these partnerships often take time to establish,

we envision a gradual rollout, starting with a partnership between U Prep’s middle school and a

nearby public middle school. As programming and logistics solidify, additional interscholastic

collaborations can be expanded, particularly at the high school level.
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CONCLUSIONS/DISCUSSION

This quality improvement project examined the ways in which gun violence exposure

impacts the social-emotional learning and well-being of Black boys in grade 7-12 at U Prep

Charter School for Young Men and ways in which the school could operate as a safe space for

students exposed to trauma, gun-related incidents. While our work on this project provided

insights back to U Prep, we did have limitations that are important to note. Due to the timing of

this quality improvement project, the student body sample population reflects a smaller sample

size overall due to the reduced enrollment for summer programming. Additionally, the analysis

of staff interviews was time constrained. Some discrepancies between what the teachers perceive

and what the data actually reveals pose inconsistencies which can impact the reliability and

validity of the data. That being said, it was important for our project to develop solution-oriented

strategies for our partner organization to utilize in effectively addressing concerns around

social-emotional learning for students who have been exposed to gun violence. As a means of

determining what the actual impact of exposure to gun violence was on the U Prep community, it

was vital to collect qualitative data from both the student body and faculty and staff that compose

the organization. Both sets of data reveal essential aspects related to the topic of gun violence

exposure that were key for the creation of our recommendations.

While collecting data from faculty and staff, we anticipated two things that could

potentially arise and impact our data collection and the reliability of the data: establishment of

trust among participants (specifically the faculty/staff body) and the decision not to disclose

certain information as a means of protecting the students and the reputation of the school.

Historically data collection in predominantly Black communities has been uninformed, misused,

and not thoroughly representative of the needs and nuances of the community. We recognize
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there might have been skepticism among participants due to being non-members of U Prep and

the Rochester community at large. Moreover, we acknowledge that having only conducted our

interviews at this campus, there might have been concerns/apprehension around spotlighting a

single academic community while there are several in the Greater Rochester area. Talking about

this with faculty and other school personnel incited emotions and potential trauma because it

prompted them to reflect on students their community has lost who have been directly and

indirectly impacted by gun violence. Over the course of conducting interviews, there were a

couple of interviewees who paused mid-interview to hold back tears, following up with “I’m

sorry.”

During the phase of our process where we sorted and analyzed the data, we were

surprised to see students from various grade levels identify their individual level of exposure to

gun violence and how the data revealed that most students felt there was little to no impact on

their ability to learn in school. The discrepancies between what students felt about the effects of

gun violence on their social-emotional learning and what the staff/faculty body expressed would

be helpful for students and their coping mechanisms were stark differences. We were left

pondering if the normalizing of exposure to gun violence was a survival mechanism for students

or a reflection of larger society and the frequency with which gun violence/gun control are

discussed on a national level. We also acknowledge that U Prep is a small public charter school

that is independently run (not a part of a major charter network). As a result, there is the

possibility that some of the issues specific to that learning community are not reflective of what

alternative learning environments deal with; such as public schools that are required to accept all

learners. This is a focal point that is essential for enhancing this project because U Prep, unlike

public school districts, has the autonomy and right to remove students from the school on the
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basis of it not being an ideal fit or due to behavioral issues that don’t align with their code of

conduct.

As we consider steps that can be taken to further advance and improve this project, we

recognize that expanding our sample size to reflect students from other schools in the Greater

Rochester area could be beneficial in terms of identifying patterns that tell a more comprehensive

story about the impacts of gun violence exposure on the social-emotional learning of middle to

high school aged students. This will not only help us to reach a larger population within a given

area, it will help us to uncover information that represents a larger demographic instead of

drawing conclusions from a smaller population. Additionally, it might be useful to also expand

this search to include independent schools as well. We want to avoid the potential of assumptions

and stereotypes arising that are made about public/public charter school students. Including

independent school students adds another dimension that ensures that this project is racially,

socioeconomically, and gender inclusive. Another possible avenue for enhancing this project is

expanding the age range to include upper elementary (5th) and lower middle school (6th) grade

levels. From interviews that were conducted with faculty and staff, interpretations of what

“exposure” meant encompassed music that referenced gun-violence, as well as video games.

Since these are mediums that are easily accessible and prevalent in modern day culture, it could

be beneficial to include these target groups to paint a more comprehensive picture of this

phenomenon.
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APPENDIX B

Recruitment Letter

Overview:
As part of the quality improvement project, Vanderbilt students will be interviewing teaching
staff. The recruitment letter is the first step in asking teachers to participate in this interview.

Recruitment Letter:

We hope this email finds you well. As a part of our doctoral studies at Vanderbilt University, we
are working with U Prep Charter School for Young Men as they consider and investigate how
exposure to gun violence impacts social-emotional learning and what additional resources can be
implemented. We would like to interview you for this study because of your position and
affiliation with U Prep. Our project aims to understand how your staff and faculty have thought
about gun violence in the city of Rochester and how/if that impacts students’ learning
experiences.

The Zoom or phone call should take about 30-45 minutes. Participation is voluntary and your
response/identity will be kept anonymous (given a pseudonym). Additionally, you will have the
option to abstain from answering any question that you choose. In the coming weeks, we will
send out a Calendly invite to arrange interviews for those interested. Again, we want to
emphasize that your identity will be kept anonymous for the sake of this project.

If you have any questions about the project, please contact any of the team members via email at
�M�P�E�U�H�D�N�L�Q�J�E�D�U�U�L�H�U�V�#�J�P�D�L�O���F�R�P(Jermaine), �F�D�Q�G�L�F�H�#�F�X�O�W�L�Y�D�W�H�P�D�Q�N�D�W�R���F�R�P(Candice),
�M�R�U�G�D�Q���D�O�H�[�L���W�X�F�N�H�U�#�J�P�D�L�O���F�R�P(Jordan), or our faculty advisor, Dr. Jeanie Forray at
�M�H�D�Q�L�H���P���I�R�U�U�D�\�#�Y�D�Q�G�H�U�E�L�O�W���H�G�X.

Sincerely,
Candice Deal-Bartell, Jermaine Meadows, and Jordan Tucker
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Interview Protocol

Description of what will take place:

- Answers are confidential in the final paper/project and within the group. Answers are not
shared with administrators.

- We will anonymize responses in the reporting that we do. When we write this up, we will
not disclose identifying information.

- We will record the interview and keep the audio recording confidential within our student
group for the purposes of this quality improvement project only. We will not keep the
audio once we have the transcription.

- You do not have to answer every question. If you want to suspend the interview, you are
free to do so anytime.

Questions:

1. How long have you been working at U Prep? In what capacity are you currently? If
admin were you a teacher at this school?

2. Have you personally been impacted by or exposed to gun violence?

3. How would you describe the level of exposure to gun violence among students at Uprep?

4. Given that level of exposure, how do you see gun violence impacting students' ability to
learn in school?

5. Were there times when you had to talk to students about gun violence formally or
informally?

6. During your tenure here at U Prep have you lost any students to gun violence? If not, do
you have any staff that has? If so, what can you tell me about those experiences?

7. Do you have any students who survived gun-involved incidents like being shot, being
shot at, or physically or verbally threatened?

8. What resources are available at the school to support students or faculty?

9. What are some things you think the school should do to support students impacted by gun
violence
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