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Give Peace a Chance

Psychologist Dennis Embry helps to transform schoolyard bullies into angels

he onetime terror of the Heney
Kammann Elementary School
in Salinas, Calil., smibes anpeli-
cally as ke recounts his far-
mierly wicked wavs. "1 used o call
people stupid,” savs Chres, a barly
tourth grader. "I used o get into
fights. I didn't like coming to schoo
because | didn't have any friends and
I didn't like going to the principal’s
ofhce.” The 10-vear-old eves the
"Bls-style peace symbols thar festoon
his classroom, “MNow, | have triends
and 1 walk away Irom feiplars,” Chris
declares, Teacher Chery] Marmison
agrees: “Irs amazing—kids actuaalls
like ro play with him now.™

Credit Peace Builders, a program

PHOTOSAAPHS BY ACEY HARPER

created seven vears ago by Tucson
child psychalogist Dennis Embry
thart is helping vo rranstorm bullies—
thiose e TefvLg tOFmeniors of child-
hood who often go on 1o commit vi-
olent acrs as adulis—inm peaceable
classroom cinzens. How? By teach-
ing kids at nearly 400 U5, clemen-
rary schools I'Ii.ll'lJ;u!l.’.r'L'ht-i'rr.' WIS [
deal with touchy situanons and cre-
apvely praising those who abandon
their rroublemaking habirs.

Ome key, explains Embry, 50, is
cnsuring no good deed goes uire-
witrded, Kids Bl out “peace nopes"
e comnimeend one another lor actionsg
as simple as returning a dropped
notebook. On plavgrounds, savs

Embry, adult ®peace coaches give
oul citiations for cooperative behay-
ior." Savs reacher Mamison: *Point-
g ol what the students dio I|.|e;|1|!
seEns [0 work bemer than pointing
ot what they do wrong.”

Many experts declare the for-prof
program {each school district pays
abour $75 000 for inirial marerials
and reacher oraining) remarkably ef-
fective. *Kids in Peace Builders
schools pet along beter with other
kids,™ says child peychologise Danel
|"|:|.||||.-e:rg.'.. wh directs the Eent State
Institute for the Prevention of Yio-
bence and s conducting a federal
study of the program, Among 5,00
students being iracked, he savs, Peace
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Builders has halved the number of
frequent roublemakers mn CWo YEars,
Peace Builders “takes really sampie
concepts and changes the culture of
the schonl,” Flannery savs.

.."I-':l |'|;.|||.|: tlﬂ'l l."lj'.t'l JI.E'Ij FEJ\.I:
Builders more wholeheartedly than
Salinas, a farming commumnity where
acrivists have taken the program far
beyond the classroom doors. On the
grrects of the econamically bartered
ity of 140,000, police officers issue
children " peace citanons ™ —rodeem-
able for free videos or snacks ar local
shops—commending them hor such
things as refraining trom jaywalloing.
Valuntesrs train parefnls in Peace
Builders rechmiques and phone them
with praie for their children's good
deeds. An annual Peace Week in-
-n.i.l.ll.‘["'a al r.'l'.|'. J.I.'I-Ij .I'l'a'JIIJ.‘ 'iI'l!.J'r'a; CYET
the |ocal |'.|-.-|:'r|||r-|.‘|r:| crttion Ceniter
employvs Peace Builders principles

Pammcua Skelvon, whose commu-
nity group, the Vialence Imjury Pre-
vention Coalinon, spearheaded the
[= s :I-'ﬂ'll.lr '|'Ir-: HWEFAITL, Wl '“u‘l.'I:!i.|||.' s~
demeanom have drllppﬁi 50 percent
and felonies 29 percent in the pro-
gram's three years. (At Sahinass 21 el
ementary schools, officials say, hghts
are down 15 1o 15 percent; absences
and suspensions, 15 percent.) The
program “has changed the lives of
hundreds of kids in Salinas,” insists
former local TV anchor Dina Ruiz

Easewood |wite of acvor Chint),
wWhiose stanon contributed o e
cause with weekly on-air promoions
“Ir's unbelievabie.”

Although many other school dis-
rricts have signed on—including Los
Angeles Counry, which uses Peace
Builders in 15 schools—not everyone
i sold, Antonio Arredondo Je., su-
permntendent of an clementary school
in Riverside, Calif., savs his diserct
abandoned Peace Builders [which
...'|'ur|.|;h RH T .:n.!d'.rmnqi fees mach
vear) as oo costly after testing it in
his school, And Myron Dembo, a
professor of educanonal pyvchology

at the University of Southern Califor
Mid, ClUrHns rhj'. Many TS |]".ﬂ'J'
ence behavioral trends. = A lot of
people have spent a lof of money on
programs like these to find our they
o't I|:..'|||[. work,” ke savs.

Dion'r eell char to the ensrgetic
Embry, who pored over thousands
of academuic studies covering every-
thing from criminology (o bram
chemistry in designing his program,
which also draws on his own three
decades of research. Helping kids,
the Great Bend, Kans., nanve savs,
“has been my life's work and myy
passion”—in part because of his
own miserable childhood. His lave
tather, 4 portrail photographes, and
mentally il mother were alcoholics
whose violent hghis, Embry remem-
bers, sometimes landed them in jail
o hm.plul rehab centers. Kindly
neighbors and wachers, Embry says,
“taught me that the workd was not
what | was experiencing at home.”

Embry, whose older brother Cran-
dell, a photographer, died in 1997,
majored 10 history at the Universiry
of Kansas where he met wite Lynn
{they divorced in 1991 after 19 years
of marriage). He went on 1o eam a
docrorate in pavchology in 1981,
Part of hus thess research centered
on usng storybooks in which chil-
dren could hll in their own names
tor those of the heroes. “When |
would rell a spory substituting the
chald's name, be ar ahe would Lght
up,” he sy, and began o umitate
the stories’ role models, *Children
need to be heroes, ™ he savi.

Convinced of the power of posi-
tive reinforcement, he started crear-
ing storybook-centered programs for
groups thar incloded the 1,5, mili-
tary, which tn 1991 sent him to Ger
many to study stress among children
of Gulf War veterans, He came up
with a reassuring book cilled Somis-
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