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Violence 
on 

Campus 
The Intruded 

Sanctuary 
By 

W. DAVID NICHOLS, Ed.D. 

A s institutions dedicated to a 
higher order of human en
deavor, colleges and uni

versities once were presumed to be 
immune from the violence that per
meates virtually every aspect of 
American life. One author character
ized colleges and universities as 
"sedate ivory towers, sanctuaries 
apart from the larger society and 
places where crime and criminal 
justice do not intrude."l He was re
ferring, however, to pre-1960s in
stitutions of higher learning. De
cades later, this ~haracterization no 
longer holds true. 

Recent media accounts illumi
nate the extent to which crime and 
violence have found their way onto 
college and university campuses. 
Rarely does the topic of campus 
crime escape the nightly news, talk 
shows. or newsmagazine shows on 
television. Newspapers, magazines, 
and even books cover this hot topic 
extensively. A leading national 
newspaper recently presented a 
week-long series of articles devoted 
to campus crime and depicted many 
campuses as danger zones where 

students are murdered, raped, and 
robbed.2 

Certainly, few campuses es
cape some type of criminal activ
ity. in part due to the influences 
that have transformed institutions 
of higher education during the 
past 30 years. Sweeping economic, 
social, and political factors that 
reflected the climate of the times 
forever changed the collegiate 
environment. 

The Changing Climate 
To have a proper perspective 

about campus crime, it is neces
sary to understand today's college 
and university campus commun
ities. Several unique characteristics 
distinguish campuses from other 
communities and provide a better 
understanding of the environ
ment of today's campuses and 
why crime and violence may 
flourish. 
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First, the campus population 
consists primarily of young adults or 
postadolescents in pursuit of higher 
education. Nowhere else can. be 
found such a concentrated popula
tion of individuals ages 18 to 22 with 
an educational background higher 
than society at large. The vast major
ity of these "student-citizens" are 
single and are experiencing freedom 
from home and parental control for 
the first time. 

Another characteristic, especial
ly of residential campuses, is the 
predominant social life. Fraternity 
and sorority functions, parties, ath
letic events, rock concerts, and other 
activities create J. unique social at
mosphere, often resulting in prob
lems related to alcohol abuse, mis
conduct, and criminal activity. 

The open campus concept also 
fosters criminal activity. Tradition
ally, the campus was a closed com
munity, immune to the outside in
fluences of crime, environmental 
hazards, and "locals." Today, most 
campus boundaries are barely 

" 

distinguishable from the surround
ing community. With no gates, no 
curfews, and little, if any, restric
tions on students, few batTiers con
trol the outside influences that con
tribute to campus crime. 

The Intrusion of Crime 
The illusion of tranquility pre

vailing on college campuses has 
been shattered forever by the rising 
crime rate. Murders on campuses 
have continued to increase. In a 
survey conducted shortly after the 
enactment of the Crime Awareness 
and Campus Security Act of 1990, 
2,400 colleges and universities re
ported 30 murders.' While the ratio 
of 30 murders reported by 2,400 
institutions appears extremely low, 
the very occurrence of homicidal 
behavior on college campuses sends 
a frightening signal that society's ills 
have spilled onto campuses. 

Equally disturbing is the number 
of rapes/sexual assaults occurring 
on college and university campuses. 
One study indicated that nearly 25 

Assiduous campus 
law enforcement 
leaders and local 

police officials can 
develop a variety of 

strategies to deal with 
violence on campus5 

Dr. Nichols is the Director of Public Safety at 
Jacksonville State University, Jacksonville, Alabama. 
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percent of2,0 16 college women sur
veyed had been raped, according to 
strict legal standards.'! Another sur
vey revealed that J ,000 rapes were 
reported on college campuses during 
the 1991-92 academic year.s 

Other crimes also take place 
with relative ti'equency. Approxi
mately 7,500 violent crimes oc
cUlTed on 2,400 campuses within the 
1991-92 academic year.!> The At
lanta JOllrnal/Collstitution featured 
a report that described a series of 
violent crimes, including murder, 
rape, robbery, and assault, at 13 
Southern colleges and universities.7 

Of course, criminal activity oc
curred on campuses prior to the 
1960s. Even dating back to the 
1800s, there were riots, brawls, and 
an occasional arson. But clearly, 
within the past 30 years, crime and 
violence have escalated on the once
safe and secure bastions of higher 
learning, not only in frequency but 
also in severity. 

Influences on Campus Crime 
Several influences distinguish 

the two eras. Primarily, the preva
lence of alcohol ancl firearms on and 
around college campuses has had 
deadly effects. 

The excessive consumption of 
alcohol influences the majority of 
violent crimes. The findings released 
by Congress with the passage of the 
Crime Awareness and Campus Se
curity Act report that 95 percent of 
the violent crimes on campus in
volved alcohol andlor drugs.s Even 
though Federal and State statutes 
prohibit the possession and con
sumption of alcohol by those under 
21 years of age, college students con
tinue to abuse alcohol at social and 
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athletic events, as well as in their 
pri vate residences. 

One survey found that 86 per
cent of college students under the 
legal drinking age consumed alcohol. 
Nearly 18 percent of this group re
ported experiencing alcohol-related 
trouble with the police.9 It is estimat
ed that about one-half of the assail
ants in courtship violence on campus 
were under the influence of alcohol. 10 

In case after case where violence 
occun'ed on campus, one or both 
parties were intoxicated. 

The other major influence on 
campus violence is firearms. Some 
may argue that guns do not represent 
an influence, only a method of vio
lence. Others, however, contend that 
the proliferation of weapons, as well 
as their availability and use, influ
ences both the frequency and seri
ousness of campus crime. 

The campus simply reflects the 
greater problem in soc:iety, where 
firearms are used in 60 percent of 
homicides, 41 percent of robberies, 
23 percent of aggravated assaults, 
and 10 percent of rapes. I I Adminis
trators of a small Massachusetts 
college for gifted music students 
closed the institution after a student 
went on a shooting rampage, killing 
two people and wounding four oth
ers.l~ Each year, campus violence 
with injuries increasingly involves 
firearms. 

Responses to Campus Crime and 
Violence 

The escalation of crime and vio
lence on college campuses has pre
cipitated significant responses by 
government and higher education 
officials. Congress enacted the Cam
pus Security Act of 1990, which 

mandates postsecondary institutions 
receiving Federal aid to report spe
cific crime statistics on an annual 
basis. The act also requires these 
institutions to develop educational 
programs for safety and security and 
to establish policies and procedures 
for notifying the proper authorities 
when a crime occurs. 

" . .. the prevalence of 
alcohol and firearms 

on and around college 
campuses has had 

deadly effects. 

" More recently, an addendum to 
the act requires colleges and univer
sities to develop programs aimed at 
reducing sexual assault. Apparently, 
media attention and concerns over 
campus violence moved Congress 
to pass legislation that forces college 
officials to report crime, not to cover 
it up as some may have done in the 
past. 

Even without legislation, univer
sity and college officials responded 
to the rising crime rate by establish
ing campus police agencies. 
Steadily, these agencies have de
veloped into very effective police or
ganizations with a service orienta
tion and crime prevention focus. 
Many possess the ability to respond 
to almost any type of incident or 
emergency. 

In a more subtle fashion, admin
istrators reinstituted some campus 

security measures that had been dis
carded long ago. Security controls 
now limit access to campus build
ings, and residence halls restrict 
visitation hours. A significant in
crease in lawsuits against institu
tions allegIng negligence in security 
has led administrators to enhance 
safety procedures and increase po
lice patrols. 

Assiduous campus police ad
ministrators recognized their stra
tegic role and implemented commu
nity-based policing techniques 
compatible with the campus envi
ronment. On many campuses, this 
strategy turned the tide of crime and 
violence. 

Campus Crime Prevention 
First and foremost, campus po

lice administrators must recognize 
that crime prevention is not solely 
their job. Rather, students, college 
and university administrators, fac
ulty members, maintenance person
nel, housing officials, counselors, 
and local law enforcement authori
ties all share the responsibility. 

According to an African prov
erb, "It takes an entire village to raise 
a child." Nowhere is this more true 
than in a college community. Dealing 
with student misconduct and crimi
nal behavior both on and off campus 
requires a collaborative effort. 

Perhaps the most important 
component of this collaborative ap
proach is the relationship between 
campus police and local law enforce
ment. This is especially true where 
no clear boundaries or jurisdictions 
involving students exist. 

College students who live off 
campus present campus law en
forcement and municipal police 
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departments with unique chal
lenges. Incidents of crime and mis
conduct often result in "town-gown" 
tensions and require the cooperation, 
communication, and mutual assist
ance of both departments to res
pond effectively. 

Jacksonville State's Response 
Responding to a rise in campus 

crime, Jacksonville State University 
(JSU) in Alabama conducted a 
careful analysis that indicated 65 
percent of the criminal incidents 
oc~uning on campus took place in 
and around residence halls. Special 
events, such as concerts or sporting 
events, contributed significantly to 
the disorder. Also, neighbors of the 
six fraternity houses located off 
campus complained of the noise 
emanating from the houses and 
notified the local police department 
of several disorderly incidents. 

In response, research and a 
literature review conducted by 
campus police administrators re
vealed that several other universi
ties encountering similar problems 
had implemented a variety of re
sponses to campus crime. Using this 
information, JSU administrators de
veloped strategies to address the 
problem of crime and violence on 
their campus and initiated a commu
nity-based crime prevention pro
gram in 1992. 

Strategies 
To begin, the university's police 

department enhanced the existing 
nighttime security escort service 
for female students and imple
mented a residence hall foot patrol 
to be conducted by officers. The 
department also used the bike pa
trol to increase its crime prevention 

"Campus police, 
university officials, and 
local law enforcement 

worked together to 
create a threat-free 

environment. ... " 

efforts and to establish better public 
relations with students. 

The university restricted ac
cess to residence halls to only one 
entrance with monitored access. 
Another strategy established night
time security monitors in all resi
dence halls. 

Several other groups became in
volved in making the campus more 
safe. Counselors, health care offi
cials, and campus police officers in
creased the number of crime preven
tion presentations to students. 
Students became more involved in 
security issues related to housing, 
special events, and cultural diversity 
programs. Activities officials, hous
ing officials, and the campus judicial 
officer worked closely with the 
university's police department in dis
ciplinecases involving students who 
presented a threat to campus safety 
and security. And, coupled with 
heightened awareness/education 
activities on alcohol abuse, both 
the campus judicial officer and the 

university's police department in
creased enforcement of alcohol 
violations. 

The university's police depart
ment also worked with the local po
lice department to resolve neighbor
hood complaints. The two agencies 
established a mutual reporting and 
first responder procedure for off
campus fratemity disturbances. 

Underlying these particular 
strategies was the adoption of a 
zero-tolerance philosophy toward 
weapons violations and violent be
havior. Campus police, university 
officials, and local law enforcement 
worked together to create a threat
free environment in which students 
could feel comfortable while pursu-" 
ing their academic and social goals. 

Alternatives 
Administrators of colleges and 

universities with no police force or 
those with nonsworn security offi
cers need to develop collaborative 
relationships with local law enforce
ment. In such instances, the local 
department assumes a leadership 
role. 

The local police chief should es
tahlish formal procedures with cam
pus officials for reporting criminal 
incidents on campus. Further, local 
police personnel should develop 
crime prevention programs directed 
at the student population and pre
sent these programs on campus. A 
campus liaison officer could be ap
pointed to work cooperatively with 
local police on such issues as 
crime prevention, student miscon
duct, special event security, and drug 
and alcohol abuse. Whatever steps 
are taken, both the campus adminis
tration and the local police depart
ment should give special attention 

4/ FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin --------------------------------

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

to collaborative efforts that will help 
to create a safe campus. 

Conclusion 
Violence has intruded college 

and university campuses. While it 
may be difficult to extinguish all 
crime and violence on campuses na
tionwide, crime prevention programs 
and collaboration with local law en
forcement agencies can make it 
somewhat easier to restrict and to 
control the behavior of those who 
commit crimes. 

Assiduous campus law enforce
ment leaders and local police offi
cials can develop a variety of strate
gies to deal with violenc~ on campus. 
It is incumbent on all mvolved to 
recognize the reality of campus 
crime and provide the needed re
sources to reduce its impact.+-
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