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I read the Executive Summary of the School and Community Safety Advisory 
Panel’s final report with much interest and optimism.  Despite some of the 
report’s troubling findings (e.g. the number of undetected weapons, especially 
guns, in TDSB schools), I was glad to see that it emphasized the need to focus 
on the systemic roots of violence in schools, and refused to rely on simplistic, 
short-term, reactive solutions to this problem.   
 
I was particularly glad about the inclusion of a section on gender and school 
safety.  The Toronto Star (January 11, 2008, p. A1) excerpted part of the report 
on sexual violence in schools, which includes the following passage: 
 
“… the majority of work on school safety tends to use a gender-neutral approach, 
and concentrates most of its efforts towards the types of violence […] primarily 
between male students.  As such, ‘guns and gangs’ concerns receive a 
disproportionate amount of attention, funding and intervention as compared to 
the types of violence that young women experience, including the gendered 
violence, such as the sexual exploitation of women, associated with gang 
activities.”   
 
While I was thrilled to see the Panel highlight the gendered – and sexualized – 
dimension of school violence, I was concerned by the conflation “gender” with 
“female”.  This is a fairly common occurrence:  social difference is conventionally 
perceived as something that only applies to marginalized people.  For example, 
only Black people “have” race, only queer people “have” sexuality and, as in this 
case, only women “have” gender.  While I think this is an understandable 
outcome of taking seriously the discrimination that marginalized groups face in 
their everyday lives, taking only this perspective reinforces the idea that dominant 
groups are natural, or normal, and neutral.  This is not the case:  White people do 
“have” race, straight people do “have” sexuality, and males do “have” gender.   
 
With respect to the School Safety Report, then, framing gender-based violence in 
schools only as male violence against females almost normalizes male violence 
against other men (it also doesn’t consider the gendered aspects of female 
violence against other females). Thus, in addition to focusing on the former, 
attention must also be paid to the gendered dimensions of male-on-male 
violence.  Doing so will force us to take a critical look at how we think, talk and 
educate boys about masculinity, and about what it means to be a man.   


