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Abstract

This case study explores a seven-year-old child's fears of gun violence expressed through
drawings and writings during two literacy lessons in a public American school. The child's
artwork and writing revealed a profound fear of attending school due to the possibility of
being killed. This study raises critical questions: Should children's well-being be priori-
tized over academic achievements? And if so, to what extent should young children be
allowed to express their fears of gun violence without becoming entangled in political de-
bates? Utilizing critical theoretical lenses, specifically Piagetian and Freirean philoso-
phies of education, this study employed case study methods with content analysis and nar-
rative inquiry approaches. It analyzed three pieces of the child's artwork, along with his
written and verbal narratives. The paper advocates for ‘autonomy as the aim of education’
and 'problem-posing pedagogy,’ opposing traditional approaches that emphasize rote
learning and standardized testing. The study concludes with recommendations for future
research and a call to reevaluate current educational priorities.

Keywords: school shootings, gun violence, autonomy, heteronomy, drawing and writing, moral
reasoning, children’s fears

School shootings remain a significant concern in the United States, posing a serious threat to the
safety of students and educators both physically and psychologically (Harris, 2024; Livingston et
al., 2019). In today's rapidly evolving educational landscape, it has become increasingly imperative
to not only prioritize academic achievement but also to attend diligently to the emotional well-
being of our students (Chen et al., 2018; U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Educa-
tion & Rehabilitative Services, 2021; Yoon & Templeton, 2019). The alarming prevalence of gun
violence and other traumatic events has cast a shadow over the sanctity of the educational envi-
ronment, leaving both educators, parents, and students grappling with fear and anxiety (Borum et
al., 2010; Freilich et al., 2022; Moliner et al., 2021).

Recent research by Rapa et al. (2024) analyzed data from two public databases, covering
1,453 school shootings and mass school shootings from 1997-1998 to 2021-2022, defining school
shootings as incidents where a gun is pulled out or fired, with mass school shootings involving at
least three fatalities. Alarmingly, nearly 800 school shootings occurred between 2017 and 2022,
indicating a sharp increase compared to the previous 15 years combined. While the annual number
of mass shootings has remained relatively stable over the 25-year period, they have become dead-
lier since 2012, with the highest casualties recorded in the 2017-2018 and 2021-2022 school years.
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Researchers also examined whether characteristics related to the school, shooter, and guns
used are associated with the severity of school shootings, including casualty and fatality rates (Liv-
ingston et al., 2019). Analyzing data from April 1999 to May 2018, they found that handguns were
used in most school shootings (81%), but rifles and shotguns resulted in significantly more fatali-
ties. An interesting and yet disturbing finding was that the presence of school resource officers did
not significantly impact shooting severity. Additionally, the intense media coverage of mass shoot-
ings has raised concerns about contagion effects, as highlighted by Dahmen (2018), who found
that news organizations often provide disproportionate coverage to perpetrators compared to vic-
tims. This focus on gun violence in the news propagates fear and insecurity among adults, espe-
cially those with school-age children, who are uncertain about the timing and location of the next
school shooting.

Despite extensive research on gun violence statistics, the existing literature on school
shootings predominantly features perspectives from criminal justice, law enforcement, and psy-
chology experts, with limited input from educational leadership (Marshal & Clark, 2023). This
gap highlights the need for research to understand if current educational systems prioritize the
well-being of children over academic achievements, particularly in the context of addressing their
fears of gun violence. And if they do, to what extent should young children be allowed to express
their fears of gun violence in school settings without becoming entangled in political debates such
as gun control versus gun rights?

Priorities of the U.S. Education

The U.S. Department of Education's (DoE) 2021 report underscores the crucial balance
between emotional well-being and academic achievement, advocating for evidence-based preven-
tion practices and integrated support frameworks. Extensive research underscores the importance
of children's social and emotional well-being in early childhood and elementary classrooms (Al-
zahrani et al., 2019; Aydemir et al., 2023; Carter & Cecily, 2018; Powell et al., 2018). It is well
documented that social well-being significantly influences students' physical health, psychological
well-being, academic performance, personal development (Alzahrani et al., 2019; Carter & Cecily,
2018), and emotional intelligence (Xu, 2023). Schools are recognized as pivotal environments for
promoting children's social and emotional well-being, facilitating holistic development (Carter &
Cecily, 2018; Powell et al., 2018).

Despite widespread acknowledgment of the importance of school children’s social and
emotional well-being in educational research, the "banking model of education,” as characterized
by Freire—where students are expected to "eat, digest, ...[and] later vomit it back in the mandated
exams and tests...to confirm the teacher’s superior knowledge/bank-account” (Freire et al., 2018;
2020, p. 28-29)—-<calls into question the practicality of prioritizing students' social and emotional
well-being by the DoE. This “digestive concept of knowledge”, which emphasizes rote memori-
zation and regurgitation, fundamentally conflicts with the holistic development and emotional sup-
port essential for students' overall well-being (p. 28).

Creating a safe space for children's expression is integral to the philosophy of Piagetian
scholars like Kamii et al. (1994), who advocated for "autonomy as the aim of education™ (p. 675).
This approach emphasizes empowering children in their learning experiences, allowing them to
freely express their thoughts, emotions, exchange ideas, and develop self-governance both morally
and intellectually. The Piagetian approach to education, along with Freire’s “problem-posing ed-
ucation,” aligns well with the concept of empowering children’s perspectives. If U.S. education
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were guided by these philosophical approaches, it would secure not only children’s social and
emotional development but also their academic achievements (Freire et al., 2018, 2020; Kamii et
al., 1994). In line with these philosophical perspectives, it is crucial to consider how adults' inter-
actions with children impact their ability to express themselves. Yoon and Templeton (2019) noted
that children's behaviors and conversations are influenced by adults' implicit and explicit cues,
which can be seen as gestures of power. The authors highlighted the importance of truly listening
to children, which can be challenging due to adult tendencies. The need for teachers and research-
ers to search for and respect the child's point of view, despite the potential discomfort of confront-
ing hidden attitudes is essential in today’s pedagogy. The current education system's focus on pre-
senting concepts and skills for children to master may not provide a safe space for children to
express themselves.

Building on the necessity of respecting children's perspectives, John Dewey’s democratic
approach to education highlights the importance of creating environments where children can ac-
tively participate in their learning process, fostering critical thinking and self-expression. Dewey
(1916) argued that education should not only focus on the acquisition of knowledge but also on
the development of individuals as active and engaged members of a democratic society. This per-
spective underscores the need for educational practices that support children's emotional and social
well-being, providing them with the tools to navigate and contribute to their communities. There-
fore, there is an urgent necessity for a profound and foundational shift in the goals of education.

“Autonomy as the Aim of Education” and “Problem-Posing Education”

In "The Six National Goals: A Road to Disappointment,” Kamii and her colleagues (1994)
argued that those who set educational goals rarely consider scientific knowledge on how children
acquire knowledge and moral values. The authors made distinction between the political and Pia-
getian autonomy:

In common parlance, autonomy means the right of an individual or group to be self-gov-
erning. When we speak of Palestinian autonomy, we are referring to this kind of political
right. In Piaget's theory, however, autonomy refers not to the right but to the ability of an
individual to be self-governing—in the moral as well as in the intellectual realm. (Kamii
etal., 1994, p. 673).

The opposite of autonomy is heteronomy, where individuals are governed by others due to
their inability to think for themselves. Understanding the distinction between the right and the
ability to be autonomous is crucial because one can possess the right to self-govern but lack the
ability to do so, and vice versa. An example of moral autonomy proposed by Kamii et al. (1994)
is Martin Luther King, Jr.'s fight for civil rights, driven by his conviction against unjust and im-
moral laws despite severe opposition. Conversely, the Watergate cover-up exemplifies moral het-
eronomy, where individuals engaged in morally wrong actions for rewards from President Nixon.

Young children face two challenges in expressing themselves autonomously: their devel-
opmental stage and the role of adults. Piaget (1997) explored autonomy and heteronomy in chil-
dren aged 6 to 14. When asked about lying, young children cited the fear of punishment as the
reason it's wrong. They believed lying would be acceptable without the threat of punishment, in-
dicating their heteronomous moral judgments influenced by external factors. Kamii et al. (1994)
noted that babies are born neither autonomous nor heteronomous. They start as dependent on
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adults, becoming heteronomous, but ideally, growing more autonomous. However, many adults
do not achieve autonomy in their thinking as they mature. This is evident in the prevalence of
crimes and gun violence reported daily in the news, highlighting adults' struggle to achieve moral
autonomy (Kamii et al., 1994).

The second challenge for children is the role of adults. Piaget noted that adults hinder au-
tonomy development by reinforcing heteronomy through rewards and punishments, a view shared
by Kohn (1999) in his book titled ‘Punished by rewards: The trouble with gold stars, incentive
plans, A's, praise, and other bribes.” To promote autonomy, adults should engage in dialogue with
children rather than resorting to rewards and punishments. This approach fosters mutual respect,
honesty, and trust between adults and children.

When autonomous adults are oppressed and unable to practice their autonomy, they often
rebel against oppressive entities. An example is the recent university uprising across the globe
demanding a ceasefire in Palestine, where students and faculty risked their careers for justice,
demonstrating intellectual/moral autonomy. However, young autonomous children face challenges
when expressing autonomy, as rebellion against authority is often seen as 'naughty’ or ‘disrespect-
ful,’ leading to behavioral interventions. Thus, promoting autonomy among young children is more
challenging, highlighting the crucial role of adults in fostering autonomy. Therefore, autonomy as
the aim of education is essential for success in pedagogy and for democratic societies.

There is a strong connection between Piagetian and Freirean philosophies of pedagogy.
While Piaget's philosophy emphasizes autonomy as the aim of education, Freire et al. (2018;2020)
expands on this, especially regarding political influence. Related to this paper's topic, Freire's ob-
servation is that the oppressor's goal is to dehumanize the oppressed, thereby suppressing their
ability to express themselves as individuals. The banking model of education exemplifies this de-
humanization by turning schools into factories that produce compliant individuals who follow
rules against their physical and emotional needs (p. 28). For instance, restrictions on bathroom
breaks or limited recess deprive children of play and social interaction, while being silenced in
literacy lessons undermines their autonomy. These examples demonstrate how children are condi-
tioned to be heteronomous, unquestioningly obeying authorities like teachers or parents.

As noted by Kamii et al. (1994), individuals trained in this manner may become corrupt
and engage in illicit activities due to their lack of self-governance and inclination to blindly follow
orders. Therefore, there is a pressing need for a radical and fundamental change in education's
goals. Reforms alone cannot address these issues; the very aim of education must be reevaluated
(Kamii et al., 1994; Robinson, 2011).

Children's Autonomous Expression Through Drawings

Building on this understanding, one effective method to facilitate natural expression of
thoughts and exercise intellectual autonomy is to encourage children to express their feelings and
thoughts through drawings and storytelling. Children's drawings offer valuable insights into their
cognitive and psychological well-being, providing a window into their world (Xu, 2023). For in-
stance, Capurso et al. (2022) analyzed 257 children's drawings to understand their perception of
the COVID-19 lockdown in Italy, finding that despite the lockdown's difficulties, children depicted
primarily positive moments. Drawings may also serve as a medium for children to convey fears
and negative emotions when verbal expression is challenging (Alzahrani et al., 2019).
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For example, Pajaro and Andrade (2018) documented a six-year-old boy's psychological
healing process through gestalt therapy, where the boy expressed his emotions via drawings fol-
lowing his father's murder. Similarly, Aydemir et al. (2023) found that emotion-supported dialogic
reading enhanced children's story comprehension by discussing characters' emotions and allowing
children to express their feelings. These studies underscore the importance of creating environ-
ments where children may freely express their thoughts and emotions, facilitating their intellectual
and moral autonomy in the process.

Given the literature on children's authentic expressions through illustrations, it is evident
that drawing provides a visual and creative outlet for children to communicate thoughts and feel-
ings that may be difficult to articulate verbally. Despite this, there is no research using young
children's drawings and writings to reveal their social and emotional well-being regarding school
shootings or gun violence. If the goal of the U.S. DoE is to enhance children's well-being, more
research should focus on examining students' well-being through their authentic voices, spontane-
ous drawings, and writings while at school. This study aims to fill this gap by providing valuable
insights into a child's expressions of inner fears and concerns through multiple drawings and writ-
ings during literacy sessions at school, as well as through conversations with the child during and
after these activities. The following research questions guided this study:

1. How does a 7-year-old child express thoughts and feelings about gun violence
through drawings and writing at school?

2. What do those expressions of thoughts and feelings reveal about the current educa-
tional system's prioritization of children's well-being over academic achievements?

3. How can these expressions be interpreted as an example of choosing autonomy over
heteronomy from a Piagetian perspective?

Method
Approach

This is a qualitative descriptive case study; a research approach that aims to provide a de-
tailed, comprehensive description and analysis of a particular case or cases within their real-life
context (Yin, 2018). According to Creswell (2012) a case study is research that involves an issue
that can be explored by one or more cases “within a bounded system” such as children's well-being
at school, which was examined in-depth through the analysis of a child's fears expressed in his
illustrations and writing (p. 73). This study involved capturing the intricacies and nuances of the
case, considering relevant environmental, social, and temporal factors, and used multiple data
sources such as conversation with the child, analysis of the child’s drawings and writings to pro-
vide a well-rounded perspective.

Data Analysis

Patton (2015) described a case study as “a detailed and rich story about a person, organi-
zation, event, campaign, or program-whatever the focus of study” (p. 259). To provide a detailed
and rich story this case study utilized a qualitative content analysis and narrative inquiry techniques
for data analysis (Faggiano, 2023). Qualitative content analysis emphasizes identifying similarities
within and differences between parts of the text (Graneheim et al., 2017). This approach allows
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researchers to analyse both the explicit, descriptive content and the implicit, interpretative content.
The explicit part of the data was the child’s drawings, writings, and conversations used in this
study. The implicit part of the data is the interpretation of his work and conversation using Kamii
et al.’s (1994) lens: moral and intellectual autonomy. According to Patton (2015) the qualitative
approach focuses on stories but distinguishes between a story and a narrative. Narrative inquiry
goes beyond merely recounting stories; it involves treating the story as data and the narrative as
the analysis. This approach includes interpreting the story, contextualizing it, and comparing it
with other stories. While the story represents what happened, the narrative concerns how the telling
of what happened is structured and scripted within a specific context for a particular purpose. In
this study, the child's drawings and writings were treated as data, while his interpretation and ex-
planation of them were considered narratives. Three artworks and writings were compared to un-
derstand his fears and emotional well-being at school.

The process of selecting a theoretical lens for analysing the data and narrative spanned
nearly a year. Initially, Kohlberg's theories of moral judgment, known for their linear moral devel-
opment model, were considered but later dismissed as they did not align with the child's non-linear
moral reasoning narratives. The focus then shifted to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, but this was
found insufficient to capture the entire narrative. Over time, the lens for analysing the child’s nar-
rative evolved. Finally, Piagetian and Freirean pedagogical philosophies, particularly the concepts
of heteronomy versus autonomy and oppressor versus oppressed dynamics, provided the most
suitable framework for the researcher to analyse the child's narratives and work. The findings were
presented in alignment with the research questions that guided this study. Despite the challenges
and complexities, this process enriched the researcher's analytical thinking.

Participant and Data Collection

The researcher volunteered once a week to assist a first-grade literacy teacher in transition-
ing from worksheets to hands-on literacy activities that align with the school district's learning
objectives. This initiative, called the Developmentally Appropriate Learning and Teaching Ap-
proach (DELTA), was a mentoring program initiated by the author of this article to help first-grade
teachers adopt active learning methods over traditional worksheet-based approaches. The program
began in the second semester and continued for four months until the end of the school year.

The participant in this study was a seven-year-old white male first-grade student attending
a classroom that was part of the DELTA program at an urban public school in northern Mississippi.
He had proficient English speaking and writing skills for his grade level, with English being his
native language. He had no reported special needs or developmental spectrum disorders. No family
demographic information was obtained. The case was selected using an opportunistic sampling
strategy, as Patton (2015) explains, where "during fieldwork, the opportunity arises to interview
someone or observe an activity, neither of which could have been planned in advance™ (p. 271).
The selection of this case was driven by the unique quality of the participant’s artworks and writ-
ings observed during the literacy class.

The data discussed in this study include the child's three drawings, writings, and informal
conversations from two literacy sessions, all of which are detailed in the following section. Written
notes were taken by the researcher following each informal conversation with the child. Addition-
ally, video recordings and photographs were made during the sessions to document the child’s
work and their verbal explanations of his written and artistic creations.
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The artistic creations discussed in this study were generated over two literacy sessions held
during the student's regular school hours (11:45 to 12:30). Writing an article about gun violence
was not initially planned. The researcher incidentally discovered child’s inner fears in his work
and narratives, prompting an analysis of these illustrations. In essence, the participant was not
recruited; rather, his work and self-expression brought him to the researcher’s attention.

There were 24 students in the classroom, each producing unique work during both lessons. None
of his peers exhibited fears of gun violence based on their literacy work.

Procedure
Creative Work 1—“Monster Mask”

The child’s “Monster Mask” piece of work was produced when the learning objective was
to identify the main characters of a story, accompanied by an art activity to enhance creative think-
ing. The procedure for Creative Work 1 — “Monster Mask” was conducted during a regular literacy
class for first-grade students. After listening to a reading of Maurice Sendak's book "Where the
Wild Things Are," students were provided with paper plates, yarn, scissors, glue sticks, and mark-
ers to create monster masks. They were tasked to make masks that were even wilder than the
monsters in the story and were given approximately 30-35 minutes to complete their artwork. At
the end of the session, the children showcased their masks to each other and engaged in discussions
about their creations. No specific guidelines were provided for the discussions. The exceptional
quality of one artwork prompted the researcher to conduct an in-depth analysis, providing unique
insights and interpretations from the young artist. This exceptional artwork became the focus of
the study, leading to the capture of several photographs of the piece, which are presented in Figures
la and 1b. Additionally, the researcher documented the child's explanations and interpretations
during their conversation by taking written notes.

Creative Work 2—"'1 Want to Go Home"" and Creative Work 3 - "'Intruder™

The creative works titled “I Want to Go Home” and “Intruder” were created by the same
child two weeks prior to the monster mask activity. Students were provided with blank booklets,
markers, and pencils and instructed to write and draw things that they want and they won’t do.
Students were given 30 minutes to complete their tasks. Towards the end of the session, the
students were given about ten minutes to share their work with one another. Children’s self-made
booklets were retained by the researcher.

Role of the Researcher

In this article, the term "teacher™ specifically refers to the first-grade class teacher, while
the term "researcher” denotes the author, who conducted literacy lessons during the DELTA pro-
gram. To address and mitigate potential researcher bias, it is essential to acknowledge that the
researcher was a university professor specialized in early childhood education, and her work was
influenced by the educational stance derived from Kamii et al. (1994), emphasizing autonomy as
the aim of education. This acknowledgment ensures transparency and allows readers to consider
the potential influence of the researcher's background and beliefs on the study's design, methodol-
ogy, and interpretation of the findings (Patton, 2015).
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The researcher visited the classroom once a week for a four-month period within the
DELTA mentoring program. Prior to the program, there was no relationship between the re-
searcher and the students, nor with the classroom teacher. The three work samples discussed in
this article were collected during the first three weeks of the DELTA program.

Recognizing the researcher's role requires an understanding of her stance on gun policies
and school shootings. As Pillow (2003) suggested, enhancing reflexivity in qualitative research
necessitates that researchers critically examine how their identity and interests influence all stages
of the research process. Notably, the researcher is not American, bringing an etic (outsider) per-
spective. Having grown up in a country where civilian gun ownership was not permitted, she never
experienced a fear of gun violence during her schooling. Her educational background starkly con-
trasts with the reality children face in US schools. On the other hand, the researcher approached
this case with a personal connection, as she has a son the same age as the participant enrolled in a
public school in America. This connection underscored her sense of responsibility to make parents
and educators aware of issues that might go unnoticed, defining her emic (insider) perspective.
Balancing these emic and etic perspectives posed challenges for data analysis and reflection. Con-
sequently, the analysis took nearly a year to present the data as objectively as possible while ad-
vocating for the child's right to be heard.

Research Ethics and Compliance

The research was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB). Verbal assent by the
child and written parental consent were obtained for research using child’s work samples without
personal identifiers. The researcher adhered to the ethical principles outlined in the Belmont Re-
port: Ethical Principles and Guidelines for the Protection of Human Subjects of Research.

Results

In this section, the child's artwork and the dialogues between the researcher and the child
are presented. The subsequent discussion section will address the research questions by analyzing
the child's work. The first piece, titled "A Monster Who Killed a Child" by the researcher, was
based on the child's writing, illustrations, and discussion about the mask centered around a monster
who killed a child. The second and third works were created two weeks before the monster mask.
After uncovering the disturbing story behind the monster mask, the researcher revisited the previ-
ous works and conversations to connect the dots leading to the creation of work 1.

Work 1: A Monster Who Killed a Child
During a literacy lesson in a first-grade classroom, the researcher noticed a written phrase,

“I dat like this.” The class had just read the book “Where the Wild Things Are” by Maurice Sendak.
Fig. 1la depicts the child working on the mask, while Fig. 1b showcases the final artwork.
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Figure 1 a and b: A Child Creating a Monster Mask During a Literacy Lesson

(@) (b)

After the child completed the mask (Fig. 1b), the researcher approached the child and kindly asked
for an explanation regarding both the writing and the images. The child began explaining the
meaning of the images, starting with the depiction of the “green monster” attacking a child, which
is presented with greater clarity in Fig. 1 c. The term green monster was assigned by the child.

Figure 1 c: A Green Monster Attacks a Child

“This is a monster,” the child said, pointing to the green horizontally depicted figure. “The
monster is trying to kill the child, and the child shouts, 'T don’t like this,” the child explained,
pointing to the written message on the mask that read, “I dat like this.” The researcher inquired
about the fate of the child. “The child died, and here are all the bloodstains,” the child responded,
indicating the red areas surrounding the monster and the child. “What does the letter ‘F’ mean?”
asked the researcher. The child corrected her, stating, “It’s not °F,” it’s ‘F minus.” You know, when
you go to university and you fail, you receive an ‘F.” Well, this is ‘F minus.” We all got ‘F minus.’”
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“What did we fail at?” the researcher asked curiously. “We all knew that there was a monster in
the town, but we did nothing to kill the monster. The monster killed this child because we did not
kill the monster. That’s why we all got F minus,” concluded the child.

The unexpected dialogue from a seven-year-old child, who saw himself as part of a society
that failed to stop the monster and save the child, formed the central theme of this paper. After the
conversation with the child, the researcher recalled another artwork of the child where he depicted
an intruder who came to the school and shot a child.

Work 2: An Intruder Who Killed a Child

Two weeks prior to the first narrative (Fig. 1b), there was a literacy writing session where
children were assigned the task of illustrating and writing about things they want and won't do.
The child who depicted the monster killing a child in Fig. 1b, illustrated a man who came to school
and shot a child (see Fig, 2b). The illustration says, "I [name of the child] not want a intruder to
come [name of the school is covered]." When asked by the researcher if he considered the re-
searcher as an intruder, the child replied, "No, you're here to teach us, not kill us."”

Initially, the child's drawing did not contain any depiction of a gun or signs of blood. After
the child explained the events portrayed, describing an intruder who came into the class and shot
the child, the researcher asked the child to point out where in the picture the shooting was shown.
The child responded, "We are not allowed to talk about guns or shooting at school, so I didn't draw
a gun.” The researcher then asked if he could make an exception and draw in the picture what he
had just described. At this point, the researcher had Piaget’s theory of autonomy in mind when she
asked the child to express his feelings freely through his drawings.

The child then promptly included the gun and drew a red line to indicate the act of shooting
(see Fig. 3, next page). Following the child's swift inclusion of a gun and a red line symbolizing
blood to convey his intended message in the drawing, the researcher turned the page and discov-
ered another written note. The note depicted an illustration of a child opening the classroom door,
accompanied by the sentence "I want to go home" (see Fig. 2a, next page). The person on the left
is depicted as himself with a black backpack on his back, hand stretched to the door handle, and
the person on the right is his teacher, based on his explanation of the illustrations.

)

Figure 2a: A First Grader’s Writing and Illustration: “I want to go home.’

Figure 2b: “I [name of the student covered] not want a entruter [intruder] to come [name of the
school covered]”
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Figure 3: A Closer Look at the Addition of a Gun and the Red Line Representing Blood
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Discussion

To address the first two research questions, figures 1-3 illustrate the child's deep-seated
fear and desire for safety, as depicted by his wish to go home out of fear of a potential intruder.
This poignant imagery underscores the critical need for educational strategies that prioritize stu-
dents’ social and emotional well-being, especially in light of the escalating frequency and severity
of school shootings (Livingston et al., 2019). This paper reveals a disturbing reality that children
in American schools may experience, as exemplified by the child in this study. The findings re-
quires a recalibration of educational practices, echoing Carter and Cecilly (2018) and Borum et
al.’s (2010) work, urging educators to prioritize students' emotional well-being alongside academic
pursuits. It emphasizes the need for further research to explore the intersection of children's emo-
tional experiences and their educational journey, utilizing methodologies such as drawing and
writing to accurately capture their sentiments. In doing so, we can establish a more empathetic and
responsive educational framework that nurtures the emotional resilience of young students, as ev-
idenced by the insightful findings in Capurso et al.'s (2022) work.

Both Piaget's and Freire's theories suggest that education should foster critical thinking,
autonomy, and active participation among students. In the context of school shootings, this means
creating environments where students can openly discuss and address their fears, understand the
underlying causes of violence, and develop strategies for prevention and resilience. In our exam-
ple, the child who initially hesitated to depict a gun and bloodshed in a drawing due to fear of
punishment reflects Piaget's (1997) concept of heteronomous morality. This child's adherence to
the letter of the law, following rules strictly, changed when the researcher allowed the child to
express his thoughts freely. This shift towards autonomous thinking allowed the child to articulate
his fears, providing valuable insights into his emotional state and potential risk factors.

Freire et al.’s (2018;2020) concept of problem-posed education model is crucial in this
context. By engaging students in critical discussions about violence and safety, educators can help
them become aware of the social and political dimensions of school shootings. This awareness
enables students to critically analyze the causes and implications of such events, fostering a sense
of agency and empowerment. Instead of undermining and silencing students’ thoughts and feel-
ings, passively receiving information about safety protocols, students must become active partici-
pants in creating a safer school environment. This does not imply that children must engage in
political debates for or against gun control policy (Carlson et al., 2020). Instead, it suggests under-
standing the reality through open discussions.
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Re-evaluating Our Educational Priorities

To further investigate the first research question, existing literature underscores the preva-
lent practice of young children expressing their emotions through artwork. This method is com-
monly employed as a means for children to externalize and communicate their internal experi-
ences, providing valuable insights into their emotional states and psychological well-being. Re-
search consistently demonstrates that artwork serves as a significant medium for children to artic-
ulate feelings that may be difficult to convey through verbal communication alone. For instance,
the focus child in this study parallels the child from Pajaro and Andrade’s (2018) research, who
used drawings to articulate emotional distress following his father's death. Over months of art
therapy, this child achieved psychological reconciliation with his loss. Similarly, although the child
in this study had not faced a personal tragedy, he expressed fears about intruders harming children
at school through his drawings. The duration of these fears is uncertain, yet their expression reveals
a concerning reality experienced by the child. When the researcher brought these fears to the at-
tention of the school principal and teacher, their surprise indicated a gap in traditional pedagogical
approaches, which may overlook complex emotional needs (Moliner et al., 2021). This under-
scores a critical point: the child’s fears might have remained unaddressed due to the education
system’s priority on "feeding information" and subsequent testing (Freire et al., 2018, 2020, p. 29).

A profound re-evaluation of our educational priorities is necessary. First, we need to create
environments where young learners feel empowered to express their fears and concerns openly
(Borum et al., 2010). Second, we should shift from merely feeding information to actively listening
to children’s stories and addressing their concerns (Yoon & Templeton, 2019). An educational
paradigm, as advocated by Freire and Piaget, which emphasizes autonomy and problem-posing
pedagogy, could significantly address these issues. In a school system that promotes autonomous
thinking and problem-solving, the child’s fears could have been addressed collectively, involving
his peers in perspective sharing and potentially uncovering similar anxieties among other students.
Suppressing children's fears through a zero-tolerance policy on gun discussions neither eliminates
the reality of gun violence nor makes these fears disappear.

Adult Roles

To explore the third research question, “How can these expressions be interpreted as an
example of choosing autonomy over heteronomy from a Piagetian perspective?”, it is essential to
consider Piaget's (1997) concept of moral realism. According to Piaget, young children often op-
erate within the heteronomous morality stage, where they view obedience to rules and authority
figures as inherently good, regardless of the context. At this stage, rules are perceived as rigid and
unchangeable, dictated by external authorities such as parents and teachers. Children believe that
any deviation from these rules will result in immediate and harsh punishment, and they often over-
look intentions when judging the morality of actions.

In this study, we observed an example of the distinction between autonomy and heteron-
omy in action. The child's initial desire to draw a gun and blood to express his fears (Fig. 2b) was
constrained by external influences, such as the school rule prohibiting discussion of guns. This
restriction could have been passed down from higher authorities and followed by the teacher as
part of school policy. The chain of heteronomy can persist unless someone questions the intention-
ality of the rule and makes a conscious choice to prioritize the child's expression over strict adher-
ence to the rule.
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The researcher faced a choice between reinforcing heteronomy or fostering autonomy: ei-
ther moving on to the next child and discussing their artwork, thus ignoring the child’s expressed
fears to avoid potential troubles, or helping the child find freedom to express his fears. By con-
sciously deciding to ask the child to draw what he had just described about the intruder, the re-
searcher provided an opportunity for the child to break free from blindly following school rules
and suppressing his fears. The child then chose autonomy over heteronomy by drawing the gun
and bloodshed. His release of breath after completing the illustration indicated his relief and hap-
piness at being able to express his inner fears freely without concern for breaking the school rule.

The researcher could discern his persistent fears by closely examining his previous illus-
trations (Fig. 2a) and connecting them with later illustrations and writings (Fig. 1b), where he
expressed himself more freely two weeks after the conversation about the gun and the intruder. In
the later illustration (Fig. 1b), the child demonstrated the highest level of moral reasoning by con-
sidering himself responsible for not preventing the monster from killing the innocent child, as
indicated by assigning everyone, including himself, an F-.

By actively listening to students and allowing them autonomy in articulating their emo-
tions, educators can cultivate an atmosphere of trust and support crucial for fostering holistic de-
velopment (Kamii et al., 1994). Yoon and Templeton (2019) advised researchers and teachers to
practice listening to children as they express themselves, rather than hearing only what we want to
hear:

Researchers may be listening to their own desires for children and childhoods, as well as
for the neoliberal pressures of publication rates, showy scholarship, and faculty positioning
and security in this age of higher education job insecurity. While we can never fully extri-
cate ourselves from these modern conditions, we might stay alert to the ways they impact
our methods. (p. 81)

Admittedly, the researcher, under pressure to publish for faculty job security, initially over-
looked the child's expression of fears regarding a school intruder. She did not give due attention
to the child's statement, "You are here to teach us, not kill us," because her primary objective was
to demonstrate evidence of teaching literacy learning objectives through active learning. This pre-
occupation led to a failure to recognize the child's call for help. However, a shift in research focus
occurred when the same child expressed, through his artwork, that "We all failed...we all got F
minus." At that moment, the researcher felt personally responsible for failing the child's hopes and
made a conscious decision to listen more attentively to the child. “When we follow their [chil-
dren’s] lead and take the road they travel, we may wander into more exciting spaces of possibility”
(Yoon & Templeton, 2019, p. 81). In this example, the child exhibited the highest level of moral
judgment, symbolized by 'F-," indicating a recognition of personal and collective responsibility in
the face of danger.

Regardless of whether we limit children's discussions on societal matters like gun violence
or assume they are too young to grasp its severity and likelihood, children will inevitably hold
fears and anxieties about their safety at school. This was observed in the child's artwork depicted
in Figure 2a and 2b. The child considered leaving school because he was afraid of a potential
intruder entering the classroom. It was only through the child's artwork and conversation that the
researcher and teacher became aware of the child’s concerns. This raises an important question:
How many young children silently hold fears about their safety while we, as educators, are focused
on teaching them academic skills? For those who perceive this study as merely one child’s story,
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lacking practical significance, consider this analogy: discovering one child's fears is akin to finding
a piece of gold while digging. Just as finding one piece implies the possibility of finding more in
the same field, uncovering this child's fears suggests the likelihood of discovering similar concerns
among other school children in the USA (Freilich et al., 2022).

Moral and Intellectual Autonomy: A Possible Road to A+

To shift from an F- to an A+, National Educational Goals must be founded on the principles
of moral and intellectual autonomy. This approach involves children making conscious choices
for the sake of the 'truth’ they follow, regardless of external influences such as rewards or punish-
ments. In contrast, intellectual heteronomy is characterized by individuals governed by others,
lacking the ability to think independently and make their own decisions. Unfortunately, the current
education system promotes practices that hinder children from developing autonomy. Critiquing
the National Educational Goals, also known as the “Goals 2000 Act,” Kamii et al. aptly noted:

Goal 6—that schools be safe, orderly, and free of drugs and violence—would also
be eliminated if autonomy were the aim of education because individuals who can
take relevant factors into account do not take drugs or resort to violence. The state-
ment that every school in America "will offer a disciplined environment" also re-
veals a traditional way of thinking. Schools cannot offer a disciplined environment.
A disciplined environment has to be created from within by students and teachers
together. (1994, p. 676)

The statistics on mass shootings and gun violence from April 1999 to May 2018,
as reported by Livingston et al. (2019), affirm Kamii's predictions of a road to disappoint-
ment. This path of disillusionment continues with the disturbing findings on gun violence
by Rapa et al. (2024). The child in this study further echoed Kamii’s predictions by saying,
"we all got F minus."

Summary and Implications

This case study underscores the importance of educational priorities. Parents, teachers,
school administrators, and policymakers must listen to children's perspectives by creating an en-
vironment where they can freely express themselves in a safe and reciprocal manner. The rigid
adherence to rules should never outweigh the importance of understanding a child's persistent fears
and addressing them appropriately. Additionally, schools should focus more on strategies for pre-
venting gun violence, moving beyond mere physical security measures such as locked doors and
the presence of police officers. Open discussions led by classroom teachers could significantly
reduce children's fears. This case study provides a glimpse into the emotional turmoil experienced
by young students as they navigate their daily lives in school. Even though they may not openly
articulate their fears, these anxieties linger, impacting their classroom experiences. By exploring
their artistic creations, written expressions, and engaging in honest conversations, we can gain
deeper insights into their innermost thoughts and emotions. Ignoring or suppressing children's
fears while prioritizing academic demands will only lead to societal F minus.
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To enhance elementary education, this study recommends re-evaluating educational prior-
ities to help young children express their inner worlds, whether happiness, fear, or sadness. Edu-
cators must first embrace the idea of giving children the freedom to think and express themselves
without adult-imposed constraints. Once this is accepted, the following can be implemented: inte-
grating drawing and storytelling into the curriculum to foster emotional intelligence, well-being,
and development; encouraging children to express their emotions to improve coping mechanisms
and resilience; improving teacher-student relationships by gaining insights into students' inner
worlds; using non-verbal expression to make classrooms inclusive for children with language bar-
riers, learning disabilities, or those who are introverted or hold inner fears. Addressing school
shooting fears, children can express anxieties through drawings and writings, providing educators
and parents with insights into their emotional states. This trauma-informed approach supports psy-
chological healing and holistic development, enhancing cognitive, social, emotional, and creative
growth, as well as critical thinking and problem-solving skills. These practices can lead to inno-
vative curriculum designs that connect art with other subjects, making learning more engaging.
Additionally, including creative outputs in assessments offers a holistic view of a child's abilities.
Recognizing the importance of artistic expression can influence educational policy and funding,
advocating for more resources for art programs and mental health support. Finally, involving par-
ents and the community through art exhibitions and storytelling events can strengthen the home-
school connection and promote a collaborative education that truly recognizes and celebrates the
humanity of each student.

Limitations and Future Research

In this study, several specific limitations should be acknowledged. Firstly, qualitative re-
searchers must be mindful of how their personal beliefs and values influence data interpretation.
Subjectivity can lead to conclusions that align with the researcher’s perspective while neglecting
other factors. For instance, the researcher whose educational philosophy, like Kamii’s belief in
autonomy, differed from those who prioritize obedience. While some might view a child’s adher-
ence to school rules as positive, the researcher saw it as restricting the child's self-expression. Thus,
the significance of the child’s drawings and writings can vary based on the researcher’s perspec-
tive. Researchers who emphasize heteronomy may not even consider the child's drawings signifi-
cant enough to warrant further exploration.

Second limitation is, although the researcher met with the school principal and classroom
teacher to discuss the child's fears and intellectual morality, she did not meet with the child's par-
ents. This additional context could have provided deeper insights into his fears. While the teacher
and principal confirmed no known incidents of gun violence related to the child, the parents might
have had more context for his fears of intruders in school. Lastly, the researcher regrets not seeking
clarification from the child on who he meant by "we" in his statement, "we all failed.” At the time,
she assumed he was referring to himself and society as a whole, but this assumption could have
been more accurately informed by the child's explanation.

Future studies could explore children’s fears of potential gun violence through interviews
and drawings following lockdown drills at school, thereby investigating their social well-being.
Additionally, involving parents through interviews to understand their children’s fears will be an
important consideration for future research.
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