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The Uncertainty of School in a Time of Uncertainty: 
Perspectives of Different Coalitions in the Aftermath of 
the School Mass Shooting in Serbia

Sanja Stojiljković*1 and Barbara Blažanin2

•	 On 3 May 2023, the first mass school shooting occurred in Serbia, po-
sitioning children as a particularly vulnerable group in need of further 
support. Subsequently, the government needed to create policies to help 
restore a sense of security, stability and trust in the community. The main 
dilemma was regarding the questions: Should we continue schooling? If 
so, how? Employing narrative policy analysis, we examine the interplay 
between education policies, policymakers, parents and teachers to dis-
cern the varied interpretations of policies and their impact on students’ 
roles within the education system. The aim is to understand the different 
meanings policymakers and institutional stakeholders find in the same 
policy and the implications of the policy’s meaning for students in the 
education system. The analysed documents include 16 official educational 
documents and 53 newspapers and blog articles featuring stakeholders’ 
responses. The main findings indicate how different understandings of the 
same policy, as well as changes in the power dynamics between stakehold-
ers, influenced subsequent decision-making of the government regarding 
school life. Most importantly, the study demonstrates the potential harm-
ful effects of inconsistency in policies on student wellbeing and academic 
life. We conclude that the main question should not be whether schooling 
should stop or continue, but how to create a line of consistent and stable 
recommendations aligned with the created policy.
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Negotovost šole v času negotovosti: perspektive 
različnih koalicij po množičnem streljanju na šoli v 
Srbiji

Sanja Stojiljković in Barbara Blažanin

•	 3. maja 2023 se je v Srbiji zgodilo prvo množično streljanje na šoli, ki je 
otroke postavilo v položaj posebej ranljive skupine, ki potrebuje doda-
tno podporo. Posledično je morala vlada oblikovati politike, ki bi po-
magale v skupnosti obnoviti občutek varnosti, stabilnosti in zaupanja. 
Glavna dilema je bila povezana z vprašanji: Ali naj nadaljujemo šolanje? 
Če da, kako? Z uporabo narativne analize politik preučujemo medse-
bojno vplivanje med vzgojno-izobraževalnimi politikami, oblikovalci 
politik, starši in učitelji, da bi razbrali različne razlage politik in njihov 
vpliv na vloge učencev znotraj vzgojno-izobraževalnega sistema. Cilj je 
razumeti različne pomene, ki jih oblikovalci politik in institucionalni 
deležniki najdejo znotraj določene politike, in posledice pomena politi-
ke za učence v vzgojno-izobraževalnem sistemu. Analizirani dokumenti 
vključujejo 16 uradnih dokumentov ter 53 člankov, vzetih iz časopisov 
in blogov, z odzivi deležnikov. Glavne ugotovitve kažejo, kako so raz-
lična razumevanja posamezne politike in spremembe v dinamiki moči 
med deležniki vplivali na nadaljnje odločanje vlade v povezavi z življe-
njem na šoli. Najpomembnejše je, da študija kaže na morebitne škodljive 
učinke nedoslednosti politik na počutje učencev in akademsko življenje. 
Sklepamo, da glavno vprašanje ne bi smelo biti, ali naj se šolanje ustavi 
ali nadaljuje, ampak kako ustvariti linijo doslednih in stabilnih priporo-
čil, usklajenih z ustvarjeno politiko.

	 Ključne besede: narativna analiza politik, učenci, starši, učitelji, 
streljanje v šoli
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Introduction

The first mass school shooting in Serbia occurred on 3 May 2023 at the 
Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School. The incident took place during the first 
morning class, when a seventh-grade student opened fire on students and the 
school staff. In total, the shooter killed ten people.

This unprecedented incident left the nation in shock, confusion and dis-
belief. It was especially painful that the event happened in a school, an institu-
tion that should provide students with structure, familiarity, continuity and se-
curity (Dyregrov et al., 2020; Hobfoll et al., 2007). Since manmade disasters are 
usually unexpected, they often create an atmosphere of uncertainty, fear, acute 
helplessness and anxiety (Jorgensen, et al., 2015; Norris et al., 2002; Schultz et 
al., 2014). Such incidents foster a climate of uncertainty and anxiety, extending 
trauma beyond the immediate victims to the broader student community (Jor-
gensen et al., 2015; Norris et al., 2002; Schultz et al., 2014). It is possible to find 
multiple guidelines about trauma recovery from tragedies for school person-
nel, parents and the government (e.g., Currie & Hayes, 2021; Dyregrov, 2006; 
Dyregrov et al., 2020; Đerić & Gutvajn, 2023; Turunen & Punamaki, 2014) and 
thus mitigate the psychological vulnerability of children in the aftermath of a 
tragedy.

 The shooting’s aftermath highlighted the pressing need for clear, im-
mediate and transparent policy interventions to rebuild the disrupted stability 
of school life. However, the impression was that this need was not met in the 
first 40 days post-shooting. The resulting set of policies changed in response 
to different stakeholders (policymakers, practitioners, parents), revealing a 
great deal of tension that, at least partially, arose from different beliefs about 
the role of school and schooling after the tragedy. This situation, which was 
characterised by the Rashomon effect – when different observers of an event 
have conflicting yet plausible perceptions of what occurred and its resolution 
(Muschert, 2007) – complicated consensus on the future role of schooling. One 
of the most representative examples is the decision on whether to continue 
schooling and, if so, in what way. Over time, the policies and the stakeholders’ 
reactions became so intertwined that it was difficult to determine whether a 
given policy was adopted independently of the stakeholders’ reactions or due 
to their reactions. The present analysis seeks to clarify the relationship between 
influential stakeholders and policy development. In addition, it aims to infer 
students’ roles within the education system during crises and to offer strategies 
for protecting children’s wellbeing after a shooting. 
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Vulnerability of students in a time of crisis

School shootings are often seen as arbitrary or inexplicable outbreaks 
of violence, with mass media coverage potentially magnifying their perceived 
frequency and risk, fostering fear in communities and suggesting that such 
incidents are widespread (Madfis, 2016; Jorgensen et al., 2015; Böhmer, 2023; 
Mosqueda et al., 2021; Muschert, 2007). As a result, children and students can 
be exposed to various interpretations of the event, which can be damaging to 
their mental health, hence raising their vulnerability in an already stressful 
situation (Madfis, 2016). In Serbia, the mass shooting received significant and 
detailed media attention from the outset. Despite calls for responsible journal-
ism (e.g., Filozofski fakultet, 2023; Lankford & Madfis, 2018; UNICEF, 2023), 
reports often featured misinformation and lacked professionalism (Kosanović 
& Zemunović, 2023).

Research has extensively examined the psychological effects of trauma, 
both direct and indirect, highlighting the fact that first-hand victims often 
face a higher risk of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), symptoms of post-
traumatic stress, depression, anxiety, fear and substance abuse (Böhmer, 2023; 
Butkus, 2020; Eifert, 2022). Eifert (2022) found sufficient support for poten-
tially long-lasting traumatising effects of witnessing a school shooting (both 
directly and indirectly) if witnesses are not provided with much-needed in-
terventions and psychological support shortly after the tragedy. Interventions 
that have proven to have the most positive effect are providing psychosocial 
support focused on connectedness with the community (Hobfoll et al., 2007), 
constant monitoring of students’ socio-emotional states, and equipping school 
staff with the required psycho-social support and guidelines (Dyregrov et al., 
2015; Jorgensen et al., 2015; Turunen et al., 2014). In the aftermath of a shooting, 
it is essential to help students formulate a coherent story of what happened. 
Otherwise, they tend to form narratives mostly driven by media stories, which 
can fuel an even greater sense of fear and anxiety (Jorgensen et al., 2015). 

Children are generally more vulnerable to disasters than adults, part-
ly because their cognitive and emotional development is not yet equipped to 
handle trauma effectively (Norris et al., 2002). In combination with a lack of 
life experience, trauma can force an increase in helplessness, depression and 
anxiety, even among students not directly impacted by the tragedy (Jorgensen 
et al., 2015; Schultz et al., 2014; Stene et al., 2019). Trauma impacts both emo-
tional and cognitive functioning, manifesting in educational settings as difficul-
ties in concentration and memory, which can hinder academic performance 
and increase absenteeism (Dyregrov et al., 2020; Stene et al., 2019; Strom et 
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al., 2016). Essentially, greater exposure to trauma correlates with a higher risk 
of cognitive, academic and socio-emotional-behavioural challenges (Perfect et 
al., 2016). One way to protect children in tragic events is to provide them with 
organised and planned support, customised to encourage their wellbeing and 
recovery. Ideally, official policies can serve as methods to provide children with 
the needed support. 

 
Examining the policies through the lens of narrative policy 
analysis 

The focus of the present study is not only an objective description of the 
implemented education policies, but also an examination of the meaning that 
arises from the adopted policies and the reaction to them. Our position relies 
on the postulates of narrative policy analysis (NPA), which posits that policies 
and argumentation of policy never focus solely on the stated problem: they re-
flect the role of power (by whom policies are created, for whom and who is left 
behind), motivation, values and assumptions about the problem, the solution 
and the different stakeholders (Martinez, 2019). Like many stories in human 
life, policies can also be perceived as a form of story, a narrative, with a begin-
ning (explaining the problem), a middle (the proposed solution to the prob-
lem) and an end (what will the outcome of the proposed solution be?) (Fischer, 
2004). Accordingly, detected narratives from education policies “reflect policy 
actors’ and coalitions’ understanding of problems, solutions, as filtered through 
their experiences and positionality” (Martinez, 2019).

NPA consists of several elements: coalitions, situated meanings, cul-
tural models and policy storylines. Coalitions refer to groups aligned in their 
perspectives on a policy’s problem and solution, essentially sharing identical 
narratives (Martinez, 2019). Situated meanings are contextual understandings 
that occur inside a particular conversation. Cultural models are the underly-
ing, often implicit, ontological assumptions that inform our interpretation and 
articulation of policy issues (Martinez, 2019). The last element, the policy sto-
ryline, represents the motives and message the coalition is trying to send by 
using a specific narrative. We could ask ourselves: “What is the government 
trying to tell the community when it points out that the policy was adopted in 
consultation with the most eminent experts?” Policy storylines support people 
in organising their thinking, response and practices regarding specific issues, 
and are usually derived from cultural models and situated meanings related 
to narrative (Martinez, 2019). All of these elements together provide us with 
deeper insights into the processes behind policy change. 
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Purpose of the study
 
As Martinez (2019) points out, NPA is a useful approach in times of 

uncertainty, complexity and polarised opinions of community members on 
certain problems, such as the tragedy that happened in the Vladislav Ribnikar 
Primary School. By using NPA analysis, we would like to explore the perspec-
tives of different institutional stakeholders on the questions: Should we con-
tinue schooling? If so, how? Specifically, we are interested in mapping situational 
meanings and implicit perspectives of the role of school and schooling, as well 
as the policy storylines created by authority representatives, parents and teach-
ers. Furthermore, we aim to understand the potential implications for students 
in the education system arising from such created meanings. The following re-
search questions were posed:
1.	 How do different coalitions find meanings in the same policy?
2.	 What are the implications of the policy’s meaning for the position of 

students in the education system?

Method

Background 

In the past couple of decades, the education system in Serbia has shifted 
towards centralisation in education, whereby the greatest responsibility lies with 
the ministry. Legislation and education policies are directed towards decreasing 
the autonomy and professional status of teachers (Pešikan & Ivić, 2021). Moreo-
ver, in the last few decades, the authority and reputation of teachers and schools 
have declined continuously, as reflected, inter alia, in the historically low levels 
of public expenditure on education (3.3% of GDP in 2021) (World Bank Group, 
n.d.). The education system is characterised by traditional schooling based on 
frontal teaching and assessments, as well as non-participative practices for stu-
dents. As a result, students are mostly disengaged and unmotivated in the class-
room, sometimes perceiving school as irrelevant (Čaprić & Videnović, 2024). 
In addition, a highly competitive climate oriented towards achievement and 
grades rather than learning is further diminishing the relationship between 
teachers, students and parents (Majska platforma, 2024). 

In the last two decades, the problem of school violence has been rec-
ognised and validated in the form of several normative frameworks that de-
fine various forms of violence and different mechanisms of response to and 
prevention of violent acts (Majska platforma, 2024). However, recent findings 
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show that these policies have not led to a significant decrease in school violence 
(Čaprić & Videnović, 2024; Majska platforma, 2024).

Chronology of events and policies

Immediately following the shooting, the Ministry of Education initi-
ated safety measures and offered crisis support resources and emotional aid to 
educators nationwide, focusing particularly on staff from the affected school. 
Safety regulations will not be discussed in detail in this paper, since our main 
concern is education policies. After the shooting, a great deal of attention was 
devoted to the Minister of Internal Affairs, as he shared sensitive information 
related to the victims and potential targets, but the only functionary to be held 
accountable was the Minister of Education, who resigned from his position 
four days post-shooting. Following the initial school shooting, another mass 
shooting occurred one day later, on 4 May, in Malo Orašje and Dubona, result-
ing in 9 fatalities and 12 injuries. Although the present paper will not focus on 
the further development of this tragedy, it is important to note an atmosphere 
of sadness, hurt, anger and uncertainty that was created in the light of these two 
successive mass shootings.

The first official education interventional plan for the school in question 
was provided on 6 May (three days post-shooting). It stated that the students 
would return to class in the same school building on 10 May (one week post-
shooting), where the mental health professionals available to students, parents 
and teachers would be located. However, in the face of the public disapproval 
of parents, the Ministry issued a Clarification of the Intervention Plan for the 
Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School two days later. In this clarification, it was 
pointed out that traditional classes would not be held, but that the school would 
be open for those students who wanted to return to the school community. Par-
ents and students were given full freedom to decide whether they would return 
to the school and which topics they would discuss with the mental health pro-
fessionals and teachers situated in the school. Emphasising safety, the govern-
ment and Ministry ensured increased police presence at the school.

News of the premature end to the school year – shortening the school 
year by ten days on the national level – was first leaked to the media on 29 May 
and officially confirmed by the Ministry on 1 June. This was the first official 
policy applied to schools on the national level, as previous recommendations 
were crafted specifically for the school of the shooting. According to this pol-
icy, schools would remain accessible to students seeking grade improvement, 
professional support or community engagement. This policy resulted in strong 
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negative reactions from the public, this time from both parents and teachers. 
Despite public opinion, the authorities maintained this policy with assurances 
that the standard graduation exams for students transitioning to high schools 
would proceed as planned, including additional points for students from the 
Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School.

Sample

The qualitative data used for this study consisted of 16 official documents 
regarding education policies and clarifications of proposed policies, as well as 
53 newspaper and blog articles focused on reactions to policies by authority 
representatives, teachers and parents. When analysing the newspaper and blog 
articles, the focus was on quoted statements of the stakeholders. In total, 69 
documents were published in the period between 3 May and 7 June 2023. 

Data collection

Policy documents and clarifications were gathered from the official web-
sites of the government and the Ministry of Education, with the selection based 
on two criteria: 1) publication between 3 May and 11 June, and 2) content related 
to policy responses to the school shooting. Statements responding to policies 
by different institutional stakeholders were searched for in different newspaper 
and blog articles published in the first 40 days after the mass school shooting 
occurred. The analysed articles were mainly selected from the newspaper jour-
nals Insajder and Danas, as well as from the blog Zelena učionica. The journals 
Insajder and Danas are recognised for their unbiased reporting (UNS, n.d.) 
and as such were found to be reliable media for this study. However, official 
representatives of teachers do not always speak their minds in the public media 
space, so it was necessary to seek alternative sources for teacher statements. The 
blog Zelena učionica is a common media space in which teachers speak their 
minds, so 21 blog articles from this website were included in our analysed data.

Research design

In the first phase of the analysis, a detailed reading of all of the selected 
documents was undertaken in order to identify policy coalitions that found 
different meanings in two examined policies: 1) the decision to return to the 
Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School, and 2) the decision to end the school year 
prematurely. Before further analysis, the documents were grouped according 
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to the policy to which they referred, as well as according to the coalition that 
speaks about the given policy. Thus, the narratives were analysed regarding the 
policy to return to the school from the perspective of 1) authority representa-
tives and 2) parents. For the second policy, the premature end of schooling, the 
narratives were analysed from the perspective of 1) authority representatives, 2) 
teachers, 3) parents in favour of continuing schooling, and 4) parents against 
continuing school.

After multiple readings of the selected documents, interpretative coding 
of the material was undertaken regarding the positions of different coalitions 
and policies. Although themes referring to the position of the coalitions in gen-
eral are not part of the policy narrative analysis, they were useful in identifying 
the main themes that would facilitate understanding of the position of each 
coalition. The coding scheme and overarching themes for the policies were uni-
fied as much as possible for all of the identified coalitions, as shown in Figure 
1. The coding scheme was organised to reflect 1) reactions to a specific policy, 
and 2) reactions from a specific coalition. With further analysis, codes became 
more numerous and specific to the identified coalitions, which is why they are 
not shown in Figure 1. All of the identified codes were deduced to later deter-
mine the situated meanings, cultural models and policy storylines. In trying to 
determine the cultural models of the policies introduced, a need to modify the 
term arose: the analysed policies were introduced in a moment of crisis, and 
as such do not represent stable and typical states. Hence, we assume that the 
cultural models that emerge from specific examined education policies relate to 
the implicit assumptions of each coalition about the role of school and school-
ing after the tragedy, which does not necessarily coincide with the ontological 
assumptions related to school in a period of stability (e.g., in a period of stabil-
ity, the main implicit assumption could be that the role of school is learning and 
obtaining good grades, but in a moment of crisis, the primary role of school 
could be to provide mental health support). The last step of the process was to 
identify potential implications for the position of students in the education sys-
tem based on situational meanings, the role of school and schooling and policy 
storylines from coalitions.
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Figure 1
Coding scheme for the policy to stop schooling

After reading the materials, 30% of the content was coded together, iden-
tifying themes that referred to the policy itself and the position of coalitions in 
general. The remaining two-thirds of the narratives were coded independently, 
relying on a previously developed coding scheme. Differences were discussed 
by the researchers until agreement on the interpretation of the narratives was 
reached. The selection of narrative excerpts and situational meanings, the role 
of school and schooling, the policy storylines and the implications for students 
were identified through collaboration. 

Results

Coalitions

The relevant coalitions were, in this case, the government and the Min-
istry of Education as authority representatives, parents who advocated stopping 
schooling, parents who advocated the continuance of schooling, and teachers. 

The representatives of authorities, who were responsible for formulating 
education policies, aimed to foster community trust, emphasising collabora-
tion with relevant institutions and prioritising student mental health. Their 
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approach allowed flexibility, granting parents and students autonomy in de-
ciding on school attendance. However, the initial phase of policymaking was 
marked by non-transparent and non-inclusive practices, lacking a clear narra-
tive of the incident’s details. This approach strained relationships with both sets 
of parents and educators. 

The parents of students of the Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School repre-
sented a unified group against the policy to return to the school building, de-
manding a transparent and inclusive approach from the government. As their 
influence on policymaking grew, a division emerged based on their views on 
continuing education post-shooting. One group of parents was strongly for the 
end of schooling, as they saw the trauma as insurmountable. Instead, they were 
advocating making the entire school building into a memorial centre. However, 
other parent groups viewed resuming classes as part of the process of overcom-
ing the tragedy. These groups advocated for the continuation of schooling while 
dedicating a section of the school to a memorial centre, rather than closing the 
school completely.

The coalition that was the least heard and included in the process of cre-
ating and conducting education policies comprised the official representatives 
of teachers. Over time, teachers became more encouraged to assert their rights 
within the education system in the aftermath of the crisis, primarily demand-
ing their right to be informed and to be trusted to do their job. Unlike parents, 
teachers never requested participation in the policy-making process. This coali-
tion consisted of official representatives of teachers on the national level and, 
to the best of our knowledge, none of the teachers from this coalition were 
employed at the Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School.

It is important to note that the roles of these coalitions in the Serbian edu-
cation system and the relationship between them are deeply rooted in the his-
torical and cultural background of Serbia’s past few decades (for more, see Ivić 
& Pešikan, 2012; Pešikan & Ivić, 2021). Bearing this in mind, the behaviours and 
dynamics of these coalitions largely emerge from already known and established 
roles, with respect to the uniqueness of the tragedy of the school shooting. 

Policy analysis

Return to the school
For the policy to return to the school one week post-shooting, the nar-

ratives of the coalition of representatives of the government and the homogene-
ous coalition of parents were analysed, as they are the only coalitions that spoke 
publicly about the policy. The review of the situated meaning, the role of school 
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and schooling, the policy statement and the combined implications of these 
factors on children in vulnerable situations is presented in Table 1. 

As stated in the chronology of events, the Ministry of Education ad-
dressed this policy in two official announcements: firstly declaring the “con-
tinuance of schooling” and secondly pointing out that “the school is open”. 
This slight difference in the phrasing (continuance against the opening of the 
school) was an attempt to calm the revolt of parents who expressed a strongly 
negative opinion on this policy. In this dynamic, it is noticeable that the repre-
sentatives of the authorities did not direct the policy-making process only with 
regard to the opinions of experts (psychologists, pedagogists, psychiatrists, psy-
chotherapists, etc.), but paid great attention to calming public opinion in an 
already extremely sensitive situation nationwide. Below is an example of the 
specific narrative created in the second address of the Ministry of Education:

Given that a large number of children and parents want to come to their 
school and talk to their teachers, and that experts approve this, the school 
will be open to its students starting on Wednesday. This does not mean 
that regular classes will be held, but that there will be organised work and 
conversations with experts, all in the service of providing professional help 
to students, their parents and employees. Regular classes will be introduced 
to the school gradually, in agreement with parents and experts. (Republika 
Srbija Ministarstvo prosvete, 2023)

In this narrative alone, several messages on the role of schooling in 
times of crisis can be deduced. The school was perceived as a space that is close 
and familiar to children, where the healing qualities of the school community 
formed at school could foster recovery from trauma. Interestingly, even though 
teachers were mentioned through their positive relationship with students 
(“children want to come and talk to their teachers”), they were not given a spe-
cific role in the later explanation of the plan for healing. As such, the teacher’s 
role remains unclear in the context of school and schooling in crisis. At the time 
of this narrative, no reconstructive policies had been undertaken, so the return 
to the school was organised in the building as it remained after the police fin-
ished their investigation. In the narrative of the authority, the school building 
itself does not have a negative symbolism, nor is it considered harmful to the 
students. Thus, the Ministry’s main storyline is that the recovery from trauma 
can be established by returning to the school, with the help of experts brought 
in to school.

On the other hand, parents provide a different narrative:
The parents are united in the opinion that children should return to school; 
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they need rhythm, they need integration with their peers and teachers, but 
not in that place. (RTS, 2023)

Unlike the authorities, parents perceive the school building and the 
school community as two different aspects of school. For this group of parents, 
the school building had lost a positive connotation, as it had become exclusively 
connected to the shooting. As such, the school building was a source of trauma, 
while the school community set in a different context could contribute to heal-
ing. Moreover, in their reaction to the policy, parents addressed the way it had 
been created. On the same occasion, the same parent said:

We requested an urgent meeting of the parent counsel to revise the decision 
made by the crisis headquarters (representatives of the authorities), which 
was brought without (participation of) parents. (RTS, 2023)

This narrative implies that parents believe they are entitled to an equal 
role in the policy-making process, and their main policy statement is conse-
quently that the intervention plans and policies should be based on cooperation 
with them and the school community. 

Several implications for students arise from these policy-meanings. The 
first is that establishing school routines may provide a sense of certainty and 
stability, which continues the role of school and schooling in the moment of 
crisis. The second implication is related to how this routine should be estab-
lished. The healing effects of school may be limited to the school community, 
which leads to the conclusion that re-entering the school building, left in the 
same condition as it was on the day of the shooting, could re-traumatise the 
students and thus do more harm than good. The third implication highlights 
the risk of public displays of children’s choices on how to deal with trauma. If 
the decision to return to school is left entirely up to students, then their choice 
could lead to their marginalisation if it does not align with the choices of others 
from their immediate surroundings, i.e., choosing to go to school even though 
your friends were shot could result in your being perceived as insensitive or 
emotionless, while choosing not to go to school if you are from a class not 
directly affected to the shooting could result in your being perceived as lack-
ing resilience. Finally, it is possible that the most traumatised children would 
choose not to return to school, which could result in their being deprived of the 
required psychological help, as psychological support was provided exclusively 
in the school building.
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Table 1
Review of the analysis of the policy to return to school

Representatives of the authorities Parents

Situated 
meaning

– 	 Experts and staff of the Vladislav Ribnikar 
Primary School are collaborators in creating 
and conducting policies, while parents are 
collaborators in conducting policies.

– 	 Children and parents are responsible for 
returning to school.

– 	 Providing psychological help to students, 
parents and teachers is independent of the 
context in which it is provided.

– 	 School routines can fulfil psychological needs.

– 	 Parents are left out of the 
process of creating policies.

– 	 The school building is a 
symbol of the tragedy and 
as such can cause  
re–traumatisation.

– 	 The school community 
(peers, teachers) can help 
overcome trauma if gathered 
at a different time and place.

School and 
schooling 
in times of 
tragedy

– 	 School healing qualities consist of both 
the school space (building) and the school 
community, and as such they are a source of 
stability for children.

– 	 In a moment of crisis, teachers are needed for 
their presence, while the rest of their role in 
overcoming trauma is unclear.

– 	 The greatest value of 
school is in the interaction 
that occurs between peers 
and teachers (the school 
community).

Policy storyline

– 	 Experts’ voices are the most important in times 
of tragedy.

– 	 Overcoming tragedy will be accomplished 
through returning to school and nurturing 
mental health.

– 	 Overcoming tragedy can 
be accomplished by uniting 
with friends and teachers 
outside of the school 
premises and by consulting 
parents in policymaking.

Implication of 
the policy for 
children

– 	 Establishing school routines may provide a 
sense of certainty and stability.

– 	 Possibility of re–traumatisation due to entering 
the school building, the symbol of trauma.

– 	 Possibility of being marginalised by choosing 
either to return or not to return to school.

– 	 Possibility of being deprived of psychosocial 
support by not returning to school.

Stopping schooling
The policy to stop schooling caused reactions from all of the represented 

coalitions. Their narratives are summarised in Table 2. According to their of-
ficial statements, the representatives of the authorities conveyed several implied 
messages. The underlying assumption is that regular classes and schooling do 
not contribute to the mental health of students, and as such are not welcome in 
a moment of crisis. Moreover, in the Serbian language, school is phrased as an 
institution of education and upbringing (Serbian: obrazovno-vaspitna ustano-
va). In the moment of crisis, the authorities set aside the educational part of 
schooling and, with every recommendation in the intervention plan, shifted 
their activities to the upbringing of children and building character (teaching 
about empathy, socio-emotional skills, tolerance, etc.). This extreme shift sug-
gests that the building of character and learning are not balanced in the regular 
way of Serbian schooling. In creating this policy, the authorities were also led 
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by parents’ feelings and opinions, and were torn between the groups of parents 
who wanted to stop schooling entirely and those who wanted schooling to con-
tinue. This schism is evident in the following quote:

We have had conversations on whether to stop schooling for a long time. 
Some parents requested stopping schooling from the beginning … Realis-
ing what a major tragedy this is, the least we can do is to concede to this 
minority, while still doing something in the interest of what is best for the 
children, since this stopping is within the lawful 5% of deviation (from the 
annual state plan). (Cvjetić, 2023)

	 In this narrative, it is clear that the authorities were not guided 
strictly by experts’ opinions. This inconsistency in standards regarding making 
decisions, as well as the changes in the policies themselves, could lead to an 
increase in the feeling of uncertainty and instability for children.

By this time, the parents had formed two separate coalitions based on 
whether they wanted to continue schooling or not. For the group of parents who 
wanted to stop schooling (hereinafter: parents contra), life had been irreversibly 
changed and the only solution was to remove the school from their own and pub-
lic memory. Hence, they not only requested a stop in schooling on the state level, 
but also an end to this particular school’s function in the future and its complete 
transformation into a memorial centre. From their perspective, the school has 
no healing value, as reflected in a quote from one representative of this group: “...
the only solution for overcoming the crisis is to stop schooling”. The second group 
of parents (hereinafter: parents pro) were progressing in a different direction in 
their recovery. From their perspective, to return to school meant to overcome the 
tragedy they had encountered, or even more importantly: not to lose to a shooter. 
This thought is represented in the following quote:

We won’t allow a certain K. K. [the initials of the shooter] to triumph over 
all of us. In our opinion, any resolution other than returning to the school 
would be a victory of a crime against all of them and all of us. (Savet 
roditelja Osnovne škole “Vladislav Ribnikar”, 2023)

Based on the analysed quotes of the representatives of the authorities, it 
is clear that one group of parents was crucial to the introduction of this particu-
lar policy. On the other hand, teachers united in expressing a strongly negative 
opinion on the way and timing of its implementation. In their narrative, it is ap-
parent that teachers had not been part of creating the policies, and had not even 
been consulted or informed about them. Based on their statements, we can de-
duce that the participation of teachers was minimised, while the participation 
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of certain groups of parents was maximised. This disproportion in power in 
the decision-making process for education policies resulted in teachers publicly 
evaluating the (in)competence of the leading authorities without hesitation. Af-
ter this policy, teachers showed agency in attempts to be valued as a coalition 
that could contribute to the recovery of their students, as reflected in the fol-
lowing narrative:

The Union of Teachers has assessed that the policy to stop schooling for 
‘safety reasons’ is unjustified, as regular schooling with the predetermined 
curriculum is much safer for children than extracurricular activities. 
(Beta, 2023)

Even if not stated explicitly, in this narrative, teachers are fighting for 
the right to use their pedagogical competencies and to engage with children in 
familiar forms of schooling, through which they can provide emotional sup-
port. From their perspective, traditional schooling could have a positive impact 
on the recovery from trauma, since it enables encounters between teachers and 
students. It is important to note that these narratives do not imply that teach-
ers were against stopping school, especially since their initial reaction to the 
shooting was a collective strike and cancellation of schooling; their statement 
refers to the injustice of being excluded and not consulted, and the mistake of 
implementing this policy in an inconsistent way and at the wrong time.

The first implication this policy could have for children was inferred 
from the wider perspective of first deciding to continue schooling, and then to 
stop it, all while the coalitions expressed opinions that were not necessarily in 
line with the decision of the authorities. This inconsistency in policies and ways 
in which everyday school life is organised can increase the sense of uncertainty 
of students and consequently be detrimental to the process of recovery from 
trauma. Another implication of this specific cultural and situational context 
is that children and their parents were given a greater power role in creating 
and conducting policies than other stakeholders of education. It is important to 
note the potentially harmful effect of this disproportion in power, especially if 
considered in light of the training each of the coalitions has in the field of edu-
cation, as well as the emotional involvement of each of the coalitions and their 
consequent ability to base their decision in a moment of crisis on verified and 
rational scientific knowledge. Finally, as well as depriving children of socialis-
ing in the regular school context, students are also denied traditional schooling. 
For teachers, too, traditional schooling had the benefit of providing a routine 
and a stable aspect of their life, and as such could potentially contribute to their 
wellbeing and trauma recovery. 
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Table 2
Review of the analysis of the policy to stop schooling

Representatives of the 
authorities Teachers Parents Pro 

(Schooling)
Parents Contra 
(Schooling)

Situated 
meaning

– 	 Regular classes do 
not contribute to 
mental health and are 
therefore cancelled.

– 	 Students and parents 
are bearers of the 
ways in which policy 
will be conducted.

– 	 Academic 
achievement remains 
important in a time of 
tragedy.

– 	 The school exists 
only in its dual role 
of a school and a 
memorial centre.

– 	 The policy is granted 
as a concession to 
a minority group of 
parents.

– 	 Teachers’ participation 
in the moment 
of school crisis is 
minimised.

– 	 The government 
is not competent 
to independently 
create a policy in the 
best interest of the 
education system.

– 	 Traditional schooling 
guarantees security.

– 	 The needs of 
the majority 
of parents are 
of secondary 
importance.

– 	 Going back 
to school as a 
way to fight the 
crime.

– 	 The voices of 
the minority 
are heard in the 
policy–making 
process.

– 	 Schooling 
harms recovery 
from trauma.

School and 
schooling 
in times of 
tragedy

– 	 The greatest value of 
traditional schooling 
is the academic 
outcome.

– 	 School needs to be 
a place for building 
character instead of 
traditional learning.

– 	 The greatest value 
of schooling is the 
connection between 
teachers and students, 
which occurs in 
traditional schooling.

– 	 Teachers are not 
considered to be equal 
to other stakeholders 
regarding questions 
about school and 
schooling.

– 	 School and 
schooling are 
a source of 
overcoming 
crisis, an act of 
defiance, and a 
way to continue 
life.

– 	 School and 
schooling have 
no value in the 
moment of 
crisis and are 
a source of re–
traumatisation.

Policy 
storyline

– 	 Schooling is tailored 
to students’ and 
parents’ needs.

– 	 The school should 
focus on the 
upbringing of 
students.

– 	 We value both the 
opinions and needs of 
the opposed parent 
coalitions.

– 	 Teachers must have 
priority in being 
informed about 
education policies.

– 	 Teachers’ pedagogical 
competencies 
displayed in regular 
classes could enhance 
the recovery from 
tragedy.

– 	 Participation 
of parents 
and teachers 
in decisions 
regarding 
schooling is 
imperative.

– 	 The victory of life 
over death: life 
needs to go on.

– 	 In order to 
heal, school life 
needs to stop.

Implication 
of the 
policy for 
children

– 	 Inconsistency in policies and ways in which 
everyday school life is organised can increase 
the sense of uncertainty of students.

– 	 The role of students (along with parents) in the 
evaluation of school performance increases in 
power over teachers.

– 	 The decisive voice of parents in policymaking 
can potentially be harmful to children.

– 	 Students who wish to continue schooling are 
deprived of an opportunity to attend regular 
school classes.

 



72 the uncertainty of school in a time of uncertainty: perspectives of different ...

Discussion
 
Return to the school

Different meanings of the policy
Reinstating classes (even optionally) at the Vladislav Ribnikar Primary 

School one week post-shooting engendered significant contention between 
coalitions of authorities and parents; although not fundamentally flawed, this 
decision was criticised for its timing and location. Moreover, returning to the 
school was contrary to recommendations provided by nations previously af-
fected by similar tragedies (Turunen & Punamaki, 2014; Turunen et al., 2014). 
The core of the discord lies in the different meanings attributed to the school 
by the authorities and parents. The authorities perceived the school building as 
integral to the school community, and as a space for psychological recovery and 
restoring routine, which is essential for student wellbeing. Conversely, parents 
viewed the site as a poignant reminder of the tragedy. They advocated for avoid-
ing the school until renovations were completed, thus distinguishing between 
the school building and the school’s community value. Despite their different 
positions, both sides eventually agreed that resuming normal activities would 
benefit student recovery. Furthermore, the authorities temporarily shifted their 
perspective on education, prioritising “character building” or the development 
of socio-emotional skills in students over traditional academic learning, which 
parents supported. The approach of emphasising psychosocial support and so-
cio-emotional skill development aligns with past interventions and is deemed 
crucial in the immediate aftermath of such events (Currie & Hayes, 2021; Klun 
et al., 2023; Turunen & Punamaki, 2014; Stene et al., 2019).

Another underlined meaning of the policy produced by the authorities 
is the value of the education system and staff, especially of the teacher-student 
relationship. With closer examination of the policy itself, however, it becomes 
obvious that the role of the teacher in moments of crisis remains unclear. The 
policy denied teachers their teaching and pedagogical roles, as their partici-
pation was limited to their mere presence in the school building. Thus, trust 
in teachers by authorities remained more on a declarative than practical level 
(Pešikan & Ivić, 2021). In their reaction to the policy, parents relied on teachers’ 
pedagogical skills, demonstrating trust in their ability to intervene in a crisis. 
With later official modifications to the policy, teachers were given vague guide-
lines, urging them to empathise, monitor for signs of distress, and maintain 
positive relationships with students. Such broad directives and unclear guide-
lines risk overwhelming teachers, pushing them beyond their capabilities or 
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leading to inaction (Krek, 2020; Jokić Zorkić et al., 2021). Clear guidelines and 
explanations are also important because many teachers still believe that their 
primary role in school is to teach students and not to help develop their char-
acter (Majska platforma, 2024). 

Finally, the parents’ reactions reflected a lack of trust in the representa-
tives of the authorities, as they repeatedly requested official meetings with par-
ents included. The implicit meaning of this reaction could be that the parents’ 
voices should be valued at least equally to those of the official representatives or 
experts, as meetings without them should not result in final decisions. 

Implications for students
These meanings have several implications for students. Research in-

dicates that school routines foster a sense of calmness, certainty and stabil-
ity (Dyregrov et al., 2020; Schultz, et al., 2014; Turunen & Punamaki, 2014). 
However, resuming classes in a harmed school one week post-incident risks 
re-traumatisation (Hobfoll et al., 2007). Furthermore, the notion of returning 
to school to resume routines may mislead students, parents and teachers, as it 
is not about “getting back to old routines” but “establishing new ones” (Røkholt 
et al., 2016). Parents and teachers should receive clear instructions on gradually 
introducing new routines on the educational and psychosocial levels. Other-
wise, it is very likely that parents and teachers will be left frustrated and in 
conflict with students due to uncertainties about how to put the general advice 
of “getting back to the routine” into action (Røkholt et al., 2016). The optional 
return to school could be interpreted as the government’s attempt to demon-
strate sensitivity and inclusiveness towards diverse student needs. While giving 
students the choice to return could be positive, it could also cause marginalisa-
tion if the students’ decisions are in conflict with their peers’ choices or societal 
expectations, i.e., choosing not to go to school while peers decide to go could 
result in a student being perceived as dramatic or lacking resilience. Further-
more, the most traumatised students are likely to avoid returning to a site asso-
ciated with trauma, or to hesitate to seek help, which could result in this policy 
isolating those who are most in need of support (Somasundaram & van de Put, 
2006). We therefore believe that a more effective strategy would be to relocate 
students to alternative schools until the renovation of their school is complete. 
After school reconstruction, we would advise gradual familiarisation with the 
new space, followed by a policy storyline that the traumatic incident belongs 
to the past and that the school building is once again a safe space (Turunen & 
Punamaki, 2014).
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Stopping schooling

Different meanings of the policy
The government’s decision to prematurely end schooling on a national 

level referred to cancelling regular classes, while extracurricular activities, pre-
paratory sessions for exams, opportunities for grade improvement, professional 
support and school community engagement remained available. This policy di-
rectly denied teachers and students their most familiar space and activity for 
interaction, consequently making it harder for teachers to implement their 
pedagogical knowledge. Turning away from traditional teaching and learning 
was noticed only by teachers who felt this was not a good approach for stu-
dents and their recovery. Instead of accentuating the valuable role of school and 
schooling, teachers felt that they were once again marginalised and that their 
authority was minimised, as in previous policy measures (Pešikan & Ivić, 2021). 
Moreover, as grades are essential in Serbian education for continuing to higher 
levels of schooling, by focusing on grades through this policy, the government 
may have been implying that it was time to move forward and think about the 
future. However, the lack of clear instructions on how to overcome the tragedy 
meant that none of the coalitions seemed ready to proceed into the future at the 
moment in question.

One of the most controversial meanings of introducing this policy was 
the deployment of power between one group of parents and the government, as it 
was stated that some parents became the deciding party for this policy. Both par-
ent groups expressed their conflicting opinions in the media, which significantly 
impacted public opinion. Consequently, authority figures focused on appeasing 
parents and addressing their concerns, leading to an unusual situation where par-
ents became highly influential in shaping education policies. A sensitive, tailored, 
collaborative approach to parents is important for support of vulnerable students 
(Plavčak, 2024); however, the newly created situation in the power dynamic of 
coalitions prompted a critical question: does the growing influence of parents in 
educational policymaking serve or undermine students’ best interests?

Implications for students
As well as impacting students of the Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School, 

the second policy also affected students on the national level. The decision to 
stop schooling meant that students were denied the right to have regular (tradi-
tional) classes where they usually gain knowledge and develop cognitive com-
petencies. Moreover, abruptly ending the school routine exposed students and 
teachers, including those not directly impacted by the incident, to increased 
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stress and uncertainty: they were compelled to conclude the academic year in 
just 4 working days rather than the expected 14 working days.

Regarding minimising teachers’ roles, the research aligns with teach-
ers’ observations, as a significant decline was observed in students’ academic 
performance and increased absenteeism was recorded in the first year post-
incident (Stene et al., 2019; Strom et al., 2016). In our opinion, teachers were 
denied the possibility to use their pedagogical skills to support children’s aca-
demic challenges, as students were still in a position to acquire grades, but with 
no support for their cognitive processes. Moreover, preventing teachers from 
demonstrating their competencies – as well as their personal regard, respect 
and integrity – could result in a diminution of much-needed trustful role-re-
lationship between teachers and students (Jokić Zorkić et al., 2021) There is a 
pressing need for teachers to be equipped with effective pedagogical methods 
for working with traumatised students, enabling them to support students’ ad-
justment to new routines and facilitate their recovery of stability and security.

The introduced policy could have similar implications for students from 
the Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School, but there is an additional potential 
threat: the inconsistency in policies could even increase the already high level 
of insecurity and uncertainty among this vulnerable group of students. 

 
Conclusion 

The present study aimed to explore how policymakers and institutional 
stakeholders find different meanings in the same policy, and to examine the 
implications of the policy’s meanings for the position of students in the educa-
tion system. The key findings refer to the damaging effect of inconsistency in 
policies on students’ wellbeing and the importance of including the relevant 
expert parties in conducting policies. The analysis also highlighted important 
dynamics between different power roles in the policy-making process, reveal-
ing the unfavourable position of teachers in the decision-making process and 
the more influential position of different parent groups. These power roles are 
deeply rooted in the historical background of the Serbian education system, 
and to understand the dynamic of the policy-making process for the Vladislav 
Ribnikar Primary School it is crucial to also understand the relationship that 
had been built between coalitions in the two decades before the shooting.  

In conclusion, we believe the main question should not be whether 
schooling should stop or continue, but how to create a line of consistent and 
stable recommendations aligned with the created policy. The greatest risk to 
students lies not in the specific decision about the cessation or continuation of 
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schooling, but in the fluctuation and uncertainty of policies, which gives rise to 
unease. The consistent application of either approach – stopping schooling with 
supportive psycho-social activities or continuing schooling in an alternate set-
ting with gradual reintroduction – could effectively benefit students wellbeing.

It is important to note a few limits of this study. The first lies in the 
methodology of the analysed sample. Specifically, we relied on only a small 
number of news reports, some originating from a blog not obliged to follow 
journaling ethics. Hence, the analysed data might have been impacted by the 
subjective opinions of their authors. Future research should strive to rely only 
on selected objective materials that report further than 40 days post-tragedy, in 
order to gain a comprehensive perspective on the scope of the effect of the poli-
cies introduced. Secondly, in an effort to provide a focused analytical report on 
the policies introduced post-shooting, we overlooked the majority of policies 
initially brought by the government, as they did not refer directly to the educa-
tion system (safety regulations, regulations of laws, etc). Although it was neces-
sary to be selective in conducting the research, this may lead to providing only 
a glimpse of the big picture, i.e., neglecting the historical background of the 
education system in question. Finally, the third limitation of the study was the 
lack of data including children’s perspectives on the introduced policies. Due to 
their young age, it is not possible to find official statements or representatives of 
this student group, and their parents are consequently given the role of speak-
ing on their behalf. It is justified to believe that the opinions and perspectives 
of children and their parents may differ, so future research should find ways to 
include students as one of the coalitions for policy interpretation.
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