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An Open Letter to Parents and Residents of the Woodland Hills School District 
November 18, 2015 

 

Dear Parent or Concerned Community Member: 

 

 I am sure that most of you have seen news stories or read about problems with student behaviors and 

recurrent incidents of violence at some of our schools.  These concerns have generated significant coverage in 

the local media and I have no doubt that many of you have questions or just want to know the extent of these 

problems and what the Woodland Hills School District is doing about them. As a matter of ethics and 

commitment to our community I am proud of the fact that, as a district, we have always been very open and 

honest about what is happening in any or all of our schools.  With that in mind I will do my best here to share 

with you some of the facts behind the media stories and what actions we are taking to correct the issues we have 

encountered this year. 

 

 Most of the coverage on student behaviors has centered on the Woodland Hills Primary School at 

Edgewood and, to a lesser extent, on the Woodland Hills Junior/Senior High School.  At the Woodland Hills 

Primary at Edgewood there were allegations that there have been as many as fourteen separate reports of 

aggravated assaults by students against teachers and other staff members.  That is a very disturbing report and is 

something that demands action.  Indeed, anything above zero assaults is unacceptable and cannot be tolerated.  

But it is also important to understand that aggravated assault on a staff member is a legal term that can be 

misleading.  In Pennsylvania any attempt by a student to cause physical harm to a teacher or staff member is 

considered as an aggravated assault.  Thus any unwanted physical contact by a student is classified as an 

assault. So while these incidents are considered as assaults, we have been very fortunate that no teacher or staff 

member has been seriously injured or required extensive medical treatment.  But the very fact that this many 

incidents have taken place is cause for serious concern.  Our teachers should not come to work expecting to 

have to defend themselves physically and to the extent that that happened at Edgewood it is clear that there was 

a failure of the systems we have in place to protect teachers, staff members and, most importantly, students 

from harm while they are in school.  As the Superintendent of the Woodland Hills School District the safety of 

students and staff is my ultimate responsibility and so I deeply and truly apologize to our teachers, our staff 

members and our parents that these incidents were allowed to go on as long as they did.  We are determined to 

put a stop to these incidents and to do so immediately.  To that end we have added additional teaching staff at 

Edgewood and we have also added significant numbers of support staff to help us deal with any potential 

student behavioral problems. We also have security in place while these issues are being dealt with.  As is the 

case almost universally, the unfortunately large number of these acts of violence have been perpetrated by a 

very small number of students.  What sets this series of events apart is that the perpetrators have been students 

in grades Kindergarten through third grade.  Because of this fact it has been important that the District approach 

these students not as ‘delinquents’ or conduct disorders but rather as students with a very significant need for 

intensive support and intervention.  And that is exactly what we are doing now.  We are treating each of these 

students as individual children in need of significant help and, with the cooperation of their parents and 

guardians that is exactly what we are trying to provide.  Unlike older students where serious misbehaviors can 

be handled with suspensions or assignments to alternative education placements, the needs of these students are 
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far more complex and individualized. But, make no mistake; we recognize that the safety of our staff and your 

children is the most important issue we face so we are taking extraordinary measures to assure that the students 

who are experiencing these behavioral issues are not in a position to cause any further harm.  It is, in fact, a very 

sad and even tragic situation in some cases and I ask for your understanding and support as we work through 

these issues.  The Woodland Hills Primary School at Edgewood is a safe and secure environment for the 

students and staff who learn and work there.  We will not allow it to be anything else.  The Board of School 

Directors and the Administration of the Woodland Hills School District will do—and we presently are doing—

whatever is necessary to ensure that all of our schools are safe and caring places for the students of our district. 

 

 There have also been some concerns raised in the media and in the community regarding what seems to 

be a large increase in fighting and similar disruptive behaviors at the Woodland Hills Junior/Senior High 

School.  The very short answer is that there has been an increase in these behaviors but this was expected and 

we have been taking steps to control and prevent these problems since the very first day of school.  You may 

recall that, prior to this year, the District operated separate junior and senior high schools for students in grades 

7 through 12. Those buildings were combined this year into the new Woodland Hills Junior/Senior High School 

and this is a building with nearly 1700 students compared to the approximately 1100 students who attended the 

high school campus last year. With the addition of nearly 600 students, an increase in unwanted behaviors was a 

certainty.  What is important to understand is how the administration of the new Junior/Senior High School has 

responded to this increase and what the impact has been on disruptive behaviors compared to last year.  The fact 

is that, even with the increase in disruptive behaviors we have seen this year, the total number of reported 

student fights is actually down when one compares data from the separate junior and senior high schools last 

year.  But by no means does this mean that we are happy or satisfied with the level of incidents we have seen 

this year.  The junior/senior high school staff and administration is exceptionally competent and they will not be 

satisfied with anything less than no fights or violence in their school.  The Woodland Hills High School enjoyed 

an exceptional reputation for student and staff safety along with a fierce spirit of pride and commitment to 

excellence and tradition.  What is happening now at this building is nothing less than the instilling of those 

shared values into all 1700 students who now call that building their academic home.  Doing this has required 

consistent, vigorous and equitable enforcement of the District Code of Conduct for all students.  That is what is 

happening there now and we are confident that we are being successful in this effort and that the results of that 

work will become apparent as the current school year wears on.  If you are the parent, guardian or relative of a 

student at the Woodland Hills Junior/Senior High School you can be assured that your student is in a secondary 

school that is as safe and successful as any in Western Pennsylvania.  It is no coincidence that this school has 

twice been recognized as a Bronze Medal Award Winner in the US News and World Report’s annual listing of 

the Best High Schools in the United States.  

 

 It is my hope that this has shed some light on the recent events that have taken place in your school 

district.  In closing I can only emphasize once again that the incidents you have heard or read about stem from a 

small minority of students and that the vast majority of our students come to school every day seeking no more 

than what they are entitled to as residents and citizens; a quality education in a safe and caring environment.  

This is and always will be our first priority.  If you have any further questions or concerns I would be pleased to 

hear from you and answer any inquiries you might have.  Please feel free to email me directly at: 

johnal@whsd.net or call my office directly at: 412-731-1300 extension 0183. 

 

 Thank you for being part of the Woodland Hills School District community of learners. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Alan N. Johnson 

Superintendent 
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