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OP-ED

T
riggerwarning: I am
going tomake funof
“triggerwarnings.”

Of course, if you’re
the sortofpersonwho

takes triggerwarningsvery seri-
ously, youprobablydon’t read this
columntoooften.Somaybemy
mockerywillmiss its target, sort of
likemaking funof theAmishon the
Internet— it’snot like they’ll find
out.

In fairness, theAmishareactu-
ally very impressivepeople.Even
thoughsomeAmishcommunities
aremore tolerantof technology
than thestereotypes suggest, their
Anabaptistpuritanical streak
leavesmecold.Onthewhole, I like
modernity. Imaynot loveevery
new fadof the last fewcenturies,
butmarkmedownasa fanof re-
frigeration,Netflix,modernden-
tistry, universal suffrage, the in-
ternal combustionengineandall
that stuff.

Here’s another thingabout the
Amish.Theydon’t expect everyone
else topussyfootaroundthem.

Youcan’t say the samething
about the triggerunhappy folks
makingheadwayoncollege cam-
puses.Before I continue, I should
explainwhata triggerwarning is.

They startedon left-wingand
feministwebsites.Likea “spoiler
alert” inamovie revieworamore
specific versionof themovie rating
system, triggerwarningsare in-
tended toalert very sensitivepeo-
ple that somecontentmight setoff,
or trigger, theirpost-traumatic
stressdisorderor simplydeeply
offendsomepeople.According to
mostaccounts, thiswasaconscien-
tiousaccommodationofpeople
who’dbeen rapedorotherwise
horriblyabused.

But soon thepracticemetasta-
sized.Triggerwarningswerepro-
vided foranever-increasing, and
ridiculous, list of “triggers.”For
example, onewebsiteoffersa trig-
gerwarning that it contains images
of small holes, lest it terrifypeople
suffering fromtrypophobia,which
is—youguessed it—a fearof
clustersof small holes.Another
websitewarnsvisitors that itwill
not tolerateanydebateover the
validityof its triggerwarnings for,
amongmanyother things, try-
pophobia, pictures fromhigh
places, audioof snapping fingersor
imagesordiscussionof spiders,
food, escalatorsoranimals inwigs.

Now, the Internet is averybig
place, and there’snothingwrong
withobscurewebsites catering to
theboutiqueanxietiesof troubled
people.

Butnowthecancerhas spread
to thecollege campus.AtUCSanta
Barbara, the studentgovernment
has formally requested thatprofes-
sorsprovide triggerwarningson
their syllabuses.The ideawas
initially suggestedbyastudent
whohadbeen thevictimof sexual
abuse.Her classwas showna film
thatdepicteda rape, andwhile she
herselfwasnot “triggered”by it,
she felt she shouldhavebeen
warned.

Ihavenoproblemwithexpect-
ingprofessors towarnstudents
that somematerialmaybegraphic
orupsetting, andmyhunch is that
mostprofessorsdo thatalready.

Butas is sooften thecase, com-
monsense isbarelya speedbump
for the steamroller ofpolitical
correctness.OberlinCollege’s
OfficeofEquityConcernsadvised
professors toavoid such triggering
subjectsas racism, colonialismand
sexism.Theysoonrescinded it,
perhapsbecause they realized that
if suchsubjectsbecometaboo,
muchof their facultywouldbe left
withnothing to talkabout.

TheNewYorkTimes reports
thatactivistswantmanyclassics to
have triggerwarnings ineffect
printedon themlikehealthadviso-
riesoncigarettepackages. “The
MerchantofVenice,” for instance,
wouldneed the label “contains
anti-Semitism.”VirginiaWoolf’s
“Mrs.Dalloway”wouldneeda
warning that itdiscusses suicide.
Oberlin’smemoadvised faculty
thatChinuaAchebe’s “ThingsFall
Apart,”may “trigger readerswho
haveexperienced racism, coloni-
alism, religiouspersecution, vio-
lence, suicideandmore.”

Asavictimof “andmore,” I can
sympathize.But thisway leads to
madness.

Andwhata strangemadness it
is.We live inaculture inwhich it is
consideredbigotry toquestion
whetherwomenshould join com-
batunits—but it is alsoapparently
outrageous to subjectwomenof
the sameage to realisticbooksand
filmsaboutwarwithoutawarning?
Evenquestioning theubiquityof
degradingporn,nevermind
labelingmusicor videogames,
isdenouncedasComstockery,
but labeling “The Iliad”makes
sense?

Idowish thesepeoplewould
makeuptheirmind.Alas, that’s
hard todowhenyou’ve lost it.
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quick on
‘triggers’
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Campusassaults:AMay15Op-
Ed article regarding sexual as-
sault policies said Yale Univer-
sity is among the 55 universities
being investigatedfortheirhan-
dling of sexualmisconduct alle-
gations. It is not.
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H
ow to improve Cali-
fornia’s education
system is a challenge
that has long divided
state and local elect-

ed officials, education advocates,
teachersandparents.Onething is
certain, however: No solution to
our schools’ problems will make
an ounce of difference if students
are out on the street or at home
when they should be in class. Any
attempt to turn around our trou-
bled public school system must
address the truancyproblem.

Atty. Gen. Kamala Harris
broughttruancy intoclear focus in
2013 with a report that found that
about 1million California elemen-
tary school students were truant
in the 2012-13 school year. In Los
AngelesCounty,166,469elementa-
ry school students were truant;
that’s more than 20% of those en-
rolled. Put another way, on any
given day, 1 in 5 K-6 students are
missingoutonaneducationguar-
anteedby the stateConstitution.

You might ask, what’s signifi-
cant about a few missed days of
school to a third-grader? But the
long-term ramifications are very
serious. Children who are truant
in elementary school are far less
likely to graduate from high
school, and by extension, more
likely to end up unemployed and
committing crimes. Indeed, state

data show that 75% of California’s
prison inmates are high school
dropouts.

In addition, truancy has tre-
mendous economic implications
forourcommunities.School fund-
ing is directly tied to attendance
rates, which means that Califor-
nia’s schoolsare leavingdollarson
the table — according to Harris’
report, $1.4 billion to be exact. The
indirect costs to our communities
are even greater. The price tag of
truancy in termsof lostproductiv-
ity, lost taxes and in criminal jus-
tice spending is estimated at
$46billionannually.

Last year, Compton addressed
its truancy crisis, with impressive
results. The Compton Unified
School District achieved a 1.47%
increase indaily attendance.That
may seem like a small increase,
but that jump translated toanad-
ditional 57,326 days in school for
Compton’s students and an in-
crease of $2 million in state fund-
ing for thedistrict.

The effort began in 2011, with a
new strategy to improve commu-
nication about attendance be-
tween teachers and parents.
School staff reached out to fami-
lieswith truancynotificationsand
parent conferences. A key compo-
nent was detecting truancy pat-
terns early on. The district’s new
Web-based attendance system,
which allows for real-time moni-
toring of truancy, made this pos-
sible.

If these measures can work in
Compton, they can work in other
California cities. It’s going to take
a concerted effort from legisla-
tors, school administrators,
teachers,parentsandlocal lawen-
forcement. That’s why the pack-

age of truancy bills in the state
Senate and the Assembly is a
smart, and necessary, investment
in our schools.

These bills would strengthen
efforts by Compton’s and other
schooldistrictstocomeupwithef-
fective local solutions to truancy
and chronic absenteeism. They
wouldalsohelp schools across the
state meet the requirements of
the governor’s Local Control
Funding Formula, which requires
schools to track attendance and
chronic absence.

AB 1866 would fund the mod-
ernization of the state’s absentee-
ism tracking system, allowing all
local school districts to do what
Comptondid: accurately track at-
tendance and build early warning
systems to identify and assist at-
risk children. And as a statewide
system, it would also allow for effi-
cient access to students’ attend-
ance history as they move from
district todistrict.

AB 1643 would require each
county to create a school attend-
ance review board. In Compton,
we’ve been helped by the collabo-
ration of administrators, educa-
tors,parentsandotherpartiesad-
dressing truancy through the use
of community as well as school re-
sources. These review boards
would institutionalize that effort
and supportwraparound services
for parents struggling to keep
their children in school.

And there are two “reporting”
bills. AB1672would require the re-
view boards to complete annual
reports, which would help Comp-
ton and other districts identify
best practices for truancy reduc-
tion. SB1007would require the at-
torney general and the state De-

partmentofEducation to issuean
annual report so thatwhat is hap-
pening at the local level can be as-
sessed year over year.

Finally, AB 2141 would require
that district attorneys communi-
cate with school districts on the
outcome of extreme cases: the
“truancy referrals” that review
boardsmake to law enforcement.
Thisbillwouldguaranteebaseline
information sharing and help
school officials determine what
strategiesaremosteffectiveat im-
provingattendance.

Truancy is not the only issue
facing California’s schools, but it’s
an important one. And if Comp-
ton is any indication, we can do
better. These bills aren’t about
measuringstudentorteacherper-
formance. They’re not about pun-
ishing parents or schools. They
are about giving educators real,
practical tools to get and keep our
children in class. They are a criti-
cal investment inCalifornia’spub-
lic safety and economic well-be-
ing.Most important, theyhelp ful-
fill the promise made to every
child in California’s Constitution:
the right to aneducation.

AjaBrown is themayor of
Compton.

Follow Compton’s lead on truancy
Proposed legislation in
Sacramento would expand
successful reform efforts
statewide.
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powerless to prevent these trains
frommoving through their towns.
While some cities, such as Berke-
ley and Richmond, have passed
resolutions intended to protect
residents from crude being trans-
ported by rail, the ability of states
and cities to directly regulate rail
transportation is limited by fed-
eral law, which trumps conflicting
or overlapping state and local rail
regulations.Statesandcitieshave
no authority over routing or rail
car design, for example.

The Department of Transpor-
tation is working on more strin-
gent regulations for rail car de-
sign, but it should also consider
other rules and policies, including
rerouting oil trains to avoid popu-
lation centers, sources of drinking
water and fragile ecosystems.

California also has a role to
play. The state should begin tax-
ingalloil imports,deliveredbyany
mode of transportation, and use
therevenuetosupportemergency
response equipment and training
at the state and local levels, par-
ticularly in areasmost affected by
rail traffic.Thestateshouldestab-
lish a system to convey this new
railroad shipment information to
local emergencypersonnel.

The state should also call on
the California Public Utilities
Commission to identify areas of
railroad track that qualify as “es-
sentially local safety hazards,” a
narrow exception to the preemp-
tion provisions of the Federal Rail
Safety Act that allows for more

T
he fiery derailment in
Virginia recently of a
train transporting oil
was the latest in a se-
ries of alarming acci-

dents involving oil transport in
North America in the last year. In
2013, more oil spilled from U.S.
trains than in the previous four
decades combined — and that
doesn’t include a Canadian spill
that incinerated the downtown
core of Lac-Megantic in Quebec
last year, killing 47.

We can expect such serious ac-
cidents to continue if immediate
changes are notmade. Nationally,
the transport of oil by rail is on a
steep upward trajectory, largely
due to fracking in North Dakota
andtodrilling inCanada’sAlberta
tar sands. Andmuch of the oil be-
ing transported is especially dan-
gerous, containing high levels of
extremely volatile and combus-
tible vapors. In recent testimony
before Congress, the rail industry
made clear that many of the cars
carrying this type of crude are not
equipped todo so safely.

California is in the cross hairs
of this dangerous situation. The

state is projected to receive up to
150 million barrels of oil by rail by
2016, compared with just 2million
barrels in2011, andmuchof thatoil
will be volatile crude from the
Bakken region of North Dakota
andCanada.

Accordingto theCaliforniaEn-
ergy Almanac, the state’s refiner-
ies unloaded1.41million barrels of
oil imported by rail in the first
quarter of this year, twice asmuch
as in the same period during 2013.
Already the third-largest oil refin-
ing state, California faces six po-
tential new rail offloading termi-
nals, as well as refinery expansion
to accommodate the increase in
NorthAmericanoil production.

North Dakota’s Mineral Re-
sources Department estimates
thatasmuchas90%of that state’s
crude is expected to move by rail
this year,much of it to California’s
refineries and ports in the San
Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles
andtheCentralValley.The freight
routes pass through populous
parts of cities including Rich-
mond, Oakland and Berkeley in
the north and Los Angeles and
LongBeach in the south.

The federal Department of
Transportation has ordered rail-
roads to alert state officials about
large shipments of Bakken crude
moving through their states. It
also has urged railroads to use
their strongest rail cars for carry-
ing the volatile oil.

Butmore isneeded.Many local
governments and citizens feel

stringent state regulation inareas
with unique, high-risk character-
istics.

The state should also clarify
the responsibilities of multiple
agencies involved insafetyanden-
vironmental oversight, including
the Public Utilities Commission,
the Governor’s Office of Emer-
gency Services, the California En-
vironmental Protection Agency
and the Office of Spill Prevention
andResponse.

Local government and permit-
ting agencies in the state should
also consider denying land-use
and other permits for refineries
andoffloadingfacilities if they find
safety risks or improper environ-
mental mitigation under statutes
like the California Environmental
QualityAct.

And community members
should become involved, com-
menting in environmental review
processes for proposed refinery
and terminal expansionsandsup-
porting the ultimate remedy: re-
ducing reliance on fossil fuels by
promoting renewable energy, en-
ergy efficiency and smart growth.

The increase in oil transported
byrail isasymptomofourongoing
dependence on oil; we need to
make changes that both enhance
short-term safety and pave the
way for a clean energy future.

JayniFoleyHein is executive
director of theCenter forLaw,
Energy and theEnvironment at
UCBerkeleySchool of Law.

Oil and rail— a dangerous mix
More trains carrying
more crude mean more
potential disasters.
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