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On November 18, 2021, leaders from MCW’s Comprehensive 

Injury Center (CIC) delivered a Kern Institute Grand Rounds entitled, “414Life: An Innovative 
Public Health Approach to Breaking the Cycle of Violence in Milwaukee.” They described an 
extensive community-engaged effort which envisions ensuring that Milwaukee is a safe and 
resilient city where the lives of all residents are valued, promoted, and protected. The team, 
including Reggie Moore, Dr. Terri deRoon Cassini, Steve Hopkins, Derrick Rogers, and Tonia 
Liddell, shared how they implement the six-point strategy first outlined in the City of 
Milwaukee’s Health Department’s Office of Violence Prevention Blueprint for Peace (2017).  
 
Derrick Rogers, the director of 414Life Violence Interruption, explained that the first step is to 
view violence as primarily a transmissible health problem rather than a criminal justice 
challenge. The rest rolls from there, is multipronged, comprehensive, and dependent on a new 
kind of public health professional who serves as an “interrupter.”  
 
These trusted and credible messengers, for example, 414Life Outreach Supervisor Steve 
Hopkins and other individuals from the community with relevant life experience, work as 
“violence interrupters” by using evidence-based approaches to prevent conflict and retaliatory 
gun violence in Milwaukee neighborhoods. They identify individuals in schools and other 
community locations who are at high risk for violence, intervening to deescalate and mediate 
disputes before they turn violent. They do this by establishing trustworthy relationships and 
doing whatever is needed.  
 
Tonia Liddle, 414Life’s hospital responder who is beloved and deeply respected by many at 
MCW, told the story of how she was paged to the emergency room bedside of a young man 
who had recently sustained a gunshot wound.  Over many hours that evening, and for the days 
following, she engaged with the victim’s friends and family members, talking them out of the 
retaliatory violence they were planning. She coordinates trauma psychology and concrete social 
supports for victims and their families, including safe housing and transportation, to reduce the 
long-term mental health consequences of violence.  
 
This work has been shown to stop violence and promote healing and restorative justice. This 
small group of public health workers have received over 700 referrals and interrupted and 
intervened in more than 200 potential shootings since 2018. And they have made a difference: 
gun related deaths in Milwaukee had been on a sharp decline until this year. For a set of 
complex reasons, which are beyond the ability of 414Life to address, 2021 may be the most 
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violent on record in Milwaukee and across our country. We need a more robust response and 
to think bigger.  
  
 
Waukesha 
 
On November 21, 2021, only three days after the 414Life Grand Rounds, a man turned his red 
SUV into a weapon, killing six people and injuring over sixty at the annual holiday parade in 
Waukesha. We know the stunning details. Victims included members of the “Milwaukee 
Dancing Grannies” club and sixteen children who were admitted to Children's Wisconsin. One 
of these children, an eight-year-old named Jackson, died of his injuries, and others remained in 
critical condition for over a week. I don’t have to remind our community of the immediate 
devastation, nor say much about the predictable long term physical and mental health 
consequences among both those directly and indirectly impacted. Especially among children. 
Violence is devastating.  
 
While we still do not know a great deal about Darrell Brooks, Jr., the thirty-nine-year-old man 
who committed this act, there was a history of prior violent acts and social media posts that 
suggested he was high risk to be a repeat offender. While some have been quick to point 
fingers, I can’t help but wonder what it would take to have truly and permanently interrupted 
and prevented this cycle of violence.  
You can prepare but you are never prepared 
 
Video footage from Waukesha replays in my mind. The SUV driving past a toddler dressed in 
pink is now seared into my memory forever, as is the blurry film showing first responders, 
volunteers, and bystanders ready to help. Emergency medical professionals practice for these 
types of “mass casualty” events. The ability to provide immediate lifesaving care, then triage 
and move victims with great efficiency (“scoop and run”) to emergency rooms in the area is 
rehearsed regularly. Otherwise, independent public safety and health services, including fire 
departments, paramedics, police, and health care professionals practice working in teams and 
rehearse command and control, ensuring that the equipment and procedures all work so that 
they will stand ready to save lives. It is awe inspiring to watch the response, and deeply 
humbling to participate in a mass casualty event. As a profession we do this exceptionally well.  
 
Kids attending Michigan’s Oxford High School also rehearsed.  There is no doubt that active 
shooter drills saved lives when, on November 30, 2021, fifteen-year-old Ethan Crumbley shot 
and killed four schoolmates despite being identified by teachers and school officials as being at 
risk. Based on news reports, it appears that his parents not only failed to prevent the killing but 
facilitated it in some unsavory ways.  
 
Despite ensuring that teachers lock and barricade doors and that kids sit silently and low while 
sending “goodbye” and love texts to their families and friends, children and teachers still died in 
Oxford two weeks ago. Most school shootings, a growing and uniquely American phenomenon, 
involve guns taken from the home. The majority are premeditated. This makes them 
preventable. 
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We need to ensure the safety of all by ensuring effective mental health support for struggling 
kids and education for their families. Pediatricians and Mental Health professionals do have the 
obligation and training to talk with families about these issues and, if need be, report extremely 
unsafe conditions to law enforcement.  
 
But more is needed to enhance every community’s capacity to protect itself. We need to look 
out for each other and have the courage to speak up. We need to ensure policies make sense 
and keep us all safe.   
 
This week is the ninth anniversary of “Sandy Hook,” the deadliest elementary school shooting in 
U.S. history. Twenty-six people, including twenty young children, were killed on December 14, 
2012, by twenty-year-old Adam Lanza with his mother’s gun. The victims’ families have been 
very active in addressing school safety, educating the public about “known signs,” “creating 
upstanders,” and effective prevention strategies. They have been working at the policy level to 
interrupt and reduce violence. Comprehensive programs like the Sandy Hook Promise and 
414Life have, and will, save lives. They are a start, but they are not enough.   
 
What is required, in my view, is implementation of a nationwide Blueprint for Peace, a 
commitment to ensure we are all safe and live in resilient places where the lives of every 
resident is valued, promoted, and protected. As Reggie Moore, Director of Violence Prevention 
Policy and Engagement for the Medical College of Wisconsin (MCW) Comprehensive Injury 
Center (CIC) reminded us, return on investment in preventing violence is profound.  
 
 
 
 
Adina Kalet, MD, MPH, is the Director of the Robert D. and Patricia E. Kern Institute for the 
Transformation of Medical Education and holder of the Stephen and Shelagh Roell Endowed 
Chair at the Medical College of Wisconsin. 
 
 

https://www.sandyhookpromise.org/who-we-are/our-impact/

