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ABSTRACT 

 

The focus of my dissertation was to ascertain how teachers perceive the threat of 

school gun violence and determine what factors affect that perception.  To do this, a 

mixed methods approached was used to survey teachers and staff from a Central 

Pennsylvania School District. Follow-up interviews were conducted to help support and 

clarify that data.  In general, teachers feel safe at school and rarely do they feel unsafe.  

The teachers surveyed have received school gun violence prevention training; however, 

they feel this training was moderate or adequate at best.  The teachers surveyed believe 

their schools provide a climate conducive to learning and that the rules and expectations 

for expected behaviors are clearly stated.  Prevention efforts are established as teachers 

build a rapport with their students and provide a culture where students feel comfortable 

reporting possible threats.  Teachers also work to create a safe school climate by assuring 

that students treat each other with respect and that they do the same.  A majority of 

teachers also report encouraging students to seek help if they feel a student is in crisis and 

being able to identify these students and connect them with necessary supports as a result 

of their relationship with their students.  In general, teachers do not perceive school gun 

violence as an imminent threat and are not preparing for a mass shooting to occur, but 

instead are being proactive in working to develop and foster students’ social and 

emotional well-being using school-wide positive supports. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Teachers have an important role in the occurrence and prevention of violent acts 

at schools (Yavuzer, Gundogdu & Dikici, 2009).  Mass shootings continue to devastate 

and shock the nation leaving some wondering if and how these incidents could have been 

prevented.  This topic is significant because school safety is of the utmost importance.  

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2010), school violence can 

make students fearful and affect their readiness and ability to learn.   

The purpose of this study was to attempt to identify and support continued efforts 

to prevent school gun violence by exploring teacher’s perceptions of school gun violence 

and feelings of safety and preparedness for an active shooter situation. Goals included 

discovery of how teachers perceive the threat of school gun violence and how that may 

affect readiness or preparedness for an active shooter situation.  In addition, exploration 

into what teachers perceive as their role in managing violence in schools and prevention 

of school gun violence specifically was investigated.  Frisby, Kim and Wolfmeyer (2006) 

speculate that it is reasonable to assume that teacher’s perceptions of the effectiveness of 

violence prevention programs are also correlated with attitudes related to job satisfaction, 

professional goals, and school climate.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

Significance 

Understanding the range of perceptions that exist within the same school relative 

to school gun violence is necessary to design and implement successful safety prevention 

strategies for that particular institution.  After a survey of perceptions of the rampage 

shooting that occurred at Virginia Tech, Fallahi, Austad, Fallon and Leishman (2009) 

reported that it is not possible or ethical to prospectively study such unanticipated events; 

however, examination of student and faculty responses at another university may increase 

our understanding of the consequences of school violence.  It is unclear whether teachers 

perceive school gun violence as an imminent threat.   

There have been radical shifts in America’s perception of school violence over the 

past 15 years in the definition of the problem and collective response (Stone, Astor & 

Benbenishty, 2009).  After the tragedy that occurred at Columbine, communities’ and 

schools’ perception of mass shootings changed radically and the nation continues to wait 

for a response.  This particular mass shooting impacted how the general public, teachers, 

principals and students viewed school safety issues as a whole (Stone, Astor & 

Benbenishty, 2009).  This is also perhaps why the media are blamed for glorifying school 

gun violence when it is not perceived by many as a prominent concern that schools need 

to be working to address.   

Schools are social institutions often reflecting their communities (Fisher & Kettl, 

2003).   As stated in the Lancet (2013) in response to the slaughter of 32 students and 

teachers on the Virginia Tech campus, until the debate widens to address violence as a 

preventable social problem, rather than solely a legal concern, mass shootings will 

continue.  The Lancet (2013) continues by asserting that to pretend that the Blacksburg 



 

tragedy is unique ignores the legacy of school shootings in Dunblane, Columbine, and 

elsewhere, and deprives people of an opportunity to reduce future risks.  Assessing 

teachers’ perceptions of school gun violence and feelings of safety and preparedness for 

an active shooter situation may help to develop appropriate prevention efforts. 

Conceptual Framework 

The National Education Association (2015) believes the three keys to school gun 

violence prevention include increased access to mental health services, the ability to 

provide a safe and secure learning environment for all students, and taking meaningful 

action on gun violence prevention.  According to Fallahi, Austad, Fallon and Leishman 

(2009), staff perceived their role in response to a rampage shooting situation as an 

increased awareness of student behaviors, improved relationships and understanding of 

students’ needs and the ability to identify and refer students for mental health services.  

Parents, school administrators, and mental health workers can play key roles in protecting 

children from gun violence and helping them overcome the effects of gun related trauma 

(Garbarino, Bradshaw & Vorrasi, 2002). 

Topic and Research Problem 

School gun violence is a continued threat facing all schools at every level of 

education across the nation.  Mass shootings, or rampage shootings as they are referred to 

in the literature, continue to devastate and shock the nation leaving some wondering if 

and how these incidents could have been prevented.   After most mass shootings police 

uncover multiple warning signs leading up to the event, for example, students threatening 

another student or staff member.  Educating teachers and staff about potential risk factors 

could change their perception on the way they handle certain disciplinary matters and 



 

provide an opportunity to refer students for mental health services which may be more 

appropriate and effective.  

Rationale 

The purpose of this research study was to identify teachers’ perceptions of the 

impact of school gun violence prevention programming.  The goal of the study was to 

provide additional information that school gun violence prevention is of the utmost 

importance at this time.  It is irresponsible to wait until the statistics rise concerning the 

number of deaths that occur in and on school grounds to evaluate teachers’ understanding 

and awareness of school gun violence prevention.  

Guiding Questions 

Do teachers feel safe at school? 

Does school climate have an effect on teachers’ reported feelings of safety? 

Are teachers provided appropriate training relative to school gun violence prevention? 

What do teachers perceive as their role in working to prevent school gun violence? 

Do teachers who report having confidence in school leadership also report increased 

feelings of safety and preparedness for an active shooter situation? 

Do teachers feel their communities are prepared to respond to an active shooter situation? 

Is there a correlation between job satisfaction and reported feelings of safety? 

Is there a mental health component that teachers feel needs to be addressed that could 

potentially help to prevent school gun violence from occurring? 

Do teachers who report having more restrictive measures in place at their schools (zero 

tolerance policy, metal detectors, SROs, etc.) report higher levels of feelings of safety? 

 

 



 

Significance of the Study 

It is important to know how teachers perceive school violence because commonly 

school safety measures are developed with the notion that students are unable to manage 

conflict and because parents and schools are not teaching students proper morals and 

values (Meyer, Astor & Behre, 2002).  Teachers may unknowingly influence student 

behavior and prevent or provoke violent behavior in turn (Yavuzer, Gundogdu & Dikici, 

2009).    Teachers may also instigate ongoing behavioral problems and increase the 

likelihood of violence by victimizing children in an attempt to discipline or redirect 

student misbehavior (Hyman & Perone, 1998).  Understanding teachers’ perceptions of 

students experiencing behavioral difficulties and how to utilize school wide positive 

supports is essential to prevent violence in schools.  It is also essential to explore 

teachers’ perceptions of students in crisis and how to refer these students for appropriate 

mental health services which could ultimately help to prevent school gun violence.   

Delimitations 

Obtaining self-report measures may alter the reliability of the study as it opens the 

study up to various confounding variables yet provides insight into those protecting and 

educating today’s youth.  The study can also ascertain whether these individuals are 

confident and prepared in their dual role as teachers and first responders.  Cowen and 

Rossen (2013) state that school crisis response is not a choice; it is inevitable, although 

they agree that most schools will not experience as horrific event as that which occurred 

in Newtown, Connecticut.  This is the perception of school gun violence and specifically 

mass shootings throughout a majority of the literature which is an inconsiderate way of 

approaching school safety.   



 

The sample for this study was also limited to a certain demographic and 

geographic region in one suburban school district; therefore, comparisons cannot be made 

to other districts of differing geographic areas.  School gun violence may be perceived as 

more of a threat in urban areas where gang violence is more prevalent; however, mass 

shootings appear to occur more often in suburban or rural school districts.  There are 

multiple variables that may be worthwhile exploring such as gun ownership, political 

affiliation and religious membership which were not requested for the purposes of this 

particular study but might be used in future research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Teachers’ perceptions of school gun violence 

Little is known about teachers’ perceptions of school gun violence and feelings of 

safety and preparedness for an active shooter situation.  After reviewing letters from 

teachers who have been directly affected by school gun violence who have written to 

Congress, it appears that a majority of teachers are in agreement that gun control needs to 

be explored as a possible preventative measure.  Teachers appear to feel as if they are left 

to themselves to develop appropriate preventative measures in their individual schools 

because of the lack of funding and policy aimed at school gun violence.  At the very 

least, teachers would like to see the conversation begin amongst legislators and continue 

to address school gun violence as a preventable social problem, rather than a statistic. 

Teachers feel their schools are becoming more like prisons and students are left to 

endure the consequences of school gun violence. Teachers express their sadness that 

students live in fear practicing active shooter and lock down drills.  Teachers are also 

responsible for comforting students when asked questions about why they practice these 

types of drills.  A window, which was once a luxury, is now an obstacle to keep students 

safe in the event of an active shooter situation.  Many teachers express that arming 

teachers will not solve anything.  Many teachers also express that they do not feel 

supported or trained to handle an active shooter situation.   

Additional letters to Congress from teachers after mass shootings indicate that 

although teachers would like to think that they would act heroically during a crisis 

situation, it frankly scares them just thinking about the possibility of an active shooter 



 

situation.  The increase and frequency of school gun violence in conjunction with 

Congress’s failure to act has also made teachers question whether to stay in the 

profession.  These letters indicate that teachers do perceive the threat of school gun 

violence as an imminent danger. 

  Roberts, Wilcox, May and Clayton (2007) found teachers’ individual experiences at 

school had the greatest effect on their perception of school safety.  Other factors included 

the fear of crime in the neighborhood in which the school was located and shared 

perceptions of the level of incivility within the school.  In a similar study conducted by 

Booren, Handy and Power (2011), it was found that teacher perceptions of the connection 

between school climate and violence were much higher than student perceptions of safety 

in relation to the importance of safety strategies in place and methods for enforcing the 

rules at school.   

Prevention  

In order to develop effective violence prevention programs, teachers must identify 

violence as a preventable social problem (Astor, Behre, Fravil, & Wallace, 1998).  

Dewey (2015) believes that school violence can be prevented by confronting issues such 

as bullying and fighting while applying public health principles and other researched 

interventions concentrated on students’ mental health.  More restrictive measures such as 

criminalization, zero tolerance policies and suspending students from school are thought 

to cause increased behavioral concerns, encourage dropouts and cause increased concern 

for school safety.  Maring and Koblinsky (2013) suggest that in order to develop positive 

relationships between teachers and students, effective leadership, behavior management 



 

training, improved school security, access to mental health services, the ability for 

students to resolve conflict and parental involvement are all necessary.   

Teachers often exhibit defiance toward violence prevention programs (Frisby, 

Kim & Wolfmeyer, 2006).  There are multiple crisis response training modules available 

for first responders to utilize in the event of a mass shooting; however, the literature 

involving teachers in these trainings and incorporating them into the plan is limited 

(Crepeau-Hobson, Sievering, Armstrong, & Stonis, 2012).  The United States 

Department of Education suggests effective leadership, resources, community 

involvement and education are necessary in order to implement these response plans and 

prevent school violence from occurring.   

The Gun-Free Schools Act (GFSA) was reauthorized by Section 4141 of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), as amended by the No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001 (Public Law 107-110), which requires that each state or outlying 

area receiving federal funds have a law that requires all local education agencies (LEAs) 

to expel students for at least one year if they bring a firearm to school (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2010).  It is unclear how effective the Gun-Free Schools Act is because 

research dating back to 1999 conducted by Economists John Lott and William Landes, 

which still holds true today, indicates that mass shootings occur in places where guns are 

banned and perpetrators know that everyone will be unarmed (Fund, 2014).  This 

research was revisited after the massacre that occurred in Newtown, Connecticut and it 

appears that the only exception is the incident that occurred in Tucson, Arizona in 2011 

which involved Representative Gabrielle Giffords.   



 

Hyman and Perone (1998) recommend that school psychologists take the lead in 

developing appropriate violence prevention programming and implementation because 

teachers, administrators and other school staff often victimize students when enforcing 

rules and consequences which can lead to ongoing behavioral concerns including 

aggression and students feeling withdrawn.  More restrictive measures such as strip 

searches, police in schools, and corporal punishment which has been used historically, 

along with the language teacher’s use to discipline students, can also lead to victimization 

and affect students’ psychological well-being.  It is important to understand teachers’ 

perception of their responsibility and role enforcing the rules at school and how their 

approach to discipline may influence student behavior.  Teachers have the potential to 

instigate or prevent school gun violence.    

Feelings about more restrictive measures  

Chrusciel, Wolfe, Hansen, Rojek and Kaminski (2015) found that both law 

enforcement officials and principals support the idea of School Resource Officers 

(SROs); however, they do not perceive arming administrators or teachers to be a 

successful preventative measure. President Obama initiated support for the employment 

of SROs in schools, along with possible incentives for schools that do (The White House, 

2013).  The public is largely in support of SROs (Myrstol, 2011).  A week after the Sandy 

Hook tragedy occurred, only 12% of Americans felt police turnout in schools would be a 

failed attempt to prevent school gun violence as reported in a Gallup poll (Newport, 

2012).  The NRA has developed guidelines for placing armed personnel in every school 

as proposed by the National School Shield Program also announced one week after 



 

Sandy Hook.  Only eight states currently have laws in place that support arming school 

personnel (Chrusiel et al., 2015). 

Feelings of preparedness 

Staff perceived their role in response to a rampage shooting situation as alertness 

to students’ behavior and subsequent referral, more empathic support or improved 

connection to students, and better training for faculty on recognition and referral of 

mental illness (Fallahi, Austad, Fallon & Leishman, 2009).  Sela-Shayovitz (2009) found 

that teachers who receive violence prevention training report increased confidence 

implementing the strategies; however, they are still uncertain how to assure students’ 

safety and cope with violence when it occurs.  Teachers’ experience and grade level 

taught were also associated with their confidence in their ability to implement safety 

strategies (Sela-Shayovitz, 2009). 

At the college level, it was found that women had more knowledge of crisis 

response, along with staff members who also indicated increased confidence responding 

to a crisis situation (Liu, Blankson & Brooks, 2015).  Interestingly, perceived knowledge 

was found to be a greater indicator of confidence responding to a crisis situation, along 

with perceived readiness for a crisis situation versus real training (Liu, Blankson & 

Brooks, 2015).  It is unrealistic to know how teachers at any grade level would respond in 

the event of an active shooter situation; however, with the knowledge of crisis response 

they may be better prepared and aware of how to respond and how to keep themselves 

and their students safe until first responders arrive.   

 

 



 

Feelings of safety  

Teachers have increased concerns about the effects that disruptive and aggressive 

behaviors students display have on school climate and student achievement (O’Brenan, 

Bradshaw & Furlong, 2014).  Teachers deal with daily threats and harassment from 

students, along with verbal and physical abuse, aggression and bullying which takes 

many forms (Steinberg, Allensworth & Johnson, 2012).  However, what draws public 

attention is school gun violence.  In urban schools it has been found that positive teacher-

parent relationships, along with teacher-student relationships have helped to decrease the 

likelihood of verbal and physical aggression and other forms of harassment and bullying 

which occur far more often when compared to suburban or rural school districts 

(Steinberg, Allensworth & Johnson, 2012).  It has also been found that teacher retention 

is highly correlated with confidence in school leadership (Boyd, Grossman, Ing, 

Lankford, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2011). 

Media 

Greater security measures have been taken by school administrators in response to 

school gun violence, and, while these may reduce levels of school violence in some 

communities, they can also help to perpetuate a culture of fear that has been created by 

intense media coverage.  Cornell (2003) suggests that if these tragic events were not as 

widely publicized there would be less reason for concern and perhaps less copycat 

activity.  He also believes that as a result of the massacre that occurred at Columbine 

High School in 1999, violence in American schools is perceived to be far worse than it 

actually is.  Barbieri and Connell (2014) go as far as suggesting that the media create 



 

increased panic when mass shootings occur resulting in multiple victims being shot and 

killed.   

Additional sources indicate that the media causes people to panic and creates a 

perception of school violence that is unrealistic or exceeds the actual level of danger 

(Abouk & Adams, 2013).  It is unclear how the media could sensitize the nation about an 

event as horrific and profound as that which occurred in Newtown, Connecticut and then 

proceed to say that this type of incident only occurs every so often and, therefore, there is 

no need to panic.  When it becomes necessary that our future teachers also prepare to 

become first responders, schools must think prevention and not solely rely on statistics. 

Teacher’s perceptions of the causes of school gun violence 

In a survey of 396 school employees from Central Pennsylvania, teachers 

perceived poor parenting, poor parental supervision, lack of structure in the school and 

lack of support in the community as factors contributing to school violence (Fisher & 

Kettl, 2003).  Teachers point to parenting problems and drug abuse in the home by both 

students and parents as being significant causes of school violence (Fisher & Kettl, 

2003).  There are various influential factors school staff believe are responsible for school 

violence which include: an emotional disturbance, peer pressure, tolerance, parenting and 

quality of school policies, procedures and the role of school staff (Frisby, Kim & 

Wolfmeyer, 2008).  In a survey conducted three weeks after the massacre at Virginia 

Tech occurred, students, faculty and staff perceived mental illness and a lack of 

friendship as contributing factors in the shooting (Fallahi, Austad, Fallon & Leishman, 

2006). 

 



 

Risk factors 

An important piece of information gathered from the FBI’s review of school 

shootings in 2000 indicated the perpetrator threatened to harm classmates in the days or 

weeks leading up to the violent event (Cornell, 2003).  Before the mass shooting at 

Columbine High School, the perpetrators left multiple warning signs such as a hateful 

website, essays and videos, a history of juvenile delinquency, threatening other students, 

bomb making and a search warrant for one of the perpetrator’s homes that was not served 

(Elliot, 2009). It was also found after a review of the mass shootings at Columbine High 

School that two-thirds of shooters told someone else about their plan indicated in a study 

by the Secret Service (Elliot, 2009). 

Prevalence 

According to Cornell (2015), there is a misperception of school safety as a result 

of the attention mass shootings receive.  Crime statistics indicate that schools are indeed 

one of the safest places in the United States.  Furthermore, Cornell (2015) indicates that 

as a result of this misperception, schools have allotted unnecessary funds to establish 

more restrictive preventive measures.   This particular perception of mass shootings is 

misleading and insensitive to all of the schools and communities that have experienced 

school gun violence. 

Neglecting to acknowledge the significance of gun related homicides and suicides 

which are the second and third leading causes of death among youth ages 10 to 19 years 

of age also discredits the importance of students’ psychological well-being (Williamson, 

Guerra & Tynan, 2014). These statistics appear to be of great concern and should be used 

as incentive by schools to make necessary changes to their violence prevention 



 

programming.  If mass shootings are not perceived by teachers to be an imminent threat, 

then the likelihood of preventing another massacre such as that which occurred in 

Newtown, Connecticut is doubtful.  The number of threats that are made to carry out such 

destruction are not as readily reported on by the media and therefore discredited as a 

plausible risk.   

The Center for Disease Control (2016) suggests by developing parent- and 

family-based programs, social development strategies, mentoring programs and making 

changes to the social and physical environment, acts of violence in schools could be 

prevented.  The CDC also shares the data in a way that makes gun violence in schools 

appear as if it is something that most children will never experience and not as big of an 

issue as some perceive it to be.  The Magazine of Higher Learning stated in 2008 that the 

chances of a disaster like the Virginia Tech massacre happening again were slim and that 

on average there were 16 shootings a year at America’s colleges and universities. 

In a national survey completed by The North Carolina Department of Juvenile 

Justice and Delinquency Prevention Center for the Prevention of School Violence (2007, 

pp. 2-3), research indicated that there were 48 school-associated deaths in elementary and 

secondary schools from 2004-2005 and 6 ½ students reportedly carried a weapon onto 

school property.  Students’ perception or feelings of safety indicated that only 30% of 

students felt confident that school staff was able to keep them safe from gun violence, 

violence and crime, and gangs (2006).  It is of concern that these numbers are not 

considered of value and reason to make changes.   

 

 



 

Teachers’ perceptions of school climate as a preventative tool 

It is possible that individuals within the same school have different perceptions of 

school climate due to differences in experiences, perspectives, or roles (Booren, Handy & 

Power, 2011).  Creating and sustaining a safe school climate (Elliot, 2009) requires that 

teachers understand students’ concerns and provide a safe, caring environment (Banks, 

2014).  The ability to manage crisis and assess school safety are imperative to student 

achievement (Cowan & Rossen, 2013).  Teachers’ perceptions and understanding of their 

role in working to intervene and prevent school gun violence could be an important topic 

to explore within individual institutions amongst all staff members. 

Many teachers perceive school psychologists as responsible for improving school 

climate. School psychologists can improve school climate by assembling a team of 

teachers, parents and students to gather feedback regarding safety concerns using school 

climate measures and then use this information to develop strategies unique to their 

institution (Espelage, Polanin & Low, 2014).  School psychologists can also educate 

teachers and staff about the importance of student’s psychological well-being and when it 

may be appropriate to refer a student for mental health services in order to prevent a crisis 

situation from occurring.  However, school psychologists cannot be solely responsible for 

taking the lead in preventing school gun violence. 

School wide positive supports  

After conducting 22 focus groups in 11 Arizona schools, Bosworth, Ford and 

Hernandaz (2011) found that teachers perceived school safety as being primarily 

influenced by relationships and school climate.  In the review of Columbine conducted by 

the Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence at the University of Colorado, it was 



 

found that rules were not consistently reinforced (Elliot, 2009).  In an establishment 

where students do not feel safe, protected and confident in school leadership, chaos can 

erupt. 

Understanding teachers’ perception and tolerance of students in crisis could also 

be vital in preventing school gun violence.  According to the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES), the extent to which schools remove students from regular 

instruction as a result of crime and violence has important consequences for student 

instruction (2003).  Encouraging individuals in crisis to seek help and recognizing that 

school gun violence is a preventable crisis will help to lessen violent acts from occurring 

(Astor, Cornell, Espelage, Furlong, Jimerson, Mayer, Nickerson, Osher & Sugai, 2013). 

Mental health components  

Teachers believe because of their lack of training and experience addressing 

mental health needs, their responsibility is to implement classroom-based interventions 

and perceive the school psychologists’ role as teaching social emotional skills (Reinke, 

Stormont, Herman, Puri, & Goel, 2011).  Williamson, Guerra and Tynan (2014) believe 

primary care physicians and mental health professionals can educate families about gun 

safety and help to prevent gun violence.   Instead of implementing more restrictive 

measures and making schools feel like prisons, schools need easily accessible mental 

health resources in place such as a threat assessment team and to develop relationships 

with community supports such as law enforcement and other crisis response teams (Astor 

et., al. 2013).   

Many school social workers participating in a national survey did not perceive 

violence as a serious problem, particularly for schools in suburban settings (Astor, Behre, 



 

Fravil, & Wallace, 1997).  However, Slovak (2006) found that social workers perceive 

school violence to be more of a problem than trends suggest.  In another study of campus 

psychologists, most were not worried about their personal safety while at school, but 

many felt unable and unprepared to deal with school violence should it occur (Furlong, 

Babinski, Poland, Munoz, & Boles, 1996).  Astor, Meyer, Benbenishty, Marachi and 

Rosemond (2004) believe that school social workers have the responsibility to adapt well 

researched violence prevention programs unique to their institution.   

Astor et al. (2013) believe the most important factor when assessing for 

appropriate prevention measures is the motivation for the shooting which could involve 

severe mental illness or an individual dealing with an unbearable personal conflict.  

School social workers can help to increase teacher’s awareness and importance of 

student’s psychological well-being and the affects that gun related trauma may have.  It 

has been found that perceived safety and fear is heightened afterwards even in those not 

directly affected by mass shootings (Lowe & Galea, 2015). 

Community based supports 

When provided with 38 violence prevention strategies, teachers perceived 

violence prevention strategies related to community building to be most effective; 

however, schools are more inclined to adapt strategies focused on strengthening the 

security of the building (Gibbs, 2014).  There is a strong research foundation building in 

the areas of community health and promoting public health approaches to violence 

prevention programming.  In the event of a mass shooting, it is critical that the 

community emergency response team have a planned, organized reaction to diffuse the 

situation (Graham, Shirm, Liggin, Aitken & Dick, 2006).  In a study of 2,137 



 

superintendents, it was found that only one fifth of participants meet with local law 

enforcement regularly to discuss safety prevention specific to mass shooting situations 

and over one quarter of participants have never met with local law enforcement (Graham, 

Shirm, Liggin, Aitken & Dick, 2006). 

American Culture 

After the mass shooting carried out by Tim Kretschmer in 2002 that occurred in 

Germany killing nine students, three teachers, a janitor and himself, Germany considered 

a comprehensive reduction in arms in addition to the strict arms laws already in place 

without hesitation.  In Australia after a mass shooting that occurred in 1996 in Port 

Aurthur Tasmania leaving 35 dead, Australia enacted stricter gun laws just 12 days later 

that the public nearly fully supported and that resulted in a significant decrease in 

homicides by guns over a 10 year period.  In America, we had perhaps the most horrific 

mass shooting on a school campus next to the Virginia Tech massacre occur in Newtown, 

Connecticut in 2012 and the nation has yet to respond with a plan to decrease the 

likelihood that these types of tragedies will happen in the future.   

Banks (2014) believes that there has been an increase in demand for answers from 

the community, politicians and the media as a result of the consistency in which violent 

tragedies are happening.  It is unclear whether teachers have a voice in these solutions or 

a response to the problem unless they have been directly affected by school gun violence.  

School safety was identified as one of ten areas in need of improvement in President 

Clinton’s “Call to Action for American Education in the 21
st
 Century (Banks, 2014).”  

Metzl and MacLeish (2015) propose that politics drives a lot of the stigma attached to 

guns and mental health, along with changing racial tensions and other cultural factors.   



 

Cultural sensitivity awareness and training must be brought to schools for the 

teachers, administrators, and psychologists as well as for the students (Skiba, Simmons, 

Peterson & Forde, 2006).  Stone, Astor and Benbenishty (2009) believe societies and 

cultures that have not defined the construct of violence as a problem have limited 

perceptions and minimal possibilities on how to respond versus societies that have a clear 

definition and diverse perceptions of violence leading to more opportunities to develop 

clear standards, policies and procedures.  Many things become apparent in our society 

when violent acts occur in relation to the influences and association individuals make 

between guns, mental health, social systems and politics (Metzl & MacLeish, 2015).  

These dynamics are multifaceted and not simply a consequence of one particular cultural 

bias.     

Hackett (2001) believes America was built on violence, but there is a significant 

difference between the trend in our current culture versus our previous culture that she 

attributes to failing support systems which would also align with teachers’ perceptions of 

the causes of school violence.  This culture of violence sends a message to children and 

youth that violence is an acceptable way to deal with conflict (Laursen, 2011).  This 

particular research would also support the need for a comprehensive, community based 

violence prevention programs. 

Little is known theoretically or empirically about the staff and school variables 

that shape principal and teacher consensus and recognition of the problem or response to 

violence or whether teachers perceive school gun violence as an imminent threat (Stone, 

Astor & Benbenishty, 2009).  There is also limited research on teachers’ self-efficacy or 

confidence implementing school gun violence prevention strategies and understanding of 



 

their role and responsibility in preventing school gun violence.  There are limited studies 

that focus on the occurrence of teachers’ fear of crime at school versus students’ fear of 

criminal victimization which remains the focus in the literature (Roberts, Wilcox, May & 

Clayton, 2007). 

There are limited comparisons of schools using many safety strategies compared 

with schools with no prevention efforts used (Booren, Handy & Power, 2011).  Smith and 

Smith (2006) have been unable to find any information on such educators’ perceptions of 

violence and how those perceptions line with attrition.  Research in relation to teacher 

and student’s perceptions of school gun violence and whether they report similar 

concerns, along with teacher perceptions of the school climate in relation to student 

reports of safety strategies that they feel are important are also limited (Booren, Handy & 

Power, 2011). 

Continued efforts to define school psychologist’s role in educating teachers and 

staff about students’ psychological well-being and how students’ mental health may 

influence violence in schools must be defined.  Lowe and Galea (2015) believe crisis 

response and mental health resources can be developed further by assessing for 

psychological symptoms before and after an incident over a period of time that continue 

to inhibit students from finding relief.  Ultimately, politicians, schools, community 

leaders and parents must identify school gun violence as a prominent concern and start 

and continue the conversation on how to best approach violence in schools to prevent 

mass shootings.     

 



 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY  

The purpose of this study was to assess whether teachers feel safe and prepared to 

respond to an active shooter situation and whether they perceive school gun violence as 

an imminent threat.  The design of this study is mixed methods which was chosen in 

order to gather data using a survey as the main instrument and support the survey with 

personal accounts from those who interact with students daily and may be forced to act as 

a first responder.  Data were gathered from participants using a survey I developed which 

was distributed using Survey Monkey and school based email. Interviews were then 

conducted with permission from participants to obtain supporting data to help clarify the 

survey data obtained. 

A mixed methods approach provided extra insight into the research problem of 

school gun violence as opposed to using only one method of inquiry.  The personal 

accounts obtained from the open-ended research questions of those participants who 

agreed to participate in an email interview at their convenience helped to support and 

clarify data obtained from the survey.  Using both research methods complemented one 

another and provided support for continued research efforts into this sensitive research 

topic by giving teachers a voice.   

Teachers at the elementary, middle and high school level were surveyed about 

their feelings of safety and preparedness for an active shooter situation, along with other 

important measures such as training opportunities and prevention efforts currently in 

place to help prevent school gun violence (please reference the attached survey).  

Emerging patterns were also considered which included gender differences, number of 



 

years teaching, job satisfaction, confidence in school leadership, school climate, 

community based supports and funding in relation to reported feelings of safety and 

preparedness for an active shooter situation.   

Survey data were obtained from teachers and staff at the elementary, middle and 

high school level from a single school district. Additional interviews were conducted via 

email at the convenience of individual participants.  The survey was distributed using 

Survey Monkey and school based email to all employees.  Incentives were presented to 

participants who consented to an interview which consisted of a ten dollar Barnes and 

Noble gift card.   

Rational and Assumptions for the Mixed Methods Design 

Altun and Baker (2010) propose that understanding teachers’ feelings of safety 

and preparedness and how school violence is defined are critical components to 

improving safety prevention programs.   A safety prevention program will not be 

successful without including teacher perceptions of school gun violence which is 

currently limited in the literature concerning school gun violence prevention (Altun & 

Baker, 2010).  It is helpful to consider teacher perceptions of school violence since they 

interact with students on a daily basis (Fisher & Kettl, 2003).  Teachers may also be 

responsible to take on a dual role as educator and first responder in the future. 

 

 

 



 

Researcher’s Role 

Permission was obtained by the superintendent of the cooperating school district 

in Central Pennsylvania who granted permission to participate in this study to obtain 

feedback from his teachers and staff regarding their feelings of safety and preparedness 

for an active shooter situation.  The superintendent was provided with a sample survey 

prior to his agreement to participate. Data were compiled and additional interviews were 

conducted with teachers who gave consent to participate in an email interview after 

assessing for patterns and themes in the initial data received.   

Site and Sample Selections 

The research study was conducted at a midsized, suburban school district in 

Central Pennsylvania comprised of one high school, one middle school and four 

elementary schools, along with a Vocational Technical school.  A total of 245 

professional employees and 155 support staff were sampled.  Participants included 

teachers and staff from the elementary, middle and high school level in a suburban 

community along with staff members who were provided an anonymous 5- page, 29 

question survey to fill out at their own discretion.  Demographic data were obtained from 

participants including their age, gender and race, along with salary, number of years 

teaching, job title and education.  Differences in responses by grade level were also 

examined.  A combination of male and female teachers were included in the sample to 

assess for gender differences by examining patterns of responses specific to reported 

feelings of safety and preparedness for an active shooter situation. 

 

 



 

Managing and Recording Data 

 Data were managed and recorded using Survey Monkey.  SPSS 23 was used to 

analyze the data. The following table indicates the survey questions that were used to 

answer each research question.   

 

 

 



 

Research Question 

 Do teachers feel safe at school? 

 

 

 

 

 Does school climate (defined as the 

atmosphere and values your school 

promotes and the ability to foster 

student’s social and emotional 

development) have an effect on 

teacher’s reported feelings of 

safety? 

 

 

 

 

 

 Are teachers provided appropriate 

training relative to school gun 

violence? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What do teachers perceive as their 

role in working to prevent school 

gun violence? 

 

 

 Do teachers who report having 

confidence in school leadership also 

report increased feelings of safety 

and preparedness for an active 

shooter situation? 

 

 Do teachers feel their communities 

are prepared to respond to an active 

shooter situation? 

 

 

Survey Question(s) 

 Do you feel safe in your school 

building every day?  

 Have you ever felt unsafe at school? 

 

 

 Does your school climate (defined 

as the atmosphere and values your 

school promotes and the ability to 

foster student’s social and 

emotional development) create a 

safe learning environment?   

 Are the rules and expectations for 

appropriate behavior clearly stated 

in your school?  

 

 

 

 Have you been provided with 

training and education pertaining to 

school safety measures? 

 If you answered ‘Yes’ to the 

question above – How adequate do 

you believe this training has been? 

 Do you have an evacuation plan (or 

other safety prevention plan in 

place) if a person(s) were to enter 

your school with a gun? 

 

 

 What do you perceive as your role 

in terms of helping to prevent 

school gun violence from 

occurring? 

 

 Do you feel confident in your 

school leadership (defined as your 

Administration)? 

 

 

 

 Do you feel the surrounding 

community emergency personnel 

are prepared to respond to an active 

shooter situation?  

 



 

 Is there a correlation between job 

satisfaction and reported feelings of 

safety? 

 

 

 Is there a mental health component 

that teachers feel needs to be 

addressed that could potentially 

help to prevent school gun violence 

from occurring? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Do teachers who report having 

more restrictive measures in place 

at their schools (zero tolerance 

policy, metal detectors, SROs, etc.) 

report higher levels of feelings of 

safety? 

 Do you enjoy your job? 

 Do you plan to retire teaching? 

 

 

 

 Are mental health services readily 

available (easy to access/no waiting 

list) in the surrounding community?   

 Do you have a particular mental 

health agency that you refer 

students if you feel they are 

experiencing mental health 

concerns and/or a crisis? 

 Do you encourage students to seek 

help if experiencing a crisis and 

report if they feel another student is 

in crisis?   

 

 Does your school have a ‘no 

tolerance’ policy? 

 Does your school have metal 

detectors? 

 Do you have police or armed 

security guards in your school? 

 Are all individuals entering the 

school building required to utilize 

an intercom system to identify 

themselves before entering the 

school building? 

 Does your school lock down after 

all students and staff have entered 

the building for the day? 

 Do visitors (parents, contractors, 

etc.) who are not school employees 

have to supply their clearances and 

identification to the front desk 

personnel upon arrival?   

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

A survey consisting of twenty-nine questions was sent out by the superintendent 

of schools using school based email to approximately 400 teachers and staff; a total of 88 

participants responded. However, since one respondent did not complete most of the 

questions, the effective sample size is 87.  Demographic data on these respondents are 

presented in Tables 4.1 to 4.5. 

Table 4.1: Gender of Respondents 

 Frequency % of Sample 

Males 18 20.7% 

Females 69 79.3% 

 

Table 4.2: Highest Level of Education  

Level of Education Attained Frequency % of Sample 

High School 3 3.4% 

Associates Degree 1 1.1% 

Bachelor’s Degree 29 33.3% 

Master’s Degree 53 60.9% 

Doctoral Degree 1 1.1% 

 

Table 4.3: Number of Years Teaching   

Years Teaching Frequency % of Sample 

0-3 Years 12 13.8% 

4-6 Years 12 13.8% 

7-10 Years 14 16.1% 

10+ Years 49 56.3% 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 4.4: Participant’s Age 

Age Frequency % of Sample 

20-25 Years Old 9 10.3% 

26-30 Years Old 12 13.8% 

31-35 Years Old 15 17.2% 

36-40 Years Old 9 10.2% 

41-45 Years Old 14 16.1% 

46-50 Years Old 10 11.5% 

51+ Years Old 18 20.7% 

 

Table 4.5: Level of Schooling Where Respondent is teaching 

Level of Schooling Frequency % of Sample 

High School 25 28.7% 

Middle School 18 20.7% 

Elementary School 34 39.1% 

Kindergarten 2 2.3% 

Administrator 6 6.9% 

Other (Secretarial) 2 2.3% 

 

As shown in the above tables, the sample consists primarily of females who are teaching 

in elementary or secondary schools. The two kindergarten teachers who participated were 

considered elementary school teachers for the purposes of this study.  A large majority of 

respondents have master’s degrees and have been teaching 10 years or more.  

Data Relevant to the Major Research Questions 

The guiding questions identified in the beginning of the dissertation and 

corresponding survey questions utilized to obtain answers to these questions are 

presented below along with data compiled from two surveys.  Two 5-point Likert type 

scales were utilized to assess feelings of safety and preparedness for an active shooter 

situation from which five questions were developed.  Fifteen questions used a yes or no 

response with the option to select unknown to assess feelings of safety and awareness of 



 

safety measures in place.  Six remaining questions requested the demographic 

information shared above.  There were nine research questions presented in Chapter 1. 

Each of these is presented below with the relevant responses from the survey. 

Research Question # 1:  Do teachers feel safe at school? 

To answer this question the teachers were asked to respond to two questions. These data 

are presented in Table 4.6. 

Table 4.6: Responses to Feelings of Safety at School 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always Mean 

Do you feel safe in your school 

building every day? 
1 0 0 27 60 4.65 

Have you ever felt unsafe at 

school? 

 

39 40 9 0 0 1.66 

 

As shown in Table 4.6 teachers report a general feeling of safety at school. Over 90% 

report that they feel “Often” or “Always” safe every day. Moreover, over 90% indicate 

that they have “Never” or “Rarely” felt unsafe.  

Research Question # 2:  Does the school climate have an effect on teacher’s reported 

feelings of safety? 

Table 4.7: School Climate Questions 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always Mean 

Does your school climate 

(defined as the atmosphere and 

values your school promotes 

and the ability to foster 

student’s social and emotional 

development) create a safe 

learning environment? 

0 0 5 51 32 4.31 

 

 Yes No 

Are the rules and expectations for appropriate 

behavior clearly stated in your school? 
81 7 



 

 

As shown in Table 4.7 thirty-two participants reported that they feel their school climate 

“Always” provides an environment conducive to learning while 51 participants felt it 

“Often” does.  Ninety-two percent of participants reported the rules and expectations for 

appropriate behavior were clearly stated in their school and only 8% of participants 

reported they were not 

Research Question # 3:  Are teachers provided appropriate training relative to school 

gun violence? 

Table 4.8 Training and Preparedness Questions 

 Yes No 

Have you been provided with training and 

education pertaining to school safety 

measures? 

81 7 

 

 Very 

Inadequate 
Inadequate Moderate Adequate 

Very 

Adequate 
Mean 

How adequate do  

you believe this 

training to have 

been 

2 5 27 47 7 3.59 

 

 Yes No Unknown 

Do you have an evacuation plan if a 

person(s) were to enter your school with a 

gun? 

75 2 11 

 

As shown in Table 4.8 above, 92% of participants reported having been provided with 

training and education pertaining to school safety measures.  Only 8% of participants felt 

this training was “Very Adequate”, 53% of participants felt this training was “Adequate” 

and 30% “Moderate” at best.  Eighty-five percent of participants were aware of an 

evacuation plan in place if a person(s) were to enter their school with a gun.  Thirteen 



 

percent of participants were not aware and 2% of participants stated there was no plan.  

The school district surveyed utilizes the Active Shooter/Armed Assailant Protocol.  The 

last active shooter drill was conducted by the county swat team; however, local law 

enforcement was not involved.  Local police officers have a presence in the schools on 

average one time a week. 

These data appear to indicate that teachers feel they could be provided more 

regular, efficient education and training pertaining to school safety measures which can 

be assessed using a survey after training has been completed to see whether participants 

feel the training was adequate.  The last active shooter drill conducted within the district 

was held after the school day.  The district surveyed utilizes the Active Shooter/Armed 

Assailant Protocol which includes staff responsibilities, a hideout (lockdown) phase, 

followed by a “get out” plan and “take out” plan.  This is followed by a plan to evacuate 

and relocate students if necessary and reunify students with their families.   

Research Question #4:  What do teachers perceive as their role in working to prevent 

school gun violence?  

The answer to this question was derived from the post survey interviews. In 

general, teachers and staff feel their role in working to prevent school gun violence 

involves educating students, building a rapport with students and establishing a culture 

where students report possible actions.  Other participants felt they needed to develop in 

students a positive social experience and guide them in a positive mindset.  Participants 

also expressed that it is necessary to always make sure students treat each other with 

respect and to do the same.  Participants shared they need to be vigilantly aware of their 

surroundings at all times, to create a climate of acceptance and safety for all students, 



 

notice changes in behaviors and be aware of how students are behaving daily.  Lastly, if 

they hear students speaking about guns to address it and bring it up to the administration. 

Research Question #5:  Do teachers who report having confidence in school leadership 

also report increased feelings of safety and preparedness for an active shooter 

situation? 

Table 4.9: Feelings of Safety and Confidence in School Leadership  

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always Mean 

Do you feel confident in your 

school leadership (defined as 

your Administration)? 

0 0 10 42 36 4.30 

 

As shown in Table 4.9, 41% of participants “Always” feel confident in their school 

leadership, 48% of participants “Often” do and 11% “Sometimes” do. To answer the 

question of whether there is a relationship between confidence in school leadership and 

feelings of safety, Pearson correlations were computed. These correlations are presented 

in Table 4.10. 

Table 4.10: Correlations with Confidence in School Leadership 

Question from Survey Pearson r 

Do you feel safe at school? .261* 

How adequate was the training you received pertaining to school 

safety? 
.291* 

Have you ever felt unsafe at school?  -.266* 

*P<.05 

As shown in Table 4.10, there are significant, although modest, correlations between 

confidence in school leadership and feelings of safety. The data in Table 4.11 are another 

way of showing this relationship. 

 



 

Table 4.11: Relationship between confidence in school leadership and feelings of 

safety 

 Are you confident in your school leadership? 

Sometimes Often Always 

Safe at school never 0 1 0 

Safe at school often 6 15 6 

Safe at school 

always 
4 26 30 

 

Overall, confidence in school leadership appears to have a positive impact on increased 

feelings of safety in the school setting in this particular school district. 

Research Question #6:  Do teachers feel their communities are prepared to respond to 

an active shooter situation? 

Table 4.12 Community Preparedness Question 

 Yes No Unknown 

Do you feel the surrounding community 

emergency personnel are prepared to 

respond to an active shooter situation?  

50 5 33 

 

As indicated in Table 4.12, 57% of participants felt the surrounding community 

emergency personnel were prepared to respond to an active shooter situation.  Only 3% 

did not feel they were prepared. Interestingly, 38% were unsure if they were prepared.  

As mentioned previously, the last active shooter drill held was conducted by the county 

swat team; however, local law enforcement did not take part in this exercise.  Local law 

enforcement does frequent the school district buildings on average one time a week.  The 

data seem to indicate that this presence is not enough since almost 40% of the teachers do 

not know if the community emergency personnel are prepared to respond to an active 

shooter situation.  



 

Research Question #7:  Is there a correlation between job satisfaction and reported 

feelings of safety? 

Table 4.13: Job Satisfaction Questions 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always Mean 

Do you enjoy your job? 

 
0 0 5 52 31 4.30 

 

 Yes No Unknown 

Do you plan to retire teaching in the near 

future? 
9 71 8 

 

As shown in Table 4.13, 35% of participants reported “Always” enjoying their job, 59% 

of participants “Often” do and 6% of participants “Sometimes” do.  Eighty-one percent of 

participants indicated they do not plan to retire from teaching in the near future.  Ten 

percent of participants do plan to retire from teaching in the near future and 8% were 

unsure.  To ascertain if feelings of safety are related to job satisfaction, Pearson 

correlations were computed. These correlations are presented in Table 4.14. 

Table 4.14: Correlations of feelings of safety and Job Satisfaction 

 Enjoy Job Plan to Retire 

Do you feel safe at school? .171 -.101 

Have you ever felt unsafe at school? -.218* -.053 

*P< .05 

As shown in Table 4.14, there is almost no relationship between feelings of safety and 

job satisfaction. The only significant correlation is with ever having felt unsafe at school, 

but the correlation is minimal. Another way of viewing these data is presented in Table 

4.15. 

 

 



 

Table 4.15: Relationship between feelings of safety and job satisfaction 

 Are you satisfied with your job? 

Sometimes Often Always 

Safe at school never 0 1 0 

Safe at school often 4 15 8 

Safe at school 

always 
1 52 31 

 

As shown in Tables 4.14 and 4.15, job satisfaction is related, although only minimally, 

with increased feelings of safety in the school setting.   

Research Question #8:  Is there a mental health component that teachers feel needs to 

be addressed that could potentially help to prevent school gun violence from 

occurring? 

Table 4.16: Mental Health Questions 

 Yes No Unknown 

Are mental health services readily 

available (easy to access/no waiting list) 

in the surrounding community?   

 

35 13 40 

 

 Yes No Unknown 

Do you have a particular mental health 

agency that you refer students if you feel 

they are experiencing mental health 

concerns and/or a crisis? 

37 16 35 

 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always Mean 

Do you encourage students to 

seek help if experiencing a 

crisis and report if they feel 

another student is in crisis? 

1 3 12 27 45 4.27 

 

As shown in Table 4.16, 40% of participants stated there were mental health services 

readily available in the surrounding community, 18% of participants stated they were not 

and 45% were unsure.  Forty-two percent of participants reported having a particular 



 

mental health agency that they refer students to if they feel they are experiencing a 

mental health concern or crisis, 18% of participants do not and 40% of participants were 

unsure.  Fifty-one percent of participants reported “Always” encouraging students to seek 

help if experiencing a crisis and to report if they feel another student is in crisis.  Thirty-

one percent of participants “Often” encourage students to seek help if experiencing a 

crisis and report if they feel another student is in crisis, 14% “Sometimes” do, 3% 

“Rarely” do.  Only one participant reported never doing this.  As shown in the above 

table there appears to be a lack of education or understanding about how to identify and 

utilize mental health supports since “Unknown” is the most frequent response. However, 

a majority of teachers and staff do encourage students to seek help if they feel they are in 

crisis which can be helpful to prevent a crisis situation from occurring.  

Research Question #9:  Do teachers who report having more restrictive measures in 

place at their schools (zero tolerance policy, metal detectors, SROs, etc.) report higher 

levels of feelings of safety? 

Table 4.17: Preventative Measures Questions 

 Yes No Unknown 

Does your school have a ‘no tolerance’ 

policy? 
65 3 20 

 

 Yes No Unknown 

Does your school have metal detectors? 0 84 4 

 

 Yes No Unknown 

Do you have police or armed security 

guards in your school? 
8 75 5 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 4.17 continued:   Preventative Measures Questions 

 Yes No Unknown 

Are all individuals entering the school 

building required to utilize an intercom 

system to identify themselves before 

entering the school building? 

85 2 1 

 

 Yes No Unknown 

Does your school lock down after all 

students and staff have entered the 

building for the day? 

77 3 8 

 

 Yes No Unknown 

Do visitors (parents, contractors, etc.) who 

are not school employees have to supply 

their clearances and identification to the 

front desk personnel upon arrival? 

71 9 8 

 

As shown in Table 4.17, 74% of participants stated there was a no tolerance policy in 

place. However, in fact, there is no policy in place in this district.  Three percent of 

participants stated that there was not, which is correct.  Twenty-three percent of 

participants were unsure whether there was a policy in place. The school district surveyed 

does not have a no tolerance or zero tolerance policy in place.  Ninety-five percent of 

participants stated there were no metal detectors in their schools which is correct.  The 

remaining 5% of participants were not sure.  Eighty-five percent of participants reported 

that they did not have police or armed security guards in their school, 9% of participants 

reported there were and 6% of participants were unsure.  There are local police officers 

who visit the schools within the district on average one time a week. Ninety-seven 

percent of participants stated that visitors did have to use an intercom system to identify 

themselves before entering the school building which is correct.  Two percent of 

participants stated they did not and one participant was unsure.  The school protocol in 



 

each building is that visitors use an intercom system to identify themselves before 

permission is granted to enter the building.  Eighty-six percent of participants believed 

their school locked down after all students and staff have entered the building for the day, 

3% stated they did not and 9% of participants were unsure.  The schools surveyed do 

lockdown after all students and staff have entered the building for the day.  Eighty-one 

percent of participants reported that visitors and volunteers must supply their clearances 

and identification to the front desk upon arrival which is correct.  Ten percent of 

participants stated they did not and 9% of participants were unsure.  The majority of 

teachers and staff appear to be aware of the safety measures in place aside from the ‘no 

tolerance’ policy which is not school protocol; however, the school district surveyed 

shared that they are not lenient when it comes to weapons policy violators and they look 

at each situation individually and the context. 

 To ascertain if there is a relationship between feelings of safety and the questions 

listed in Table 4.17, chi square tests were computed. None of these was significant. These 

results, however, are somewhat misleading since there is almost no variance in the 

responses to the questions so obtaining statistical significance is almost impossible.  

Additional Analyses 

 A series of additional analyses was conducted to extend and elaborate the results 

presented above. These analyses involved relating the demographic variables to the 

respondents’ feelings of safety. None of these analyses was significant.  

 

 



 

Data from the Post Survey Interviews 

Five of the participants agreed to participate in a post-survey interview via 

telephone, email or face-to-face meeting and provided the appropriate contact 

information.  All interview participants were sent an email with the following questions 

to respond at their convenience per request.   

What are the last three school shootings you can recall? 

All post-survey participants identified Sandy Hook as one of the last three school 

shootings they could recall.  Three of five participants identified Virginia Tech, two of 

five identified Columbine, two of five identified the West Nickel Mines shooting 

otherwise known as the Amish School House shooting in Lancaster, Pennsylvania and 

one participant recalled the school shooting that occurred more recently at Townville 

Elementary School in South Carolina in September of 2016 an incident that left one 

student dead.  This raises concern for a statement one participant shared questioning 

whether or not the nation is becoming numb to these events and whether they are quickly 

forgotten about unless there are multiple fatalities coupled with increased media 

coverage. 

What have you learned from previous school shootings? 

The participants indicated that they have learned that there were warning signs 

before previous school shootings, that they happened quickly and reaction plans needed 

to be revised.  Another participant indicated that, “Students who are alienated should be 

identified and attempts to connect with these individuals are important.”  “It is also 

important to have adequate security and safety operations on hand and have staff trained 



 

in what to do during emergency situations.”  Two participants conveyed that “School 

shootings can happen anywhere,” however, one of these participants reported, “Worrying 

about them won’t change anything.”  Lastly, participants felt that, “Immediate response is 

essential to protect students and encouragement of student body to talk about things they 

overhear.” 

What have you changed about your classroom or your teaching style as a result of 

these incidents? 

Participants who provided feedback regarding the changes they have made to 

their classroom and teaching style as a result of school shootings indicated that they take 

safety measures, make staff aware of the warning signs, they try to be more observant of 

the students, they use a magnet system in the doorways to make immediate locking a 

possibility in case of an intruder and try to connect to all of their students so that they 

never feel isolated or bullied.  Two additional participants indicated that they have 

changed nothing, but do keep their door locked and that, “When students bring up the 

subject they tread carefully and gauge the awareness of the other students in the 

classroom to determine how far they should allow the discussion to go.”  “They do not 

allow pretend violence in the classroom or even discussions about it unless it is 

academic.” 

What do you perceive as your role in terms of helping to prevent school gun violence 

from occurring? 

Post-survey data revealed that teachers felt by educating students, building a 

rapport with students and establishing a culture where students report possible actions 

that incidence of school gun violence can be prevented.  Teachers also felt it was their 

role to, “Help develop in students a positive social experience, to guide them in a positive 



 

mindset, to always make sure students treat each other with respect and to do the same.”  

Teachers felt it was their role to be “Vigilantly aware of their surroundings at all times, to 

create a climate of acceptance and safety for all students, notice changes in behaviors and 

be aware of how students are behaving daily.”  Lastly, teachers felt it was their role and 

responsibility to address concerns with the administration if they hear students speaking 

about guns.  It was refreshing not to read and find as I did in the literature any shifting of 

responsibility to the school social worker or school counselor, but much of the opposite.  

Participants in this particular school district felt it was a school wide effort to establish a 

safe school climate, conducive to learning where the students and teachers feel respected. 

What school-wide positive behavior supports are currently in place to prevent 

school gun violence in your school? 

The participants indicated that in terms of school-wide positive supports in place 

there is a mentoring program and Student Assistance Program (SAP).  They notice when 

students are being responsible and acknowledge them, they integrate civic engagement in 

the classrooms so students feel a part of the community that they live in and because 

some perpetrators are victims of bullying, they take these accusations very seriously.  

There are also programs for students with emotional or mental health issues who they 

keep in more intense programs when their behavior is escalating.  One participant was 

not sure of school-wide positive supports in place and another participant indicated that, 

“They focus on the right of each student to receive an education free from any harm 

(physical or emotional).” 

 

 



 

How would you describe your school culture and does this have an effect on your 

reported feelings of safety? 

Participants who completed the post-survey questionnaire described their school 

culture as very positive and that students often report when they feel uncomfortable with 

something or hear about an event that may take place. Participants also shared that, “The 

educators and administrators attempt to get to know each student and show respect and 

genuine care for them.”  In this particular district, “Gun use for hunting is commonplace” 

so one participant expressed concern about some students’ access to weapons, but felt, 

“Because they are in middle school and can’t drive to school, they don’t worry too much 

about the guns reaching the classroom.”  “Teachers encourage other teachers.  Teachers 

encourage students and students encourage each other.”  “They have many parents who 

come in willingly to volunteer their time to help in the classroom.  When there is an issue 

(most often on the playground), their ultimate goal is reconciliation of the two (or more) 

students, but they also address the behavior and try to determine the root of the behavior 

as well.”  One participant indicated they he or she felt very safe at the high school.     

Do you believe school gun violence research is of importance at this time? 

Post-survey participants also expressed and believe that school gun violence 

research is of importance at this time.  One participant shared, “With more stress on 

children they are becoming more prone to unhealthy coping strategies for pain and loss 

and struggling as a result.” They also find it important to know how they are getting to 

the point of resorting to gun violence so that proper steps can be taken prior to incidents 

happening at the cost of human life.  Another participant shared that it never hurts to have 

data and information to make decisions about preventing gun violence and expressed, 



 

“The more research the better.”  A third participant shared they, “Absolutely felt school 

gun violence research was of importance, although if it results in labeling students and if 

that negatively impacts the way we treat them then they believe that is taking it too far.”  

A final participant felt that, “There is always something to be learned through research, 

but crimes have been committed in schools for a long time.”  They would be interested to 

see if there is a relationship between violent media such as movies and video games and 

the nature of criminal acts because, “Lots of young men play games with no thoughts of 

crime.”  This participant was also curious whether, “There is a numbness to violence and 

whether we are training the young to not see permanent consequences of violence.” 

Is there a mental health component you feel needs to be addressed that could 

potentially help to prevent school gun violence from occurring? 

The respondents indicated that teachers and staff felt mental health awareness was 

important and expressed that, “There are so many struggling students.”  Other staff felt 

that, “A mental health component was absolutely, without a doubt, a component that 

needs to be addressed in order to prevent school gun violence from occurring and that the 

mental health component should be researched and addressed because of how extreme an 

action it is.”  Another participant reported he or she did feel a mental health component 

needs to be addressed in order to prevent school gun violence; however, the person did 

not know exactly what it is or how that can be done.  A final participant indicated that he 

or she does worry about the mental health of their students because many parents are 

averse to treatment because of a perceived stigma. 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 5   

DISCUSSION 

The core purpose of this study was to ascertain how teachers perceive the threat of 

school gun violence and then to determine what factors affect that perception. In my 

introduction I included a statement from Frisby, Kim and Wolfmeyer (2006) who 

assumed it was reasonable to speculate that teacher perceptions of the effectiveness of 

violence prevention programs were correlated with attitudes related to job satisfaction, 

professional goals and school climate. Determining whether that assumption is true was 

another goal of this research. In this chapter the major findings will be reviewed and 

discussed. This will be completed by reviewing the data relevant to each of the research 

questions. The chapter will also include a discussion of the study’s limitation and provide 

suggestions for future research.   

Research Question # 1:  Do teachers feel safe at school? 

Research Question # 2:  Does the school climate have an effect on teacher’s reported 

feelings of safety? 

Research Question # 3:  Are teachers provided appropriate training relative to school 

gun violence? 

These three questions will be discussed together since they are related to each 

other and since the data from each question reflect on answers to one of the other 

questions. As shown in Chapter 4, in general, the teachers indicated that they felt safe at 

school.  Over 95% of the teachers responded with “Often” or “Always” to the question of 



 

feeling safe, and 89% indicated that they “Never” or “Rarely” felt unsafe. These results 

are somewhat surprising since, as shown in the literature review, there have been 

numerous articles and stories about the growing threat of violence in America in general, 

and American schools in particular. Moreover, when asked which gun violence event 

they remembered all five of the teachers who were interviewed mentioned Sandy Hook. 

Since this tragic event was directly related to a school, it might seem surprising that the 

teachers reported such strong feelings of safety. A possible reason for these feelings of 

security is found in the data answering the second research question. As shown there, the 

teachers believe that their school provides a climate conducive to learning and that the 

expectations for appropriate behavior are clearly stated. Finally, the answers to the third 

research question indicate that the teachers report receiving training pertaining to school 

safety and that their school has an evacuation plan in place. The only minor contradiction 

is that the teachers felt that the training they received on school safety was only 

“Moderate”, or, at best, “Adequate”. Overall, these data seem to indicate that schools 

where the climate is conducive to learning and where adequate safeguards are in place 

foster feelings of safety for the personnel who work in those schools. That is encouraging 

for the school where the data were collected but also serves as a warning that where these 

conditions do not exist the teachers may not feel safe.  

Research Question #4:  What do teachers perceive as their role in working to prevent 

school gun violence?  

The answer to this question was derived from the post survey interviews. In 

general, teachers and staff feel their role in working to prevent school gun violence 

involves educating students, building a rapport with students and establishing a culture 

where students report possible actions.  Other participants felt they needed to develop in 



 

students a positive social experience and guide them in a positive mindset.  Participants 

also expressed that it is necessary to always make sure students treat each other with 

respect and to do the same.  Participants shared the need to be vigilantly aware of their 

surroundings at all times, to create a climate of acceptance and safety for all students, 

notice changes in behaviors and be aware of how students are behaving daily.  Lastly, if 

they hear students speaking about guns to address it and bring it up to the administration. 

Research Question # 5:  Do teachers who report having confidence in school 

leadership also report increased feelings of safety and preparedness for an active 

shooter situation? 

Overall, confidence in school leadership appears to have a positive impact on 

increased feelings of safety in the school setting in this particular school district.  There 

was a significant, yet modest, correlation between confidence in school leadership and 

feelings of safety.  Teachers and staff appear to operate independently and will utilize 

their leadership when necessary to assure students safety and well-being.   

Research Question # 6:  Do teachers feel their communities are prepared to respond to 

an active shooter situation? 

As shared in the review of the literature, in the event of a mass shooting, it is 

critical that the community emergency response team has a planned, organized reaction 

to diffuse the situation (Graham, Shirm, Liggin, Aitken & Dick, 2006).  The district 

surveyed appears to be making efforts to solidify a relationship with emergency 

personnel by incorporating them into their Active Shooter/Active Assailant protocol in 

place.  The district also appears to have a fluid relationship with the local police 

department who has a presence in the schools weekly. 

 



 

Research Question # 7:  Is there a correlation between job satisfaction and reported 

feelings of safety? 

There is almost no relationship between feelings of safety and job satisfaction. 

The only significant correlation is with ever having felt unsafe at school, but the 

correlation is minimal. Job satisfaction is related, although only minimally, with 

increased feelings of safety in the school setting.  There was no shifting of responsibility 

as I found when reviewing the literature in regards to roles and responsibilities as they 

relate to school gun violence prevention which was enlightening.  A majority of the 

teachers and staff surveyed appear to make any and all efforts to enforce the rules 

consistently in order to maintain a culture where learning and personal growth remain the 

focus which speaks to the commitment and fulfillment participants may obtain as a result 

of their role as teacher. 

Research Question # 8:  Is there a mental health component that teachers feel needs to 

be addressed that could potentially help to prevent school gun violence from 

occurring? 

There appears to be a lack of education or understanding about when it may be 

appropriate and how to identify and utilize mental health supports as it relates to crisis 

prevention efforts.  However, a majority of teachers and staff do report encouraging 

students to seek help if they feel a student is in crisis.  The efforts made in the school 

district surveyed to create a safe school climate, along with the school-wide positive 

supports in place, seem to minimize the need to refer students for mental health services; 

however, if necessary these students are able to be identified and connected with 

necessary supports. 



 

As shared in the review of the literature, Astor, Cornell, Espelage, Furlong, 

Jimerson, Mayer, Nickerson, Osher and Sugai, (2013) believe encouraging individuals in 

crisis to seek help and recognize that school gun violence is a preventable crisis will help 

to lessen violent acts from occurring.  Astor et al. (2013) also believe the most important 

factor when assessing for appropriate prevention measures is the motivation for the 

shooting which could involve severe mental illness or an individual dealing with an 

unbearable personal conflict.  A majority of the teachers surveyed appear to make a 

strong effort to build rapport and relationships with their students in order to prevent any 

students from feeling isolated or alienated.   

Research Question # 9:  Do teachers who report having more restrictive measures in 

place at their schools (zero tolerance policy, metal detectors, SROs, etc.) report higher 

levels of feelings of safety? 

There was no direct question asking participants whether more restrictive 

measures in place such as metal detectors, police or armed security guards, an intercom 

system that visitors must utilize to identify themselves before entering the building, 

obtaining clearances and identification from all individuals working and volunteering in 

the school and going into a lockdown after all students and staff have entered the school 

building for the day made teachers and staff feel safer.  Participants did not communicate 

a need or desire for more restrictive measures. Instead, the participants felt that 

developing a safe school climate focused on students’ overall well-being and school 

experience was more important.  In the district surveyed there are no metal detectors, 

police or armed security guards in the school (SROs), and there is no zero tolerance 

policy in place.  The district surveyed did communicate keeping students in more 



 

intensive programs if their behavior was escalating, but this appeared to be for purposes 

of supervision and in an effort to identify the root of the problem. 

Participants did not communicate that they were fearful or concerned that school 

gun violence was an imminent threat, but instead were very proactive and preventative in 

their responses.  Preparing for an active shooter situation was not communicated as high 

of priority as school safety in general and fostering students’ well-being, along with other 

school-wide positive supports in place.  A common theme throughout the data received 

was simply having the ability for teachers and staff to lock their doors.  The majority of 

teachers and staff appear to be aware of the safety measures in place aside from the ‘no 

tolerance’ policy which is not school protocol.  Teachers and staff appear to feel 

confident that any questionable incidents will be dealt with properly and any weapons 

policy violations will also be responded to in an appropriate manner. 

Future Studies 

Future studies may want to actively explore and define teachers’ perceptions 

about whether or not they feel it is their responsibility to keep students safe during an 

active shooter situation, whether they feel prepared to respond to an active shooter 

situation and whether they feel confident managing a crisis situation such as an active 

shooter situation in order to identify necessary trainings and supports.  There are limited 

comparisons of schools using many safety strategies compared with schools with no 

prevention efforts used (Booren, Handy & Power, 2011).  It would be very interesting to 

compare the district surveyed to a district without a safety prevention plan in place and 

limited knowledge of school-wide positive supports to see if teachers’ perceptions change 



 

or shifting of responsibility occurs.  Stone, Astor and Benbenishty (2009) shared that 

little is known theoretically or empirically about the staff and school variables that shape 

principal and teacher consensus and recognition of the problem or response to violence or 

whether teachers perceive school gun violence as an imminent threat.  The teachers 

surveyed appear to be internally motivated to create and work in an environment where 

learning and growing socially and emotionally is the focus versus violence prevention. 

It would be very helpful to survey the surrounding community emergency 

personnel to incorporate police officers, EMT and ambulance services and any other 

crisis prevention teams into the data gathered to assess readiness and preparedness for an 

active shooter situation.  This would also provide an opportunity for schools and 

emergency personnel to make invaluable connections if a crisis were to occur.  

Community emergency personnel should undoubtedly be a part of and aware of the 

school district’s plan if one of their schools were to experience an active shooter situation 

so that they could respond effectively and safely.  This should then become a regular 

conversation and meeting to revisit any concerns.  Teachers should be incorporated into 

the plan as they will be implementing a majority of the interventions.   

It would also be helpful to obtain similar information from students’ parents to 

see if they report similar findings as that of the teachers in terms of their feelings of 

safety sending their students to school each day, their awareness of the active shooter 

drill and protocol for picking up their students, along with their confidence in their 

children’s teachers and administration to keep them safe.  Parents may also be able to 

elaborate on their child’s feelings of safety and mental health.  It would be interesting to 

assess whether parents were comfortable with how instances of bullying were being 



 

handled and their awareness as it relates to increased conflict and violence as most 

participants in this study communicated an on-going effort to make students feel safe and 

respected and to address issues of bullying as they arise with administration.   

Metzl and MacLeish (2014) propose that politics drives a lot of the stigma 

attached to guns and mental health, along with changing racial tensions and other cultural 

factors.  This was also communicated in the post-survey data received from one 

participant.  A question for parents regarding their thoughts and feelings concerning 

mental health supports would also be helpful to assess and dismiss any potential stigma 

attached to this service in order to prevent a crisis from occurring. It may also be 

interesting and helpful to identify religious and political affiliations, registered gun 

owners, hunting licenses held and other factors related to individuals’ rights and beliefs in 

correlation with their feelings of safety and preparedness for an active shooter situation. 

One participant communicated a concern for the ease in accessibility of guns as a result 

of the increased population of hunters in the district.  In the particular school district 

studied it appears that significant gains have been made in terms of uniting staff to 

implement and uphold a culture conducive to learning which allows staff to maintain a 

safe school environment and personal feelings of safety each day.  For training and 

effectiveness purposes, it may be helpful to include a time convenient for teachers and 

staff to participate and provide immediate feedback regarding practice drills. 

 

 

 



 

 

Limitations 

Comparisons from this study cannot be made to other districts of varying 

geographic areas.  I did request participation from two other districts in the Central 

Pennsylvania area that denied my request for participation.  There was little to no 

diversity among those who chose to participate as 99% of respondents were White.  The 

sample size of those who chose to participate was limited in the initial survey sent which 

included 88 individuals and even more limited in the post-survey request for information 

from which five of a total of 18 respondents completed and returned appropriately.  

Availability of resources and sample size left me to reason and assume participants were 

answering truthfully and with respect to the subject matter which is very sensitive in 

nature.  The timeframe in which data were collected at both the beginning of the school 

year when teachers were transitioning back to school and over the winter holidays could 

have also attributed to the limited responses received.  Teachers may also have 

experienced concern with regard to matters of privacy and confidentiality because they 

received the survey from their Superintendent with regard to their ability to respond 

freely without concern it would be read by this person.  Other matters in terms of data 

collection can also be subject to human error such as participant’s failure to read the 

scales correctly and choose the most accurate response, as well as the researcher’s failure 

to calculate and interpret responses correctly.  Likert-type scales can also be interpreted 

differently by each individual and the researcher. 
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