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Overview
 

Introduction to the Problem:  
Every day, parents entrust the safety of their children to teachers around the country. From eight to                 

three, students are expected to go about their day in a safe learning environment. But what does “safe” really                   
mean, and how do we strive for it? For the past forty years, school administrators have struggled to answer this                    
question, and sadly many of their solutions have only escalated the problem. This is mainly because schools                 
have neglected to acknowledge that there are two divisions of one’s “safety”- physical and mental- and each                 
requires its own plan of action.  

The first division, physical safety, is what often initially comes to mind when one thinks about                
protecting others. In order to ensure physical safety, one would have to prevent intruders and fights, and keep                  
any dangerous weapons off of school property. In the past, this issue was handled by simply expelling or                  
suspending potential “problem” students. Such was the discipline style of Principal Joe Clark of Eastside High                
School, whom expelled 300 students on his first day in 1982. While the grounds were often fighting, vandalism,                  
or drug possession, Clark was criticized for not giving students due process, which could have led to many                  
unjust convictions. Sadly, Eastside High School was not the only one to adopt this practice, which inevitably led                  
to thousands of students being wrongly persecuted, sometimes based on race or disability. In 2004, the                
Disabilities Education Act began requiring states to monitor discipline of students to ensure no group was being                 
discriminated against with this practice. Even with this in place, some students continued to be wrongly                
persecuted and suspended. Connecticut was the first to pass a law restricting these suspensions in 2007 after a                  
study reported students missed over 250,000 days without proper processing. Now that schools cannot simply               
suspend potential “problem” students, they are left to determine alternative methods to protect the children in                
their care. 

However, the second division has been      
handled quite differently. Oftentimes, the mental      
health of students has been pushed under the rug         
and ignored by faculty simply because it is a         
sensitive issue to discuss. Regardless of how       
awkward these discussions may be, action must be        
taken. According to the Center of Disease Control        
and Prevention, suicide rates for youths nearly       
doubled from 2007 to 2014. As this figure depicts,         
this trend is relatively recent, and shows little signs         
of changing direction so far. 

While the cause of this rise is not        
necessarily known, many have attributed the      
atmosphere in schools to the problem. As explained        
by David Jobes, head of the Suicide Prevention Lab         
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at Catholic University, “Kids spend a lot of time at school… it’s where they live their lives… it’s a place where                     
kids are and where a lot of problems can manifest.” If we ever hope to diminish and even eliminate this                    
problem, schools must be our starting point.  

 
Current Situation: 

With the increased accessibility to news, it may be easy to think that there are frequently many threats in                   
schools. There are school related instances reported every day in the media ranging from shootings to bullying                 
which ends in suicide. However, people might be surprised to learn that not only are these events quite                  
uncommon but they have become even more intermittent over the past 25 years as seen in this report by the                    
CDC. In fact, the only statistic that has risen in recent years is how many students feel unsafe attending school.  

 

 
 
However, it is not only the children who are fearful. In August of 2018, according to Gallup, 35% of parents                    
worried that their children would be harmed in school. This is the highest number ever recorded not                 
immediately following a school shooting. 
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This leads one to question that with so many parents and students feeling uncomfortable in school, are                 
there any consequences? Perhaps these trends are too recent to see any impacts from people feeling unsafe, but                  
there are certainly propositions for how this tendency could change the culture of education. If students are                 
preoccupied with worrying about their own well being, will they still pay attention in class? Then, if students                  
are petrified with the thought of going to school, it seems highly unlikely that they will enjoy learning. As a                    
result, are they less likely to pursue further education? If so, then one can consider all the impacts on the                    
nation’s economy, including the percentage of impoverished people, and even the debate about raising the               
minimum wage. While these may seem like large leaps, these are all potential consequences of kids not feeling                  
safe in school, and reinforce the importance of ensuring school safety.  

 
Challenges Involved with Solving the Problem: 

In order to address the issues of students’ safety, changes must           
be made to the current system within schools. However, much of           
these changes involve extra expenditure on the school’s behalf, using          
money that the schools already have limited access to. The increase in            
school funds is going to come out of someone’s pocket regardless of            
whether it is a private or public school. Though public schools are            
seemingly free, they are funded through federal, state, and local          
government spending, which according to National Public Radio,        
NPR, can average out to $10,615 a year to send a child to public              
school. As shown in the top right chart, a majority of school funding             
derives from the state and local revenue, which is funded by           
taxpayers. For most states, the source of funds derives from sales and            
income taxes, but on a local perspective, the property taxes directly           
fund local public schools and are determined by the school board.  

Despite all this, most schools still find themselves facing a          
shortage of funds and are unable to pay for such things as building             
renovations, textbooks, supplies, and even teacher salaries. The lack         
of public-school funding is partially due to the Great Recession in           
2008, when property values drastically fell, making it difficult for          
school districts to gather their funds through property taxes. Though          
the economy has improved since 2008, local funding in 2015 shows           
that school funds still have not fully recovered as “K-12 funding per            
student is still well below pre-recession levels as of that school year.”  
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Considering where funding for K-12 schools       
comes from, such possibilities for an increase in        
students’ safety would require more expenditure from       
the school, and therefore, more funds coming from        
state and local taxes from those in the community. So          
the question is, how much more are people willing to          
pay to ensure the safety of the students? Schools are          
considered one of the safest places for students to be,          
but threats within schools are still prevalent. In order         
to further ensure the safety of the students, more         
would have to be done to the schools such as putting           
in place new systems to prevent threats from taking         
place or hiring of professionals to deal with possible         
threats. For example, after the Parkland shooting and        
several other school shootings in Maryland and Texas,        

legislators from 26 states contributed more than $960 million to assist public school safety programs. Aside                
from the physical aspects of protecting students in schools, improving student mental health can impact the                
safety of students. The National Association of School Psychologists reports that “schools need to have one                
school counselor for every 250 students, one social worker per 400 students and one psychologist for every                 
500-700 students.” Yet in order for this to be met, it would cost schools an additional $13.7 billion annually to                    
hire these professionals. Though such threats as school shootings are extremely rare- 1 in 614 million- the main                  
concern of parents is that their child could be that one, meaning that they are not willing to take any risks when                      
it involves ensuring their child’s safety. Yet, with the cost of security and the lack of funding, how much are                    
people willing to pay to guarantee students’ safety within schools? 

 
Framework for Deliberation 
This issue guides explores three separate approaches in an attempt to examine the problem of school safety. In                  
this deliberation, we will guide the discussion while going through these three potential solutions.  

Approach One suggests that the schools themselves need to be reinforced with extra security measures. 
Approach Two proposes that the schools invest in more emotional support staff.  
Approach Three recommends education programs that would involve the community and students’            
parents.  

Through our deliberation, we will attempt to select which approach, or approaches, is/are the best solution(s) to                 
addressing school safety. We understand that we are a diverse group of people who will not agree on all                   
proposed ideas, but we will remain respectful regardless of our differing opinions. To conclude, we will try to                  
highlight the areas of common ground and recognize topics that we still disagree on, and then we hope to find                    
the ideal solution to this problem.  
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Approach 1: Hardening Schools - Foundation is Key 

What does ‘hardening schools’ mean, and why is it important to ensure students’ safety?  
 

 
April 20th, 1999 haunts the nation as the day of the Columbine shooting. This tragedy claimed the lives                  

of fifteen students who woke up that morning like it was a normal day. Sadly, this event only marks the                    
beginning of recent violence within schools. According to the Washington Post, since Columbine, more than               
187,000 students have been exposed to gun violence at school. With so many students impacted by physical                 
threats, what are schools supposed to do to keep their students’ safe? Some argue that violence as a whole is a                     
school’s responsibility to banish from an educational setting, and external violence needs to be extinguished               
first and foremost. Thus, the hardening of schools is crucial in defining a safe setting for education. The safety                   
against violent threats relies on tangible changes in both the blueprints of the building as well as an addition of                    
safety drills. Both ensure that students are at prime security while trying to learn. The goal of this approach is to                     
ensure that the children at school are as safe and protected as the president of the United States.  
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Potential Changes 
● Eliminate large glass windows and doors to remove the possibility of threats breaking through 

○ Replace glass doors with heavy steel ones 
● Add panic rooms to every floor for multiple classroom access 
● Equip schools with more security cameras 
● Complete monthly lock-down drills to ensure students have an understanding of what to do in  

the case of an emergency 
● Add metal detectors at the entrances for both faculty and students’ entry 
● Employ security officers 
● Enforce teacher-carry regulations  
 

Effects of Alterations 
Benefits: 
● Students feel as safe and secure as possible when in a learning environment 
● External threats are limited  
● Students feel confident in their staff in terms of protection 
● If threats were to occur, students would understand precautions and follow through with their drill 

procedures 
● Having teacher carry would deter threats from the outside because of the increased security on the inside  
● Funding is becoming a new possibility since the Parkland Shooting 
● Government is working on passing a federal appropriations bill that would budget $70.9 billion for school 

safety in regards to the department of education  
Drawbacks: 
● Students may not take drills seriously  
● Students may feel overwhelmed with security 
● Creates a claustrophobic environment 
● Financial problems may come in the way of schools getting the right kind of safety  
● Will the newfound budget cover all of the necessary expenses? Will all schools have access to the funds? 
● Some students may not feel comfortable with their teachers carrying guns and even some teachers will not 

feel comfortable with having the responsibility of a gun 
● Teacher carry guns could be used against others  
● Violent threats could be made with objects already present in a classroom setting 
● Knives in home economic rooms, wood shop hammers, tools etc… 
Key Questions:  
● How does hardening schools make students feel about their security? 
● How can schools be assured that students do not pose a threat to to other students? 
● Is the cost of extreme security going to be beneficial and efficient? Would a more simple security system 

suffice? 
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Approach 2: Softening of Schools - An Emotional Health Perspective 

 Will the softening of schools provide enough protection against violence and hatred coming from inside and 
outside the school? 

 
 

We all can agree that we want our students to feel safe in school. Whether it be exposure to bullying,                    
suicide, or external threats, many students have dealt with stressful situations in school that have caused them to                  
feel uneasy and unsafe while in the building. Recently, with the numerous school shooting incidents throughout                
the U.S., both parents and students find themselves asking the not-so-simple question of what next? Many opt to                  
the approach of “hardening the school”, which was mentioned in Approach One. However, we often neglect to                 
take a look at the root of the problem: attackers often struggle with mental health issues, and schools don’t                   
always make it easy to find help for those with internal issues. Instead of thinking how can we protect ourselves                    
for the next traumatic event, why not consider what can be done to prevent the possibility of more? The                   
softening of schools includes bulking up on counselors, psychologists, and psychiatrists rather than metal              
detectors and bulletproof windows. To address our school safety, we must also focus on the climate we foster in                   
our schools. In order to create an environment where our students feel safe, schools must add resources such as                   
bullying prevention programs and Social and Emotional Learning Programs (SEL) to schools for all students. 

 
Visual for Social and Emotional Learning 
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Potential Changes 
● Addition of school-employed mental health professionals such as psychologists, psychiatrists, guidance           

counselors, and social workers 
● Addition of Social and Emotional Learning programs (SEL) and bullying prevention programs 

○ SEL programs are implemented through classroom lessons performed by teachers 
○ Bullying prevention programs include both staff training and engaging activities for students about             

bullying 
● Creating a more positive school climate both physically, emotionally, and mentally. This includes the              

cleanliness of schools (physical), informing students of resources to deal with their problems (emotional),              
and encouraging self expression (mental) 

 
Effects of Alterations 

Benefits: 
● Creating a positive school climate has been found to prevent problematic behavior 
● Ensuring students feel safe physically, mentally, and emotionally allows students to express themselves and              

share concerns 
● On-staff psychologists, psychiatrists, guidance counselors, and social workers allow students to have the             

opportunity to share their feelings with trusted, educated individuals 
● Bullying is another risk factor among violent students and implementing bullying prevention programs             

could reduce this behavior 
● Social and Emotional Learning programs allow for adults and children to 

○ Manage their emotions 
○ Show empathy for others 
○ Maintain healthy relationships 
○ Make responsible decisions 

● SEL programs have improved academic performances 
Drawbacks: 
● Paying for more salaries with the addition of staff 

○ Impossible to put a final cost on these programs and resources as they are people guiding other people,                  
not tangible products 

○ Yearly salaries vs a one time cost of ‘hardening’ (with metal detectors, arming teachers, etc) 
● Bullying prevention programs can be costly, averaging $3,400 for each school 
● Students must take initiative and put forth the effort to receive counseling; students must truly want help 
● Softening schools does not protect students from direct outside threats 
Key Questions: 
● Will softening schools be able to help troubled students and in turn make schools feel safer? 
● If no effort is put forth by students, how will the faculty ensure that students are receiving the guidance                   

needed? 
● For students who do not want to share their emotions, how will schools know if they are struggling? 
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Approach 3: Educating Parents and Communities on School Safety 
Why is it necessary to soften schools through educating parents and communities? 

 
 

With the increasing problem of school safety, the mental and emotional wellness of children has               
changed dramatically. The hardening response often necessary to keep children safe, experts say, has left kids                
traumatized. Because this cultural shift has occurred so suddenly, parents and communities are struggling to               
help their children feel safe in a world that they themselves are navigating. School shootings in particular have                  
left psychologists, researchers, and most of all the public completely baffled, leading many to believe that                
communication and education are the key to eliminating the root of potential threats for the ultimate goal of                  
school safety. This type of communication lies not only within schools, but in the community as a whole.                  
Community engagement includes a foundation of communication between parents, children, and the schools so              
that the adults surrounding the students can identify issues (unstable children, warning signs in the society),                
seek help from proper sources, and provide appropriate support to the children. The graphic below brings                
attention to the variance in the percentage of public schools that offer different types of safety and discipline                  
trainings. Not only does community engagement assist in safety matters by creating a support system, according                
to the National Education Policy and Practice Department, “researchers cite parent-family community            
involvement as a key to addressing the school dropout crisis and note that strong school-family-community               
partnerships foster higher educational aspirations and more motivated students.” This sort of educational and              
emotional fostering could be extremely beneficial in getting to the root of school threats. 
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Potential Changes 

● Compliance trainings for teachers on dealing with emotionally unstable kids 
● Mandatory Parent Teacher Conferences 
● Mandatory Parent Guidance Counselor Conferences 
● Compliance trainings for students on how to treat others and be cooperative citizens 
● Regular home check-ins: counselors from the school will visit homes where they can talk to parents about                 

any concerns they might have about their student’s life at school 
● Student-run meetings airing concerns about their safety: representatives from the school observe the             

meetings to understand student concerns 
● Educating on self-defense tactics: incorporate into physical education curriculum 
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Effects of Alterations 
Benefits: 
● If people are more educated about diversity, bullying, threats, and mental health, they are more likely to                 

analyze a situation rationally than jumping to action or violence 
● NPR: “hardening schools is more reacting to the problem than solving the actual root of the problem”,                 

hence, education would solve the root of the problem 
● Improved relations between parents and children will help children not feel as isolated or be as prone to act                   

out 
● Parents more likely to notice signs of concerning behavior at home than at a conference 
● The community acts as a safety net for everyone since they are all watching out for each other 
Drawbacks: 
● Cost 

○ Paying supervisors for the student-run meetings 
○ Paying self-defense teachers 

● Schools overstepping their bounds by taking authority in the home 
● Parents unable to attend conferences- taking off work, unable to get childcare for siblings 
● Mandatory Parent Guidance Counselor Conferences could make issues at home more extreme 
● Taking time out of education to have the student meeting- not everyone can attend meetings outside of                 

school hours 
● Not every child can defend themselves- disadvantaged/disabled children 
Key Questions: 
● Will these methods be effective over all socioeconomic communities?  
● Are the people overseeing risk assessment/awareness clinics knowledgeable in their fields and situationally             

aware? 
● Would focusing on all of these negative issues increase the prevalence of them? 
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Issue Brief Summary 
 

In light of many recent events, the safety of school-aged children is a large concern in modern American                  
communities. In response to violent breaches in school security, many views are split regarding how our                
communities should approach these threats. While the causes of this issue are still debated, a practical solution                 
is necessary to ensure the safety of children inside the classroom. Three distinct approaches were reviewed,                
each of which having its own pros and cons. The first option focused on a hardening approach. This includes                   
supplying the staff of public institutions with firearms in order to directly address a threat, or creating more                  
physical structures to ensure the safety of the building. Additionally, we are given the option of a softening                  
approach, which focuses on the mental and emotional health of students. This approach operates under the                
assumption that students are statistically likely to become a violent threat to others if experiencing emotional                
distress. Finally, our last approach focuses on educating the community and raising awareness for the issue at                 
hand in hopes to extend the solution beyond the educational setting as well as provide people other than trained                   
professionals with the knowledge necessary to recognize certain warning signs and formulate a plan of action                
when under a threat of violence. 
 

Approach 1: Hardening 
Schools- Foundation is Key 

Approach 2: Softening of Schools- 
An Emotional Health Perspective 

Approach 3: Educating Parents 
and Communities on School 
Safety 

Pros: 
● External threats are 

matched and similarly 
combatted 

● Students are aware of 
drill procedures 

● Increased security 
● Prioritized budget area 

 

Pros: 
● Prevent problematic 

behavior 
● Increase overall student 

satisfaction 
● Reduce bullying and other 

underlying issues that lead 
to internal violent threats 

Pros: 
● Improved relations with 

parents and children 
● Education about diversity 

will help prevent 
stereotypes 

 

Cons: 
● Students may not take 

drills seriously 
● Expensive  
● Presence of firearms in 

the classroom poses 
moral dilemma for both 
teachers and students 

Cons: 
● Higher salary spending 

required for more 
professional staff 

● Disregards external threats 
 

Cons: 
● Costly 
● Schools imposing policy in 

households 
● Less feasible for 

individuals to make 
educational meetings 
outside of school hours 
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Run, Hide, Fight... or None of the Above? Questionnaire 
How should we ensure school safety? 

 
Now that we have all engaged in deliberation, we would like to see how you are feeling about the topic. Your 
responses to this survey will be kept anonymous, so please be as honest as possible.  
 
Answer the following questions by circling the answer you believe to be most appropriate. 
 
1. Do you agree or disagree with the statements below? 
 
Students relying on their teachers for their immediate protection from threats, including teacher carry policies, 

would make them feel more comfortable and protected in the classroom. 
 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly Agree 
 
The possible mental health effects of going to school surrounded by metal detectors and security officers are not 

as important as the student’s physical safety from possible attackers.  
 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly Agree 
 
Schools are not responsible for the mental health of their students, especially if these mental health issues arise 

from life at home.  
 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly Agree 
 

Students’ level of comfort and social acceptance within their school community should be a school’s top 
priority in terms of safety. 

 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly Agree 

 
Suicide rates amongst teens is more important to try and decrease than school shootings. 

 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly Agree 
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Students’ expressing their concerns about their school in an open forum is an effective way for schools to judge 
how well they are keeping their students safe. 

 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly Agree 

 
Educating students about respect, diversity and bullying will render the need for mental health services useless, 

since they now know what is right and wrong. 
 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly Agree 
 

Education curriculum about inclusivity is best when designed and implemented at the local level.  
 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Not Sure Agree Strongly Agree 
 
 
2. Do you favor or oppose each of these actions? 
 

School districts should be required to hire a certain number of security guards depending on the size of the 
school. 

 
Strongly Oppose Oppose Not Sure Favor Strongly Favor 

 
Teachers should go through proper firearms training and carry a weapon during school hours. 

 
Strongly Oppose Oppose Not Sure Favor Strongly Favor 

 
Drills are not enough to keep students safe. Major physical alterations should be made to the school so that 

potential attackers would have a much more difficult time entering the school.  
 

Strongly Oppose Oppose Not Sure Favor Strongly Favor 
 

Anti-bullying programs should be mandatory at all schools, in order to decrease student on student violence. 
 

Strongly Oppose Oppose Not Sure Favor Strongly Favor 
 

Regardless of economic background, all students should have access to mental health services within their 
school. Funds should always be allocated to make sure schools can hire professionals to fill this position. 

 
Strongly Oppose Oppose Not Sure Favor Strongly Favor 

19 



 

Parents should be in regular contact with teachers and guidance counselors about their students’ well being, 
regardless of student privacy.  

 
Strongly Oppose Oppose Not Sure Favor Strongly Favor 

 
All teachers should be responsible for undergoing inclusivity education, no matter what subject they teach.  

 
Strongly Oppose Oppose Not Sure Favor Strongly Favor 

 
 
3. Did this deliberation make you change any of your views regarding this issue? 

 
Yes                    No 

If yes, how so? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
   
4. Did someone introduce ideas about the topic you had not thought of before? 
 

Yes                    No 
 
5. How do you think this deliberation will impact the surrounding community? 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
6. How many similar deliberation events have you attended before, including this one? 
 

None             1-3             4-6             7 or more            Not Sure 
 
7. What gender do you identify as? 
 

Male            Female             Other: ______________        Prefer Not to Answer 
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8. Are you: 
 

African American            Asian American             Hispanic             Native American            White 
 

Other: ______________            Prefer Not to Answer 
 
9. How old are you? 
 

17 or younger            18-30           31-45            46-64            65 or older 
 
10. Where do you live? 
 

Rural            Small Town            Large City            Suburb 
 

11. How would you describe the school district in your area? 
 

Underfunded            Funded Sufficiently           Overfunded 
 
 
 

 
 
Thank you for attending this deliberation! We appreciate your contributions to this very 

important discussion. 
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