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The Influence of School Resource Officer Presence on Teacher Perceptions of 
School Safety and Security

Brandon J. Wooda  and Eric Hamptonb

aUniversity of Toledo; bindiana State University

ABSTRACT
School resource officer (SRO) presence in K–12 public schools is becoming increasingly popular in 
an effort to help ensure stakeholder safety and protect against unsuspecting acts of school violence. 
Despite the rise in SRO popularity, over the last 3 decades, research on the perceived impact of SRO 
presence in schools is mixed and generally relies on student reports. The current study, employing 
survey methodology, sought to contribute to and update the existing literature on SRO influence 
on teacher perceptions of safety and security. Nearly 4,000 (N  =  3,970) teachers from one Midwestern 
state completed the survey. Approximately 63% (n = 2,483) of teachers in the study reported SRO 
presence in their school buildings. Results of the current study suggest that teachers positively 
associate SRO presence with feelings of safety and security, but they perceive students to be more 
fearful and less secure in buildings employing SROs. These findings draw attention to the importance 
of future research on SRO presence in schools in an educational era where budgets are tight and 
educational stakeholder safety and security is a national priority.

IMPACT STATEMENT
Teachers (N > 3,800) overwhelmingly denounced the idea that schools are dangerous places and 
the majority reported that they, along with their students, feel safe at school. Teachers positively 
associated SRO presence with feelings of safety and security, but they perceive students to be more 
fearful and less secure in buildings employing SROs.

School safety and security is a national priority. A safe and 
secure learning environment is a necessary condition and 
basic prerequisite for students to learn and teachers to 
teach (Zhang et al., 2016). Schools remain one of the safest 
places in the United States (Cornell, 2015), but, in recent 
years, concerns expressed by students, educators, parents, 
and politicians about school safety and security have inten-
sified nationwide in response to school shootings and 
media coverage devoted to these tragedies (Kutsyuruba 
et al., 2015).

Feeling safe is a basic human need (Maslow, 1943) and 
an internal decision (Twemlow et al., 2002). Concerns 
about school safety and security have been found to neg-
atively impact students’ grades, attendance, engagement, 
and ability to sustain attention (Biag, 2014; Fan & Williams, 
2018; Robers et al., 2015). Teacher concerns about safety 
and security can influence how they teach, how they form 
relationships with students, their feelings of school con-
nectedness, and ultimately their decisions about remaining 
in the teaching profession (DeVoe et al., 2005; Finley, 2004; 
Hughes & Pickeral, 2013; Payne et al., 2003). In efforts to 
improve upon educational stakeholder safety, many 

schools have and continue to heighten their security 
efforts. More and more schools are using video surveil-
lance systems, locking building doors during school hours, 
requiring school visitors to sign in upon arrival, and build-
ing fences around their premises (Ewton, 2014; Fritz & 
Radka, 2010; Robers et al., 2012).

One additional increasingly popular visible sign of secu-
rity seen across the country in schools is the presence of a 
school resource officer (SRO; Hutchinson, 2013; Theriot & 
Orme, 2016), despite inconclusive data about their effective-
ness and concerns about their perceived impact on educa-
tional stakeholders (Crawford & Burns, 2015; Swartz et al., 
2016). Today, approximately 47% of U.S. public schools have 
SROs (Wang et al., 2020), with the majority of SROs serving 
in secondary settings (Price, 2009; Robers et al., 2013) and/
or in higher student enrollment placements (Zullig et al., 
2017). SROs are “career law enforcement officers, with sworn 
authority, deployed in community-oriented policing, and 
assigned by the employing police department or agency to 
work in collaboration with school and community-based 
organizations” (National Association of School Resource 
Officers, n.d.). SROs are primarily tasked with keeping 
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educational stakeholders secure while helping to promote, 
cultivate, and maintain a safe learning environment. 
Informally, SROs can also be seen acting as counselors, edu-
cators, and community liaisons (Girouard, 2001; Tanner-
Smith & Fisher, 2016).

Widespread expansion of SRO programs was slow until 
the 1990s. Only 18 school–police partnerships existed 
nationwide during the 1960s (Patterson, 2007) and fewer 
than 2% of schools had police presence by the mid-1970s 
(Na & Gottfredson, 2013). Initial momentum for SRO 
program expansion in schools during the 1990s, across 
the country, can be tied to an observed rise in youth crime 
rates during the 1980s (Owens, 2017), the passing of the 
Gun-Free Schools Act in 1994 (Stinchcomb et al., 2006), 
the institution of zero tolerance policies for students by 
schools (Price, 2009), and availability of state and federal 
funding to cultivate police–school relationships (Jackson, 
2002). By the end of the 1990s, roughly 22% of U.S. public 
schools employed at least one SRO on a full-time or part-
time basis (Na & Gottfredson, 2013). Sustained momen-
tum for SRO programs into the new millennium, 2010s, 
and modern day can primarily be traced to the ongoing 
occurrence and proliferation of school shootings (e.g., 
Columbine, Sandy Hook, Parkland, etc.), increases in 
observed acts of school violence committed by students, 
and public outcry and demands for safer schools (Brydolf, 
2013; R. K. James et al., 2011; Maa & Darzi, 2018).

In response to the more than 130 school shootings since 
the Sandy Hook Elementary massacre (Lewis et al., 2016) 
and more than 1.4 million incidents of reported school vio-
lence, theft, and other crimes during the 2017–2018 school 
year (Wang et al., 2020), several scholars have reported a 
need for continually increasing SRO presence in U.S. public 
schools (Maa & Darzi, 2018; Webb & Levels, 2014). In the-
ory, SROs, in addition to other visible signs of security, may 
deter violence and crime from happening and increase the 
odds potential violators will be caught. Swartz et al. (2016) 
suggest perpetrators of violence and crime are often less 
concerned with consequences of their actions and more 
concerned with their offense being detected. The addition 
of SROs in schools sends a message to potential violators 
that threats of crime and violence are taken seriously, one’s 
odds of being caught are increased, and designated person-
nel are available to immediately enforce consequences 
(Green, 1999). SROs, therefore, are thought to enhance the 
primary function of school security measures by improving 
prevention through deterrence and increasing odds of 
detection (Hevia, 2018; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013). 
Indirectly, with heightened SRO presence, stakeholder 
appraisals of victimization would decrease, which would 
hypothetically improve their perceptions of school safety.

Despite the rationale for increased SRO presence in 
schools, along with principal and teacher expectations that 

SRO presence would result in less student misconduct and 
instances of school crime (Brown, 2006b; Myrstol, 2011), 
previously conducted research on SRO perceived impact 
on stakeholder perceptions of safety has been mixed. 
Several studies involving student (Brown, 2006a), student 
and teacher (Bosworth et al., 2011), and principal (May 
et al., 2004) participants have discovered a positive rela-
tionship between SRO presence and perceptions of safety. 
Others, involving student-only samples, have found no 
impact on or a negative association with perceptions of 
safety and SRO presence (Kupchik & Ellis, 2008; Perumean-
Chaney & Sutton, 2013; Schreck & Miller, 2003). Brown 
and Benedict (2002) reported reductions in student fear 
associated with SRO presence, whereas Bachman et al. 
(2011), nearly a decade later, reported opposing results.

Possible explanations as to why SROs may negatively or 
adversely impact stakeholder perceptions of school safety 
and security have emerged in the literature. Buck et al. (2013) 
claim that arming schools (i.e., SRO presence) may result in 
individuals displaying heightened feelings of anxiety due to 
their environment having an observable weapon (e.g., fire-
arm) present and accessible (i.e., “weapons effect”). Phaneuf 
(2009) suggests that police presence in schools might indi-
rectly and unintentionally communicate to students, teach-
ers, and staff that violence is normal in their building and 
can be expected to commonly or occasionally occur; thus, 
individuals may anticipate potential victimization, which 
could increase fear (Lindle, 2008). Na and Gottfredson 
(2013) found no evidence that increasing police presence in 
schools reduced student acts of serious violent (e.g., rape, 
sexual battery other than rape, robbery with or without a 
weapon, physical attack or fight with a weapon, threat of 
physical attack with a weapon) or nonserious violent (e.g., 
physical attack or fight without a weapon, threat of physical 
attack without a weapon) crimes as reported by building 
principals. Finally, the introduction of SROs in the educa-
tional environment has been linked to increases in the use 
of exclusionary discipline practices for students, especially 
minorities and students with disabilities (Counts et al., 2018; 
Heitzeg, 2009; Lee et al., 2010), which some experts claim 
contributed to or exacerbated the school-to-prison pipeline 
(Hirschfield, 2008; N. James & McCallion, 2013; Swartz et al., 
2016). A relationship between SRO presence in schools and 
increases in student suspensions (Miller et al., 2011), juvenile 
referrals (Petteruti, 2011; Pigott et al., 2018), arrests (Jordan, 
2015; Theriot, 2009), and dropout rates (Peguero & Bracy, 
2015; Wald & Thurau, 2010) has been discovered. In a 
meta-analysis, Fisher and Hennessy (2016) found that SRO 
presence resulted in a 21% increased risk of exclusionary 
discipline practices (i.e., suspensions, arrests, crimes) at 
school. SROs perceive law enforcement as their primary role 
(Rhodes, 2015) and subsequently have become increasingly 
involved with and responsible for handling student discipline 
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responsibilities (Langberg et al., 2011; Nolan, 2011). This 
responsibility may lead to more negative encounters between 
students and SROs, result in discipline that is less restorative 
and more reflective of the criminal justice system, and ulti-
mately negatively shape attitudes about SROs (V. Garcia & 
Cao, 2005; Lee et al., 2010).

Current Study

As SRO programs expand and more SROs populate schools, 
calls for additional research focused on how SRO presence 
in schools affects stakeholder perceptions of safety and secu-
rity continue to be made (Connell, 2018; Lynch et al., 2016). 
To date, the majority of studies investigating SRO influence 
on stakeholder perceptions of safety and security have 
involved student samples, producing mixed results. Teachers 
often lack any input when schools decide on or institute 
safety-based policies (Finley, 2004; E. Garcia & Weiss, 2019) 
and, in some circumstances, they may even be prohibited 
by their school district to participate in survey research 
examining the influence of SRO presence within the school 
environment (Rickert, 2019). In the few studies involving 
teacher respondents, teachers generally reported that SRO 
presence had a significant positive impact on personal per-
ceptions of safety (Johnson, 1999; School Improvement 
Network, 2013). The current study, employing survey meth-
odology, sought to contribute to and update the existing 
literature on SRO influence on teacher perceptions of school 
safety and security. The primary purposes of the current 
study were to (a) explore the degree to which teachers feel 
safe and secure at school, (b) learn more about how teacher 
demographics influence their perceptions of safety and 
security, and (c) investigate the influence that SRO presence 
has on teacher perceptions of personal and student safety 
and security. Results of the current study may offer insight 
into how safe and secure teachers feel at school and may 
lead to a better understanding of whether SRO presence 
contributes to or detracts from feelings of safety and security.

Sample

The current study included teachers from one Midwestern 
state. The sample included teachers working in all school 
types (e.g., public, private, charter, alternative, etc.) at the 
elementary, intermediate (middle), and secondary (high) 
school levels. Available email contact information for all 
eligible teacher participants was provided by the 
Midwestern state’s Department of Education. Teachers 
were asked to complete an online survey.

Recruitment and Informed Consent

An invitation to complete the survey was individually 
emailed, via Qualtrics distribution, to all contact-accessible 

teachers. The recruitment email to prospective participants 
explained the purposes of the study and provided a link to 
the online survey. The initial page of the survey offered 
details about the study and participants consented to par-
ticipate in the study by checking an agreement box before 
being exposed to survey items. One round of recruitment 
was utilized. Participants were not incentivized for survey 
completion and they were informed that they could with-
draw from the study at any time without penalty.

Instrumentation

One instrument, an online Qualtrics survey developed by 
the researchers, was used for data collection. A systematic 
and comprehensive literature review was initially com-
pleted by the researchers to (a) identify the most salient 
information related to the topic of study and (b) help 
inform survey item creation. Following survey creation 
and prior to survey distribution, three doctoral-level psy-
chologists with expertise on the topic of study reviewed 
the survey instrument. Expert feedback was utilized to 
improve the survey flow, presentation of survey items, and 
rewording of three survey questions. Additionally, after 
incorporating expert feedback to revise and improve the 
survey, one class of graduate students enrolled in an edu-
cational leadership program reviewed the survey. Feedback 
from the class of graduate students indicated that survey 
items and instrument rating scales were clear and 
understandable.

The survey consisted of two sections. The first section 
of questions with eight items asked respondents about 
their perceptions of personal and student safety and secu-
rity at school. Participants were provided with safety- and 
security-related statements and, using a 6-point scale 
(1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree), rated the degree 
to which they agreed with each statement. Most items 
assessed teacher personal beliefs about safety and security 
in school. Two items assessed teacher perceptions of stu-
dent feelings. These two items were related but counter-
balanced in terms of direction (students feel safe at school 
and students are concerned about their safety in school). 
Correlation of these items allowed for checking consis-
tency of responses. The second section of the survey 
included nine items designed to collect demographic 
information from participants. Participants were asked to 
provide information about their gender, race/ethnicity, 
number of students in their school, school level, school 
type, school setting, and years of teaching experience. 
Additionally, using “yes” or “no” response options, partic-
ipants were asked whether their school had an SRO present 
and whether their school experienced a firearm incident 
within the last year.
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Table 1. Participant Demographics
variable N %

gender
 Male 1,131 28.5
 Female 2,839 71.5
Race/ethnicity
 African American 38 1.0
 white 3,774 95.2
 hispanic 29 0.7
 Asian 8 0.2
 Multiracial 38 1.0
 other 15 0.4
 Nondisclosed 61 1.5
Students in school
 1–400 1,034 26.1
 401–800 1,654 41.7
 801–1,200 561 14.1
 > 1,200 718 18.1
School level
 elementary 1,218 30.7
 intermediate 785 19.8
 Secondary 1,962 49.5
School type
 Public 3,684 92.9
 Private 185 4.7
 charter 56 1.4
 Alternative 26 0.7
 other 15 0.4
School setting
 Urban 907 23.5
 Suburban 1,253 32.5
 Rural 1,699 44.0
years of experience
 1–5 635 16.0
 6–10 702 17.7
 11–15 705 17.8
 16–20 622 15.7
 > 20 1,304 32.9
SRo present
 yes 2,483 63.1
 No 1,451 36.9
experienced firearm incident
 yes 499 14.2
 No 3,021 85.8

Data Collection

Data collection for the online survey was initiated by the 
researchers sending an individual email to prospective 
participants requesting participation in the study. Data 
collection spanned 3 weeks following the email invitation 
requesting participation. Once a participant completed the 
survey electronically, quantitative data were exported into 
IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 26)  to allow for analysis and 
interpretation of results. All completed surveys were com-
piled and stored on a secure electronic device with access 
limited only to the researchers.

RESULTS 

Approximately 4,000 (N = 3,970) teachers participated in the 
study. The majority of participants were female (n = 2,839, 
71.5%), White (n = 3,774, 95.2%), employed in public 
schools (n = 3,684, 92.9%), and had an SRO present in their 
building (n = 2,483, 63.1%). Nearly half of all participants 
worked in rural schools (n = 1,699, 44%) with 401 to 800 
students (n = 1,654, 41.7%). Nearly half of the participants 
were educators in secondary schools (n = 1,962, 49.5%) and 
roughly one third of participants were educators in elemen-
tary schools (n = 1,218, 30.7%) and 19.8% (n = 785) taught 
in intermediate schools. The most common level of teaching 
experience was more than 20 years (n = 1,304, 32.9%). Less 
than 15% (n = 499, 14.2%) of participants indicated that 
their school experienced at least one firearm incident (e.g., 
student had a gun on them at school, gun was found in 
student’s locker, gun event at school with or without an 
actual shooting) within the last year. A summary of partic-
ipant demographic data can be found in Table 1.

The collected data set had a minimal amount of missing 
data. Missing data ranged from none to 2.8% for outcome 
variables. Demographic and other predictor variables also 
had minimal missing data, ranging from none to 2.8%, with 
the exception of experiencing a firearm incident, for which 
11.3% did not respond to this dichotomous question. Given 
this, listwise deletion was utilized to allow the maximum 
number of participants to enter into analyses. Experience of 
a firearm incident as a predictor in the regression should be 
viewed tenuously given its larger percentage of missing data.

Teacher Perceptions of Safety and Security

In response to eight statements focused on perceptions of 
personal and student safety and security, teachers were asked 
to rate their level of agreeableness. Mean ratings and standard 
deviation calculations for each item are offered in Table 2. 
On average, teachers generally agreed that schools should be 
guarded by armed officers; overwhelmingly agreed that they, 

along with their students, feel safe at school; and disagreed 
that schools are dangerous places. The majority of teachers 
agreed that there exists adequate safety and security at their 
school. Teacher responses about being worried about some-
one committing a school shooting at their school were mixed, 
with a tremendous amount of variability. Teachers generally 
disagreed that school shootings are the number one threat to 
school safety and security. The two counterbalanced student 
feeling items were moderately negatively correlated, r(3,832) 
= −0.47, p < .001.

Influence of Teacher Demographics
A series of one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) as well 
as independent samples t-tests were conducted to better 
understand how teacher demographics influence general 
perceptions of personal and student safety and security. 
To control for familywise error rate inflation, a conserva-
tive alpha rate of less than or equal to .001 was adopted for 
statistical analyses in this study.
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Genders were compared on the eight statements about 
safety and security. Male teachers reported feeling signifi-
cantly safer at school, t(3,967) = −7.44, p < .001, d = 0.27, 
and were more in agreement that adequate security is pres-
ent at school, t(3,959) = −4.75, p < .001, d = 0.16. Male teach-
ers were more in agreement that schools should be guarded 
by armed officers, t(3,856) = −4.30, p < .001, d = 0.15, and 
that students are concerned about safety, t(3,856) = −4.61, 
p < .001, d = 0.17. Female teachers were more worried about 
the chances of a school shooting, t(3,899) = 8.23, p < .001, 
d = 0.29, more inclined to see school shootings as the great-
est threat, t(3,855) = 8.36, p < .001, d = 0.30, and more 
inclined to perceive schools as dangerous places compared 
to male teachers, t(3,928) = 6.77, p < .001, d = 0.24.

One-way ANOVAs followed by Tukey’s honestly sig-
nificant difference (HSD) post hoc test were conducted to 
assess differences across school size. Teachers differed 
significantly on four of the eight statements based on num-
ber of students in their school, with agreement gradually 
increasing or decreasing as number of students increases. 
Effect sizes were small for significant effects. Teachers in 
different sized schools differed significantly on how 
safe they believe students feel, F(3, 3,897) = 49.80, p < .001, 
η2 = .037. As school size increases, teachers indicate less 
agreement that students feel safe at school. A large number 
of pairwise differences were significant upon post hoc test, 
with teachers with 1 to 400 students significantly higher 
in agreement than those with 801 to 1,200 students and 
those with more than 1,200 students. Teachers with 401 
to 800 students were significantly higher in agreement 
than those with 801 to 1,200 students and those with more 
than 1,200 students.

Significant differences were also found on agreement 
that schools should be guarded by armed officers across 
school size, F(3, 3,851) = 15.26, p < .001, η2 = .012. As 
school size increases, teachers indicate more agreement. 
Teachers with schools of 1 to 400 students were signifi-
cantly less in agreement than teachers with more than 
1,200 students. Teachers with 401 to 800 students were 

significantly less in agreement than teachers with more 
than 1,200 students.

Significant differences were found on agreement that 
students are concerned about their safety at school across 
school size, F(3, 3,851) = 52.86, p < .001, η2 = .04. As school 
size increases, teachers indicate more agreement. Teachers 
with schools of 1 to 400 students were significantly less in 
agreement than those in schools of 401 to 800, those in 
schools of 801 to 1,200, and those in schools of more than 
1,200. Teachers in schools of 401 to 800 students were 
significantly less in agreement than those in schools of 801 
to 1,200 and those in schools of more than 1,200.

There were significant differences in agreement that 
school shootings are the number one thread across school 
sizes, F(3, 3,850) = 5.77, p = .001, η2 = .004. As school size 
increases, agreement with this statement decreases. It was 
found that teachers in schools of 1 to 400 students were 
significantly higher on agreement than those in schools 
with over 1,200 students.

One-way ANOVAs followed by Tukey’s HSD post hoc 
test were conducted to assess differences across years of 
teaching experience categories. Significant differences 
across number of years teaching were found in four of 
the eight statements. Agreement levels on feeling safe 
at school differed significantly across years of experi-
ence categories, F(4, 3,692) = 9.93, p < .001, η2 = .01. 
Pairwise comparisons indicated those with 1 to 5 years 
are significantly less in agreement than those with 16 to 
20 years and those with more than 20 years of experience.

Agreement levels on students feeling safe at school dif-
fered significantly across years of experience categories, 
F(4, 3,898) = 5.86, p < .001, η2 = .006. Teachers with 1 to 
5 years of experience were significantly less in agreement 
compared to those with more than 20 years.

Agreement levels on feelings of adequate safety and 
security differed significantly across years of experience 
categories, F(4, 3,954) = 20.43, p < .001, η2 = .02. Teachers 
with 1 to 5 years of experience were significantly less in 
agreement than those with 6 to 10 years, 11 to 15 years, 16 
to 20 years, and more than 20 years of teaching experience. 
Teachers with 6 to 10 years were significantly less in agree-
ment than those with more than 20 years of experience. 
Teachers with 11 to 15 years were significantly less in 
agreement than those with more than 20 years of 
experience.

Agreement on shootings as the number one threat to 
schools differed significantly across years of experience 
categories, F(4, 3,850) = 6.18, p < .001, η2 = .006. Teachers 
with 1 to 5 years were significantly higher in agreement 
than those with 11 to 15 years and those with 16 to 20 years 
of experience.

One-way ANOVAs followed by Tukey’s HSD post hoc 
test were conducted to compare school levels on the eight 

Table 2. Feelings of Safety and Security Teacher Means
Statement N M SD
i feel physically safe at my school 3,969 4.92 0.99
My students feel safe at school 3,904 4.69 0.93
i feel there is adequate safety and security at my 

school
3,961 4.28 1.30

Schools should be guarded by armed officers 3,858 3.95 1.52
My students are concerned about their safety at 

school
3,858 3.30 1.44

i worry about someone committing a school 
shooting at my school

3,901 3.16 1.39

School shootings are the number one threat to 
school safety and security

3,857 2.83 1.47

Schools are dangerous places 3,901 2.23 1.16

Note. For mean ratings, 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat 
disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = agree, 6 = strongly agree.
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Table 3. Feelings of Safety and Security Means and Mean Differences Based on SRo Presence

SRo Present
No SRo 
Present

Statement M SD M SD df t p cohen’s d
i feel there is adequate safety and security at my school 4.46 1.21 3.98 1.37 3,923 11.55* .000 .37
My students are concerned about their safety at school 3.42 1.45 3.09 1.41 3,823 6.88* .000 .23
i feel physically safe at my school 4.99 0.93 4.81 1.08 3,931 5.66* .000 .18
i worry about someone committing a school shooting at my school 3.17 1.39 3.15 1.37 3,864 0.55 .583 .01
My students feel safe at school 4.66 .93 4.75 0.92 3,868 3.08 .002 .10
Schools are dangerous places 2.19 1.15 2.30 1.17 3,892 −2.73 .006 .09

Note. For mean ratings, 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = agree, 6 = strongly agree.
*p ≤ .001.

statements about safety and security. School shootings as 
the greatest threat to safety was significantly different 
across school levels, F(2, 3,850) = 24.88, p < .001, η2 = .013, 
with teachers at both elementary and intermediate levels 
higher than teachers in secondary schools. Perceptions of 
how safe students feel at school was significantly different 
across school levels, F(2, 3,897) = 140.65, p < .001, η2 = 
.067. Elementary means were greater than both interme-
diate and secondary means. Intermediate means were 
greater than secondary means. Student concerns over 
safety were also significantly different across school levels, 
F(2, 3,851) = 192.20, p < .001, η2 = .091, with elementary 
means lower than both intermediate and secondary levels 
and intermediate less than secondary. Lastly, feelings about 
whether schools should be guarded by armed officers dif-
fered significantly across school levels, F(2, 3,850) = 25.57, 
p < .001, η2 = .013, with both elementary and intermediate 
having lower means than secondary.

One-way ANOVAs followed by Tukey’s HSD post hoc 
test were conducted to compare school settings on the 
eight statements about safety and security. School settings 
differed significantly on feeling physically safe at school, 
F(2, 3,855) = 33.97, p < .001, η2 = .017, with urban school-
teachers feeling less safe than both suburban and rural 
schoolteachers. Feelings of adequate security also differed 
significantly, F(2, 3,847) = 30.93, p < .001, η2 = .016, with 
urban schoolteacher means lower than both suburban and 
rural means. Perceptions of how safe students feel at school 
were significantly different across school settings, 
F(2, 3,792) = 26.45, p < .001, η2 = .014, with urban means 
lower than both suburban and rural means. Lastly, per-
ceptions of student concern over safety were significantly 
different across school settings, F(2, 3,746) = 6.57, p = .001, 
η2 = .003, with urban means lower than rural means.

Influence of SRO Presence on Feelings of Safety

Independent samples t-tests were conducted to better 
understand how the presence of an SRO at school influ-
ences teacher perceptions of personal and student safety 
and security. Mean ratings, standard deviations, levels of 

significance, and effect sizes can be found in Table 3. 
Compared to teachers in schools without an SRO, teachers 
with an SRO present in their school were significantly 
more likely to believe that their school had adequate secu-
rity, t(3,923) = 11.55, p < .001, d = 0.37, and significantly 
more likely to feel physically safe at school, t(3,931) = 5.66, 
p < .001, d = 0.18. Surprising, however, teachers with an 
SRO present at school reported that they perceived stu-
dents as significantly more concerned about their safety 
compared to teachers in schools without an SRO present, 
t(3,823) = 6.88, p < .001, d = 0.23. SRO presence did not 
significantly impact teacher worry about someone com-
mitting a school shooting at their school, perception of 
students feeling safe at school, or belief that schools are 
dangerous places.

Predicting Teacher Feelings of Safety

A composite variable of teacher safety was created by aver-
aging scores across the three rating items of feeling phys-
ically safe at school, students feeling safe at school, and 
feelings of adequate safety and security (M = 4.69; 
SD = 0.88). These items represent the most direct measures 
of teacher perceptions of safety and security at school and 
have a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .79. Excluded items 
tap into feelings of worry or concern. A simultaneous mul-
tiple regression was run using gender, number of students, 
school level, school setting, years of experience, SRO pres-
ence in school, and experiencing a firearm incident at 
school to predict this safety composite. Teacher race and 
school type were excluded from this analysis because of a 
lack of variance in responses. Two dummy coded variables 
were created for school setting, with suburban as the ref-
erence level. Two dummy coded variables were also cre-
ated for school level, with elementary as the reference level.

The predictor variables accounted for a significant 
amount of variance in teacher safety composite, R2 = 0.10, 
F(9, 3,323) = 40.64, p < .001. All predictors with the excep-
tion of number of students in the school, intermediate 
school level, and rural setting were significant in predict-
ing variance in the safety composite at the .001 alpha level. 
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Each predictor is discussed below in order of impact on 
the regression model. The presence of an SRO is predicted 
to increase feelings of safety at school while controlling all 
other predictors, b = 0.33, t(3,323) = 10.08, p < .001. 
Experience of a firearm incident decreases feelings of 
safety at school, b = −0.45, t(3,323) = −10.03, p < .001. 
Increased years of teaching experience increases feelings 
of safety at school, b = 0.07, t(3,323) = 7.42, p < .001. 
Teaching at a secondary school decreases feelings of safety 
in comparison to the elementary level, b = −0.20, t(3,323) 
= −5.09, p < .001. Male teachers are predicted to feel safer 
at school, b = 0.19, t(3,323) = 5.53, p < .001. Teachers 
in urban settings are predicted to feel less safe at school, 
b = −0.20, t(3,323) = −4.88, p < 001. The partial regression 
coefficients for the model are presented in Table 4.

DISCUSSION

Visible signs of security (e.g., surveillance cameras, metal 
detectors, SROs, fences, etc.) are becoming increasingly 
common in K–12 schools (Ewton, 2014; Robers et al., 
2012). Despite increases in these security measures and 
other provisions, questions about and confidence in school 
safety and security undoubtedly persist among stakehold-
ers in response to the more than 130 school shootings in 
the years following the Sandy Hook Elementary tragedy 
(Lewis et al., 2016). The current study sought to add to the 
existing literature by (a) exploring teacher perceptions of 
personal and student school safety and security, (b) exam-
ining how teacher demographics influence perceptions of 
school safety, and (c) investigating how one of the more 
popular visible signs of security, SRO presence, impacts 
teacher perceptions of school safety and security. Most 
studies investigating perceptions of school safety and secu-
rity use a non teacher sample, and studies investigating 
the influence of SRO presence on perceptions of school 
safety and security have been mixed and inconclusive.

Schools have been and continue to be safe places, but 
media attention to and coverage of school shootings 
potentially influence and bias perceptions about safety and 
the likelihood of danger on school grounds (Cornell, 2015; 

Jennings et al., 2011). Of the more than 3,800 teachers in 
the current study, most overwhelmingly denounced the 
idea that schools are dangerous places and the majority 
reported that they, along with their students, feel safe at 
school. Tremendous variability existed among teachers in 
their degree of worry about the potential for a school 
shooting, but teachers generally felt that their school had 
adequate security.

Demographic variables, such as gender and school size, 
have previously been reported and are thought to influence 
perceptions of safety (Bakioğlu & Geyin, 2009). 
Demographic predictor variables included in a simulta-
neous multiple regression were significant in predicting 
variance on a composite measure of teacher perceptions 
of safety with the exception of number of students, inter-
mediate level, and rural school setting. These results offer 
further support that one’s gender and other distinctive 
factors are connected to perceptions of safety.

SRO presence on K–12 school campuses has signifi-
cantly increased over the last decade (Musu-Gillette et al., 
2018) despite inconclusive data about their effectiveness 
and concerns about their perceived impact on students 
(Crawford & Burns, 2015; Swartz et al., 2016). 
Approximately 63% (n = 2,483) of teachers in the current 
study reported SRO presence in their school buildings. 
Teachers generally reported that SRO presence is associ-
ated with personal feelings of physical safety and adequate 
security, which is consistent with several other previously 
reported studies (Johnson, 1999; School Improvement 
Network, 2013).

The most surprising finding of the current study was 
that teachers with SRO presence in their schools perceived 
that students feel significantly more concerned about their 
safety. If students are more concerned about their safety 
and security in the presence of an SRO, this could have a 
detrimental, unintended impact. Feeling safe and secure 
is a basic human need (Maslow, 1943), important for aca-
demic success and achievement (Lacoe, 2013), and may 
be related to student truancy and school attendance con-
cerns (Robers et al., 2015). Several researchers have offered 
plausible explanations as to why SROs may negatively 
impact perceptions of safety and security. Fisher and 
Hennessy (2016) linked SRO presence in schools with 
increases in exclusionary discipline practices. Buck et al. 
(2013) suggested that arming schools (i.e., SRO presence) 
might result in individuals displaying heightened feelings 
of anxiety simply because their environment has a weapon, 
such as a firearm, present (i.e., “weapons effect”), and 
Phaneuf (2009) asserted that SRO presence may normalize 
stakeholder expectations for violence.

Ensuring the safety and security of students and school 
personnel is one of the most important responsibilities of 
school leaders. The placement of SROs in schools is one 

Table 4. Prediction of Feelings of Safety at School composite 
Regression coefficients

Predictor B SE t p
99% confidence 

interval

gender 0.19 0.03 5.53 .000 [0.09, 0.27]
Number of students −0.06 0.02 −3.18 .002 [−0.11, 0.01]
intermediate level −0.13 0.04 −3.15 .002 [−0.23, −0.03]
Secondary level −0.20 0.04 −5.09 .000 [−0.30, −0.10]
Urban setting −0.20 0.04 −4.88 .000 [−0.30, −0.10]
Rural setting −0.06 0.04 −1.65 .099 [−0.16, 0.04]
years teaching 0.07 0.01 7.42 .000 [0.04, 0.10]
Firearm incident −0.45 0.05 −10.03 .000 [−0.58, −0.32]
SRo present 0.33 0.03 10.08 .000 [0.25, 0.41]
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approach that districts have increasingly adopted to 
improve stakeholders’ perceptions of school safety and 
security and to protect against acts of school violence. 
Unintended consequences and inverse relationships 
between SRO presence and perceptions of safety and 
security have been reported and some districts have now 
discontinued SRO programs. Results of the current study 
suggest that teachers positively associate SRO presence 
with feelings of safety and security, but they perceive that 
students are more fearful and less secure in buildings 
employing SROs. In an educational era plagued by 
reduced budgets and fewer resources, more research is 
warranted to better understand the actual and perceived 
impact of SRO presence on school grounds.

Future Research Directions

Many future research opportunities exist following the cur-
rent study. School safety and security perceptions of teach-
ers in other states may be explored. Research may focus on 
reasons why teachers perceive themselves and their students 
as feeling safe or unsafe while in the presence of an SRO. 
Other educational stakeholders’ perceptions of SRO influ-
ence on school safety and security could be investigated. 
Alignment among stakeholder (i.e., administrator, teacher, 
student, parent) perceptions of SROs on school safety and 
security could be explored. Studies may also choose to focus 
on SRO roles, training for those roles, and SRO visions for 
making schools safer and more secure. Finally, SRO inter-
actions with students and other school personnel could be 
examined to determine the nature of those interactions.

Limitations

Given the methodology employed, this study has a number 
of limitations. It is likely that not all issues of safety and 
security were completely captured by the survey items. 
Though a large sample size was achieved, there remains a 
possibility for nonresponse bias in the findings. Though 
feelings of safety and security are best measured with 
self-report data, this also represents a potential limitation. 
Participant honesty and lack of a socially desirable 
response set are assumed in the current study rather than 
demonstrated. Lacking an accepted construct of safety and 
security in school, it is possible that the number of items 
used in this research is overly small. There may be unmea-
sured attributes to this construct. Further, teacher feelings 
of safety could be due to an unmeasured third variable that 
is also linked to presence of an SRO. Future research could 
focus on collection of safety data in schools and the fre-
quency of SRO presence to assess presence of a confound-
ing factors in the link between SRO presence and teacher 

perspectives on safety and security. Generalization of the 
findings is limited by the fact that only teachers in one 
state were contacted. Further, the participant pool is rela-
tively limited in variability in gender and ethnicity.
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