Creating Safe School Environments in Colorado
Policymakers, educators and advocates have identified a need to increase school safety following several highprofile incidents of violence in U.S. schools. Some of the proposed solutions are not supported by evidence of
their effectiveness. The Colorado Children’s Campaign compiled research on effective ways to create safer
school environments.
Background
In the 2018-2019 budget process, both the Colorado State House and Senate amended the budget to address
school safety with an additional $35 million in one-time funding. The Joint Budget Committee concluded that
$19.5 million would draw from the State Education Fund and $15.5 million would draw from the State Public
School Fund. The funds will be directed “to local school districts, BOCES, and public schools including charter
schools to use for capital construction; assistance for physical security; communication improvements; the
training of school personnel and school resource officers; and/or coordination with emergency response teams.”
What do we know about the safety of school environments in general?
 School violence has decreased significantly since the early 1990s at the national level. For students between
the ages of 12 and 18, there has been a drop in the overall rate of students who were victims of school
violence, and decreases in the percentages of kids reporting being a victim of violence at school, carrying a
weapon, being threatened or hurt with a weapon, and being afraid of an attack on school grounds.1
 A large body of research exists on the risk and protective factors associated with youth violence in schools
nationally – both at the individual and social level.2 At the individual level, risk factors for participating in
school violence include high emotional stress, low academic performance, being a bully or the victim of
bullying, and exposure to violence and anti-social attitudes. Situations that offset these experiences
(protective factors) include positive social orientation and high educational aspirations. At the peer level,
low commitment to school, social rejection and a lack of involvement in activities are risk factors for
violence; protective factors include exposure to positive school climates and close relationships with peers.
 Little research exists on the mix of violence prevention strategies used in schools across Colorado and their
effectiveness. Funding research to establish a baseline of practices schools are using and their effectiveness
would allow for more evidence-based policy making in future years.
Are physical security measures like metal detectors and school resource officers (armed police in schools or
“SROs”) effective in reducing school violence?
 Research on the effectiveness of physical security measures and SROs is extremely limited. The few studies
that have been conducted in this area have found mixed results as to whether these investments actually
reduce violence.3,4 Some research has shown that an increased presence of SROs is associated with an
increase in school-based arrests for minor misbehaviors, redefining matters of school discipline as situations
for the criminal justice system.5
Which prevention strategies have demonstrated effectiveness in reducing school violence?
 School violence prevention strategies that have been shown to mitigate violence risk factors and/or
strengthen protective factors among students require long-term investments. The following prevention
strategies are supported by research findings and align with expert recommendations from the
Colorado School Safety Resource Center, the American Public Health Association, the National Association of
School Psychologists, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation:
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What does the research say?
Research summaries and literature reviews from the last two decades have found that inschool mental health services and behavioral interventions (on the part of school
counselors, psychologists, social workers and nurses but also parents and other services in
the community) can effectively respond to a variety of emotional and behavioral issues.6
Intervention programs focusing on aggression have been shown to significantly decrease
aggressive behaviors among students.7 For children exposed to violence, a study found
that mental health services decreased symptoms of PTSD and depression among urban
students.8
The school environment plays a significant role in setting the stage for school violence
intervention.9 Three national studies have demonstrated that schools with students who
report feeling more connected to their school tend to have less disorder and
violence.10,11,12
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) is a school-wide curriculum that
explicitly teaches behavioral expectations to students.13 In schools where the PBIS
curriculum has been implemented, two studies found reductions in suspensions, discipline
referrals, and bullying among students reported by teachers.14,15
The Virginia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines is a school discipline model that
recognizes student conflict early.16 A study looking into schools using the Virginia Student
Threat Assessment Guidelines demonstrated that students at these schools report less
bullying and more positive perceptions of school climate.17 When examining students who
made violent threats, those attending schools using this Virginia model were more likely to
receive counseling and parent conferences.18

Policy Recommendations and Best Practices
A joint statement of policy recommendations and best practices for supporting school safety was recently
published by a coalition of education associations. “A Framework for Safe and Successful Schools,” was coauthored by the National Association of School Resource Officers, the American School Counselor Association,
the National Association of School Psychologists, the School Social Work Association of America, the National
Association of Elementary School Principals, and the National Association of Secondary School Principals.19 Policy
recommendations include:
1. Allow for blended, flexible use of funding streams in education and mental health services;
2. Improve staffing ratios to allow for the delivery of a full range of services and effective school–community
partnerships;
3. Develop evidence-based standards for district-level policies to promote effective school discipline and
positive behavior;
4. Fund continuous and sustainable crisis and emergency preparedness, response, and recovery planning and
training that uses evidence-based models;
5. Provide incentives for intra- and interagency collaboration; and
6. Support multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS). Colorado defines MTSS as “a prevention-based framework
of team-driven, data-based problem solving for improving the outcomes of every student… through a
layered continuum of evidence-based practices.”20
Contacts: Jennifer Corrigan, Lobbyist - 720-243-9511 or Leslie Colwell, VP, Education Initiatives - 202-641-0865
April 18, 2018 version

1

National Center for Education Statistics. (2018). Indicators of school crime and safety: 2017. Retrieved from:
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018036.pdf
2 The Centers for Disease Control. (2017). School violence: risk and protective factors. Retrieved from:
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/youthviolence/schoolviolence/risk.html
3 James, N. & McCallion, G. (2013). School resource officers: law enforcement officers in schools. Retrieved from:
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R43126.pdf
4 Schwartz, H.L., Ramchand, R., Barnes-Proby, D., Grant, S., Jackson, B.A., Leuschner, K.J., Matsuda, M., & Saunders, J. (2016). The
role of technology in improving K-12 school safety. Retrieved from: https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1488.html
5 Theriot, Matthew T. (2009). School resource officers and the criminalization of student behavior. Journal of Criminal Justice.
37(3):280-87. Retrieved from: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047235209000464
6 Rones, M. & Hoagwood, K. (2000). School-based mental health services: a research review. Clinical Child and Family Psychology
Review. 3(4):223-41. Retrieved from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11225738
7 Wilson, S.J., Lipsey, M.W. & Derzon, J.H. (2003). The effects of school-based intervention programs on aggressive behavior: a
meta-analysis. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology. 71(1): 136-49. Retrieved from:
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12602434
8 Stein, B.D., Jaycox, L.H., Kataoka, S.H., Wong, M., Tu, W., Elliott, M.N. & Fink, A. (2003). A mental health intervention for
schoolchildren exposed to violence: a randomized controlled trial. JAMA. 290(5):603-11. Retrieved from:
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/197033
9 Steffgen, G., Recchia, S. & Viechtbauer, W. (2013). The link between school climate and violence in school: a meta-analytic
review. Aggression and Violent Behavior. 18(2):300-309. Retrieved from:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S135917891200136X
10 Stewart, E. (2006). School social bonds, school climate, and school misbehavior: a multilevel analysis. Justice Quarterly. 20(3):
575-604. Retrieved from: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07418820300095621
11 Payne, A.A., Gottfredson, D.C. & Gottfredson, G.D. (2006). School as communities: the relationships among communal school
organization, student bonding, and school disorder. Criminology. 41(3). Retrieved from:
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2003.tb01003.x
12 Brookmeyer, K.A., Fanti, K.A. & Henrich, C.C. (2010). Schools, parents, and youth violence: a multilevel, ecological analysis.
Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology. 35(4):504-14. Retrieved from:
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1207/s15374424jccp3504_2
13 OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports. (2017). PBIS in the classroom. Retrieved
from: www.pbis.org.
14 Bradshaw, C. P., Mitchell, M. M. & Leaf, P. J. (2010). Examining the effects of school-wide positive behavioral interventions and
supports on student outcomes: results from a randomized controlled effectiveness trial in elementary schools. Journal of Positive
Behavior Interventions. 12(3). Retrieved from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3483890/
15 Waasdorp, T., Bradshaw, C. & Leaf, P. (2012). The impact of schoolwide positive behavioral interventions and supports on
bullying and peer rejection: a randomized controlled effectiveness trial. Archive of Pediatric Adolescent Medicine. 166(2):149-56.
Retrieved from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22312173
16University of Virginia Curry School of Education. The Virginia student threat assessment guidelines. Retrieved from:
https://curry.virginia.edu/faculty-research/centers-labs-projects/research-labs/youth-violence-project/virginia-student-threat
17 Dewey, C., Sheras, P., Gregory, A. & Fan, X. (2009). A retrospective study of school safety conditions in high schools using the
Virginia threat assessment guidelines versus alternative approaches. School Psychology Quarterly. 24(2):119-29. Retrieved from:
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ846998
18 Cornell, D.G., Fan, X., & Allen, K. (2012). A randomized controlled study of the Virginia student threat assessment guidelines in
kindergarten through grade 12. School Psychology Review. 41(1):100-15. Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ977429
19 National Association of School Psychologists. (2015). A framework for safe and successful schools. Retrieved from:
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources/school-safety-and-crisis/a-framework-for-safe-and-successfulschools
20 Colorado Department of Education. (2016). Colorado Multi-Tiered System of Supports Overview. Retrieved from:
https://www.cde.state.co.us/mtss/mtssessentialcomponentsdefinitionsjune2016

Contacts: Jennifer Corrigan, Lobbyist - 720-243-9511 or Leslie Colwell, VP, Education Initiatives - 202-641-0865
April 18, 2018 version

