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Abstract
Targeted violence in K-12 schools across the United States is a serious concern. These
incidents not only endanger students and staff, but also cause lasting trauma and erode
trust in schools. While existing measures may deter some violence, questions remain
regarding their overall effectiveness. This study involved exploring perspectives of crime
prevention experts on using Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED)
strategies to mitigate violence in K-12 schools. Although CPTED is recognized as
effective in terms of reducing crime, research on its use in schools, especially from the
perspective of crime prevention professionals, is limited. This generic qualitative study
involved examining how CPTED strategies can be used to address school violence. Using
the situational crime prevention theory, which links physical environment, human
behavior, and violence, the research includes insights about reducing school violence
through design strategies. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with ten crime
prevention professionals, each with over five years of experience in safety and security.
These discussions explored their views on school violence, experience with current
measures, and challenges and opportunities of implementing CPTED. Through Braun and
Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis, three key themes emerged: current security
measures fail to address the unique needs of K-12 schools, a critical need for proactive
and comprehensive strategies to combat school violence, and CPTED as the foundation
of school violence prevention efforts. This study contributed to positive social change by
highlighting insights of crime prevention professionals and practical recommendations

for school administrators, security teams, and policymakers to enhance school safety.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

Targeted violence in K-12 schools across the United States has become an
increasingly pressing concern. Schools are meant to be safe havens where children can
learn, grow, and develop socially and emotionally. Yet, this ideal is shattered when acts
of targeted violence breach these spaces. While overall school safety has improved,
isolated incidents of violence continue to disrupt educational environments and instill
fear in students, teachers, and parents (Cornell & Mayer, 2010; Mayer & Furlong, 2010).
The consequences of school violence extend far beyond the immediate victims and can
have lasting effects on the entire school community, including psychological trauma,
decreased academic performance, and a general sense of insecurity (Cordova et al., 2019;
Daniels et al., 2009).

The persistent threat of school violence has spurred significant investment in
security measures and safety protocols. However, many of these interventions are
reactive, focusing on responding to incidents after they occur, rather than proactively
preventing them. There is a growing recognition that a more comprehensive and
preventative approach is needed to address root causes of school violence and create safer
learning environments. One such approach gaining traction is Crime Prevention Through
Environmental Design (CPTED), which involves modifying physical environments to
deter potential offenders and enhance safety.

This qualitative study involved exploring perspectives and experiences of crime
prevention professionals in terms of applying CPTED principles to reduce the risk of

targeted violence in K-12 schools. These professionals, including law enforcement,



architects, and security specialists, have a unique understanding of how environmental
design can influence safety outcomes. By examining their insights, I aimed to identify
best practices, challenges, and opportunities for implementing CPTED strategies in the
context of school safety. This chapter includes an overview of the study, including the
research problem, purpose, significance, and research questions.
Background

Targeted violence on K-12 school campuses has become a deeply concerning
issue, with incidents rising at an alarming rate in recent years. Schools, meant to be safe
havens for learning and development, are increasingly turning into the scenes of tragic
events. Data shows that a significant number of these attacks are premeditated, fueling
the sharp increase in violent episodes on school grounds (Alathari et al., 2019; Mayer &
Furlong, 2010). This trend has become even more pronounced since the Columbine High
School shooting in 1999, which marked a turning point in terms of how the nation viewed
school safety and security. Data reveals 18% of K-12 students in the United States during
the 2022-23 academic year faced threats of physical violence, 13% endured physical
attacks, and 11% experienced at least one serious violent incident on school grounds.
Although these percentages might not appear alarming at first glance, they represent
thousands of students experiencing violence and trauma in spaces that should be safe and
supportive.

Targeted violence involves deliberate and premeditated attacks where an
identified perpetrator selects a specific target before acting (Alathari et al., 2019). These

incidents often lead to severe casualties and have profound and lasting impacts on



schools and communities, triggering widespread trauma and emotional distress. Beyond
the immediate human toll, such acts lead to significant social and economic
repercussions, including heightened security expenses, reduced property values, and
decline in community morale (Smarrelli et al., 2024; Turanovic & Siennick, 2022). In
response, schools have adopted various security measures, including metal detectors,
surveillance cameras, and armed security personnel to fortify their campuses (Lamoreaux
& L. Sulkowski, 2019). While these measures can enhance physical security, they may
also negatively impact school climate, student wellbeing, and academic performance
(Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2019).

Rooted in situational crime prevention theory, which emphasizes how the design
and management of spaces influence human behavior, CPTED has emerged as a highly
effective and versatile strategy for reducing crime across various settings (Cozens &
Love, 2015; Freilich & Greene-Colozzi, 2024). This approach acknowledges the
significant impact of environmental factors on criminal behavior and seeks to decrease
opportunities for crime and enhance perceptions of safety by strategically designing and
managing the physical environment. While research has demonstrated the effectiveness
of CPTED in terms of reducing crime and enhancing safety in residential and commercial
settings, its application within K-12 schools has not been thoroughly explored. This lack
of focus represents a significant gap in the current body of knowledge. Recent research
has focused on understanding and evaluating CPTED principles within school
environments, emphasizing the need for further exploration regarding how these

principles can be adapted and implemented to address unique challenges of school



settings. I addressed a crucial gap in current research by examining how strategic
application of CPTED principles can enhance safety in K-12 schools. By drawing on
real-world experiences and expertise of crime prevention professionals, the research
offers valuable insights regarding this topic.

Problem Statement

This study involved examining the critical issue of targeted violence in K-12
schools across the United States, which is a growing and urgent concern. Such traumatic
events not only disrupt learning environments, but also compromise safety and wellbeing
of students and staff, ultimately destroying confidence in the security of schools (Crowe
& Sorensen, 2012; Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2020). Although accurately measuring the
prevalence of these incidents is difficult due to factors such as underreporting and
inconsistent data collection methods, available evidence indicates an increased frequency
of targeted attacks on school campuses (Leone et al., 2017; Silva & Greene-Colozzi,
2022). These incidents often result in significant harm, underscoring the pressing need for
proactive and evidence-based strategies to create safer and more secure learning
environments.

To enhance safety, schools have implemented a range of security measures,
including the addition of metal detectors, locked entrances, surveillance systems, and
security personnel (Lamoreaux & Edelstein, 2020). While these security enhancements
may provide an immediate response and offer some sense of security, they frequently
result in a fortress-like environment that negatively impacts atmospheres of schools,

raises expenses, and does little to address underlying causes of violence (Cornell &



Mayer, 2010; Highberger et al., 2022). This creates a counterproductive cycle, where
heightened security measures fail to prevent recurring incidents of violence. To break this
cycle, researchers and practitioners are exploring alternative strategies such as CPTED an
innovative approach that offers a proactive and comprehensive framework for improving
safety in K-12 schools.
Purpose of the Study

This study involved exploring perspectives of crime prevention professionals
regarding implementation of CPTED strategies to address and reduce targeted violence in
K-12 schools. I sought to understand how these strategies can be effectively integrated
into school environments to enhance safety and security. CPTED is a multidisciplinary
approach that is aimed at reducing criminal behaviors and alleviating fear of crime by
strategically applying environmental design principles to physical spaces such as building
layouts, lighting, and landscaping features (Cozens et al., 2005). I aimed to highlight best
practices, challenges, and opportunities for leveraging CPTED principles to create safer
educational settings for students and staff. Additionally, I addressed a critical knowledge
gap by investigating how CPTED principles can be adapted to meet the unique needs of
schools, thereby reducing opportunities for violence, enhancing security, and fostering
positive and safe school climates.

Research Questions
The following research questions were developed to address the identified

research gap:
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RQ1: How do crime prevention professionals perceive the effectiveness of using
CPTED to mitigate targeted violence in K-12 schools?

RQ2: What challenges do crime prevention professionals perceive when using
CPTED to mitigate targeted violence in K-12 schools?

Theoretical Framework for the Study

The situational crime prevention (SCP) theory, a key criminological theory for
preventing violence, was the theoretical framework for this study. Developed in the
1970s, the SCP was widely adopted as a crime deterrence strategy to “increase the risks
and challenges of committing crime while reducing its potential rewards” (Clarke, 1995,
p. 91). Grounded in rational choice and routine activities theories, it involves taking a
pragmatic approach to understanding criminal behavior. Modifying physical
environments can effectively influence and guide individual decisions and actions
(Cozens et al., 2005). Understanding the connection between the physical environment,
human behavior, and targeted violence is crucial for assessing how CPTED strategies can
help reduce violence on school campuses. The core principles of the SCP theory, target
hardening, access control, natural surveillance, and territoriality, closely align with
foundational concepts of CPTED, making it an ideal theoretical foundation for this study.
Chapter 2 includes a more comprehensive analysis of the SCP theory.

Nature of the Study

A generic qualitative research design was used to explore crime prevention

professionals’ perceptions regarding the use of CPTED to reduce targeted violence in K-

12 schools. This methodological approach was chosen for its capacity to facilitate an in-



depth examination of participants’ perspectives, experiences, and insights. In contrast to
more structured qualitative methods, such as phenomenology or grounded theory, the
generic qualitative design was adaptable to comprehensively investigate the research
problem without being constrained by rigid procedural frameworks. This flexibility was
particularly valuable considering the limited body of existing research.

To address the research questions, data were collected through semi-structured,
questionnaire-guided interviews with a purposeful snowball sample of 10 crime
prevention professionals with at least 5 years of experience with crime prevention, safety,
or security. This provided an opportunity to gather rich and detailed data from
participants, allowing for a deeper understanding of their perspectives and experiences.
This approach also provided flexibility during the questioning process, allowing follow-
up questions based on responses. Interview transcripts were analyzed using Braun and
Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis, which is designed to systematically identify,
analyze, and interpret patterns within data.

Definitions

Access Control: Strategies and design elements that regulate, control, and guide
the flow of people into, out of, and within a given environment. This can include features
such as fences, gates, locks, and other physical barriers, as well as more subtle design
elements that influence how people move through and use the space (International Crime

Prevention Through Environmental Design Association, n.d.).



Activity Support: Conscious effort to foster community engagement, social
interaction, and a sense of collective responsibility within designated areas (International
Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design Association, n.d.).

Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED): A multidisciplinary
approach to deterring criminal behavior and reducing the fear of crime by strategically
applying environmental design principles to the built environment (Jeffery, 1971).

Maintenance: The ongoing upkeep and management of the physical environment
to convey a sense of order, ownership, and active management, thereby discouraging
criminal activity (Jeffery, 1971).

Natural Surveillance: Arranging physical features, activities, and people in ways
that maximize the ability to observe and monitor activities in public spaces. This can
include lighting, clear sightlines, and placement of windows and entrances (Amiri et al.,
2019).

Targeted Violence: Attacks or threats of violence that are perpetrated in schools
and other environments driven by an attacker’s motives, grievances, or ideology (Alathari
etal., 2019).

Territoriality: Strategies that cultivate a sense of ownership, responsibility, and
control over a space in order to discourage criminal behavior and encourage prosocial
actions among legitimate users of that environment. This can be accomplished through

symbolic and physical boundary markers (Cozens et al., 2019).



Assumptions

This study involved a few key assumptions. First, it was assumed that the
participants were experts in safety and security initiatives, such as CPTED, making them
uniquely qualified to provide insights regarding relevance, feasibility, and potential
challenges of CPTED in K-12 schools. Their subject matter expertise positioned them to
contribute meaningful perspectives to research. Second, it was assumed that participants
provided honest, thoughtful, and unbiased responses, sharing their experiences and
opinions openly. Lastly, it was assumed that the data reflected broader perceptions of
crime prevention professionals. These assumptions were vital to the study, as they
underscored the critical role of these specialists in terms of shaping and informing
research objectives through their expertise and knowledge.

Scope, Delimitations, and Limitations

This study aimed to fill a critical knowledge gap by examining perceptions of
crime prevention professionals regarding the use of CPTED principles to reduce targeted
violence in K-12 schools. By focusing on perspectives of experienced professionals, I
aimed to leverage their expertise and practical insights. To ensure relevance and depth of
findings, participants had a minimum of 5 years of experience with crime prevention,
safety, or security. Their perspectives provide valuable guidance for future research,
policy decisions, and implementation strategies to enhance school safety through the
strategic application of CPTED principles.

This study had certain limitations primarily arising due to the inherent subjectivity

of qualitative data collection and analysis, which may have led to researcher bias. While
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qualitative research invariably involves interpretation, in order to maintain objectivity, it
is important to acknowledge the potential influence of my perspective as a researcher on
the analysis. To mitigate this, I consciously differentiated my role as a researcher from
my professional expertise with CPTED, ensuring prior knowledge or assumptions did not
influence the findings. Furthermore, the study’s reliance on self-reported data introduced
potential biases, such as social desirability bias (participants skew their responses to
present a more favorable image) or recall bias (participants’ ability to remember or
recount past experiences accurately). These factors could have impacted the accuracy,
completeness, and reliability of the data. Strategies were implemented to strengthen the
study’s validity, including triangulating data with additional sources and maintaining
transparency throughout the analytical process. However, these limitations should be
taken into account when interpreting findings and drawing broader conclusions.
Additionally, the relatively small sample size may limit the generalizability of
findings to the broader population of crime prevention professionals, as a limited number
of participants may not fully represent diverse experiences and opinions across the field. I
focused exclusively on perspectives of crime prevention professionals, which may not
fully capture views or concerns of other key stakeholders such as educators, school
administrators, students, and parents. Each of these groups brings unique perspectives
and experiences that could contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the
topic. It is also important to note that findings may not apply to other school settings or
countries, as differences involving cultural norms, legal frameworks, educational

systems, and societal values can significantly influence the nature and effectiveness of
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crime prevention strategies. These contextual factors highlight the need for further
research to explore how such strategies may vary and adapt across different
environments.
Significance
This study offers significant benefits in terms of crime prevention, education, and
community safety. First, it fills a gap in existing literature by examining perspectives of
crime prevention professionals regarding CPTED implementation in K-12 schools. This
offers insights regarding how CPTED principles can be applied in school environments.
Next, findings enhance understanding of challenges and opportunities associated with
implementing CPTED principles in K-12 schools to prevent targeted violence. By
identifying best practices, research contributes to the development of more effective
strategies for fostering safer school environments, reducing risks of violent incidents, and
promoting the well-being of students and staff. Additionally, the study helps bridge the
gap between theory and practice by offering practical guidance on adapting CPTED
principles to the specific needs of K-12 schools. Findings have the potential to shape
local, state, and national policy decisions, supporting evidence-based resource allocation
and creation of targeted interventions.
Summary
Targeted violence in K-12 schools remains a critical concern, and current
solutions are not adequate to address this complex issue. CPTED strategies, which focus
on modifying physical environments to reduce crime and fear, have shown promise in

various settings. However, research on CPTED’s effectiveness in schools, particularly
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regarding targeted violence, is limited. Using a generic qualitative research design, I
examined the views of crime prevention professionals regarding the use of CPTED
strategies to reduce incidents of targeted violence in K-12 schools. By examining
perceptions of experts, I aimed to provide practical guidance that can be used to make
schools safer.

Chapter 2 includes an in-depth review of literature, focusing on key themes that
are central to this study. I explore the issue of targeted violence in K-12 schools, core
principles and strategies of CPTED, and implementation within educational
environments. Additionally, I identify notable gaps and limitations in research. Chapter 3
includes an outline of the study methodology, research design, participant selection
process, data collection methods, and data analysis techniques. I explain the rationale for
the chosen approach, ethical considerations, and steps to ensure accuracy and validity
during the research process.

Chapter 4 includes an in-depth analysis of the study's findings, including a
detailed examination of key themes that emerged from interviews and observations. |
explore participants’ perceptions, personal experiences, and insights, revealing valuable
perspectives regarding the complexities of issues. In Chapter 5, I synthesize key themes
to draw meaningful conclusions and critically examine how they relate to current
literature and broader implications. I emphasize how these insights can inform policy
decisions and practical interventions, particularly in terms of crime prevention and school

safety. Special attention is given to applying these findings to create safer school
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environments and develop more effective strategies to address crime and its impacts on

communities.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Since 2005, the frequency and severity of targeted violence in K-12 schools have
risen significantly, becoming a critical concern for educators, law enforcement, and the
general public (Turanovic & Siennick, 2022). While comprehensive data on these
incidents is often delayed and incomplete, recent findings from sources such as the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the K-12 School Shooting Database,
and other government reports shed light on the complexity of this growing issue. For
instance, the latest NCES data show that during the 2021-2022school year, 75% of public
schools reported at least one violent incident, with 29% experiencing serious violent
crimes such as rape, sexual assault, robbery, and aggravated assault. Additionally, 3%
reported at least one incident related to hate crimes (Burr et al., 2024). During 2023, 350
incidents were reported on K-12 campuses, resulting in 249 injuries and fatalities.
Numbers for 2024 included 332 incidents, resulting in 267 injuries and fatalities. In just
the first 6 months of 2025, there have already been 119 incidents (Riedman, 2025). These
statistics highlight the diverse forms of violence that occur on K-12 school campuses,
emphasizing the urgent need for more effective prevention strategies and a deeper
exploration of underlying factors driving school violence.

Targeted violence incidents shatter perceptions that schools are safe, leaving
students, parents, and educators feeling vulnerable, anxious, and scared. Often, the
immediate and resounding response is to intensify school security with target-hardening
measures, such as locking buildings, installing metal detectors and security cameras,

employing armed security officers, having children carry bulletproof backpacks, and even
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having teachers carry firearms (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2020). While these approaches
may offer an immediate response and create a perceived sense of security, the
effectiveness of these measures in terms of preventing targeted school violence remains
debated. A recurring theme in the literature highlights that physical target-hardening
security measures often negatively impact school environments. In some cases, these
measures have even been linked to rises in school crime and violence (Lamoreaux &
Sulkowski, 2019). Researchers and practitioners have called for more comprehensive and
evidence-based approaches to school safety and violence prevention, shifting the focus
from target-hardening to emphasizing both physical and psychological aspects of safety.
Addressing school violence is a complex challenge that requires holistic,
comprehensive, and evidence-based strategies for both prevention and intervention.
CPTED has gained recognition as a highly effective approach to reducing crime in
various settings. Using practical and proactive tactics, such as enhancing natural
surveillance, limiting access control, and maintaining spaces, CPTED involves modifying
built environments to reduce opportunities for criminal and violent behaviors (Shariati,
2021). CPTED has successfully reduced crime in various settings, including residential
areas, public spaces, commercial and government buildings, and college campuses
(Armitage & Monchuk, 2017; Shariati, 2021). However, there is a notable gap in studies
exploring the implementation and effectiveness of CPTED strategies within the specific
context of K-12 schools, particularly in terms of addressing targeted acts of violence (Lee

et al., 2023; Vagi et al., 2018).
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This chapter includes a thorough analysis and synthesis of existing research on
targeted violence in K-12 schools, strategies for prevention, and the role of CPTED as
both an alternative and complementary approach to enhancing school safety. I outline the
literature search methodology, steps to identify and evaluate relevant studies, and the
theoretical framework. By integrating insights from prior research with a focus on
practical applications, I seek to contribute meaningfully to ongoing efforts to create safer
and more secure learning environments.

Literature Search Strategy

Information was gathered through a comprehensive review of peer-reviewed
journal articles, government and industry reports, and other academic publications. I used
the following keywords: K-12 school violence, school shootings, targeted violence,
targeted acts of violence, school crime, school security, school safety, crime prevention,
environmental design, crime prevention through environmental design, and CPTED. 1
used the following databases: ProQuest Central, Criminal Justice, PsycINFO, Taylor and
Francis Online, SAGE Journals, ERIC, Thoreau via the Walden University Library, and
Google Scholar.

I searched for sources that were published between 2021 and 2025, emphasizing
the most recent and relevant scholarly work. However, given the critical nature of the
subject, older sources were also included if they were highly influential and relevant to
the field. Due to limited research on directly applying CPTED in K-12 school settings, a
key strategy for the literature search involved analyzing reference lists of sources. Each

source was rigorously evaluated for quality, validity, and reliability, with careful
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consideration of research methodologies, sampling techniques, and data analysis
methods.
Theoretical Foundation

Theoretical frameworks form the cornerstone of any research study, providing
logical and evidence-based explanations for real-world phenomena. They help structure
events, uncover underlying causes, predict future outcomes, and reveal deeper insights
into their nature and significance (Grant & Osanloo, 2015). As such, the theoretical
foundation of a study is crucial in informing research design and methodology, guiding
data collection and analysis, and interpreting findings. This comprehensive literature
review is grounded in the Situational Crime Prevention Theory (SCP), which serves as
the primary theoretical framework for applying CPTED in K-12 school settings to
prevent targeted violence.

Situational crime prevention (SCP) is a crime reduction strategy that “seeks to
reduce opportunities for specific categories of crime by increasing the associated risks
and difficulties and reducing the rewards” (Clarke, 1995, p. 91). According to Clarke
(1995), SCP differs from other criminological perspectives, in that it focuses on the
situational aspects of the environment, rather than the characteristics of the offender.
Drawing upon rational choice and routine activities theories, SCP posits that crime is
neither random nor solely the result of deep-seated social causes (Freilich & Greene-
Colozzi, 2024). Instead, crime occurs when motivated offenders encounter suitable
targets in the absence of capable guardians. Thus, SCP strategies aim to modify the

physical environment to make criminal acts more difficult and less rewarding, ultimately
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discouraging potential offenders. The foundation of CPTED rests on the belief that the

design and management of the built environment can influence human behavior and
reduce the likelihood of crime (Cozens & Love, 2015).

The SCP theory originated in research conducted by the British Government's
Criminological Research Department in the 1970s (Lee, 2010). This research revealed
that many crimes were opportunistic and influenced by immediate situational factors,
rather than being the result of broader social or psychological conditions (Freilich &
Greene-Colozzi, 2024). Ronald Clarke, a renowned criminologist, is widely recognized
for introducing the term "situational crime prevention" in the early 1980s, a concept that
gained momentum as evidence accumulated supporting its effectiveness in reducing
various types of crime. This approach eventually paved the way for the development of
CPTED, as subsequent research built on Clarke's work demonstrated that modifying the
physical environment through strategies such as enhanced surveillance, access control,
and territorial reinforcement can significantly lower crime rates across different contexts
(Lee et al., 2023; Shariati, 2021; Shariati & Guerette, 2019).

The situational crime prevention theory provides essential insights into applying
CPTED principles in K-12 schools to reduce the risk of targeted violence. By
understanding how environmental factors influence the occurrence of targeted acts,
school administrators and security personnel can implement proactive measures to deter
potential offenders and create safer learning environments. Restricting access to school
buildings through controlled entry points, upgrading surveillance systems to detect

suspicious activity, and clearly defining territorial boundaries can significantly reduce
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opportunities for violence while increasing the perceived risk for potential offenders
(Sakina, 2020). Research indicates that modifying the physical environment, such as
strategically placing windows to enhance natural surveillance, improving lighting to
boost visibility, and designing landscaping to eliminate hiding spots, can foster a stronger
sense of safety and effectively deter potential attackers (Cozens et al., 2005; Lee, 2010).
Although limited, the existing literature on applying environmental design
principles to prevent crime and targeted violence in schools suggests that these strategies
can significantly enhance safety and security within educational settings (Chiu et al.,
2020; Lee, 2010; Tilley & Sidebottom, 2014). These principles, often categorized under
CPTED, involve careful planning and management of the physical environment to reduce
opportunities for harmful behavior while fostering a sense of control and community. By
examining the design and management of school buildings, grounds, and surrounding
areas, researchers and educators can identify environmental factors that may contribute to
or mitigate the risk of targeted violence (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2019, 2020). For
example, ensuring clear sightlines, controlling access points, maintaining well-lit spaces,
and promoting natural surveillance are key strategies that can deter potential threats and
create safer school environments. As schools continue to prioritize student safety,
understanding and implementing these design principles become increasingly critical in

addressing risks proactively (Lee et al., 2023).
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Literature Review Related to Key Concepts

Understanding Targeted Violence in K-12 Schools

K-12 schools encounter a wide range of challenging behaviors throughout the
academic year, including bullying, theft, vandalism, physical assaults, gang activity, and
incidents involving weapons (Mayer & Astor, 2022). Among these concerns, targeted
violence emerges as a particularly critical issue that demands dedicated attention. As a
specific subset of school violence, targeted violence includes severe acts, such as issuing
serious threats against students, staff, or the broader school community, bringing
weapons onto school grounds, committing aggravated assaults, and carrying out school
shootings (U.S. Secret Service National Threat Assessment Center, 2021). According to
the U.S. Secret Service National Threat Assessment Center (2021), these incidents are
premeditated, intentional acts of violence or harm directed toward specific individuals,
groups, or communities, such as a school campus. While targeted violence on school
campuses is relatively rare (Turaknovic & Siennick, 2022), research reveals that they
have steadily risen over the past 50 years (Joseph et al., 2024).

This troubling trend highlights the pressing need for educators, researchers, and
policymakers to thoroughly examine the root causes of these violent acts and implement
effective, evidence-based solutions to address this urgent issue. The impact of such
incidents is far-reaching, sending shock waves through school communities with
devastating consequences. They instill fear, cause deep emotional trauma, and severely
disrupt the learning environment. These challenges weigh heavily on students, teachers,

and administrators as they strive to maintain a safe and supportive learning environment
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(Nickerson et al., 2021). Although these events are relatively rare, their far-reaching and
lasting impact underscores the critical importance of a comprehensive and multifaceted
strategy to prevent and address targeted violence in K-12 schools.

Understanding the factors that contribute to targeted violence in K-12 schools is
crucial for developing effective prevention and intervention strategies. Research
highlights that individuals responsible for such acts often display various risk factors,
including trauma, exposure to violence, mental health challenges, and insufficient access
to appropriate support systems and resources (Eisenbraun, 2007; Reddy et al., 2001;
Turanovic & Siennick, 2022; Verlinden et al., 2000). Additionally, feelings of social
isolation, personal grievances, rejection, or marginalization can significantly contribute to
an individual’s propensity for violence (Murakami et al., 2006; O’Toole, 2020; Reddy et
al., 2013). A recent report from the National Institute of Justice highlights that delinquent
and antisocial behavior is the strongest indicator of school violence, followed closely by
mental health challenges and peer rejection (Turanovic & Siennick, 2022). These risk
factors can increase an individual's likelihood of engaging in targeted acts of violence,
particularly when combined with additional social and environmental influences.

An additional factor that can contribute to targeted violence is the school’s
climate and culture. The literature indicates that schools characterized by high levels of
bullying, discrimination, and a lack of inclusivity may inadvertently create environments
that escalate tensions and provide a breeding ground for potential violence (Cox-Wingo
& Poirier, 2019). According to studies conducted by Jonson et al. (2018) and Nickerson

et al. (2021), schools with negative climates and cultures often struggle with issues such
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as student and staff disrespect, inadequate conflict resolution, and a general lack of
support for students' emotional and social needs. These factors can further isolate
vulnerable students and increase their likelihood of resorting to violence as a means of
addressing their grievances or seeking attention. Furthermore, schools located in
disadvantaged and high-crime areas tend to exhibit higher rates of serious violence
(Turanovic & Siennick, 2022).

On the other hand, research shows that school environments that promote a
positive, supportive, and inclusive environment, characterized by respectful relationships,
effective communication, and strong mental health support, can act as a protective factor
and reduce the likelihood of targeted violence (Bradshaw & Cohen, 2021; Jonson et al.,
2018; Turanovic & Siennick, 2022). A study conducted by Bradshaw and Cohen (2021)
found that schools that actively cultivate a positive climate experience lower rates of
violence, bullying, and other forms of antisocial behavior. When students feel connected,
supported, and valued within their school community, they are less likely to experience
feelings of isolation or marginalization that may contribute to violent behavior.
Moreover, when schools prioritize proactive measures, such as implementing anti-
bullying programs, promoting diversity and inclusion, and offering comprehensive
mental health services, they create a safer and more supportive environment for all
students (Favre et al., 2024).

Research on targeted violence in K-12 schools highlights the importance of
understanding the complex causes and risk factors behind such incidents. While these

acts of violence may be rare, they are rarely simple, stemming from a combination of
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individual, social, and environmental influences (Turanovic & Siennick, 2022).
Effectively addressing this issue requires a deeper, more nuanced approach that considers
its interconnected elements to craft a comprehensive solution. This approach should
extend beyond immediate physical security concerns to prioritize the broader social and
emotional well-being of students. Moreover, strategies must be tailored to the unique
needs of each school and community, addressing specific risk factors while fostering
positive, supportive school environments (Lenhardt et al., 2010; Maring & Koblinsky,
2013).
Current Strategies to Manage School-Based Violence

To combat the threat of targeted violence in K-12 schools, a range of strategies
have been adopted to enhance safety and prevent incidents. These measures include
strengthening physical security with locks, surveillance systems, and controlled access
points; deploying security personnel, such as school resource officers, to monitor
campuses; implementing both zero-tolerance policies and positive behavioral intervention
programs; utilizing threat assessment tools and reporting systems to identify risks early;
and conducting regular safety drills; and emergency preparedness training for students
and staff (Cornell et al., 2021). Arming school personnel has also been proposed, but
remains a divisive and controversial topic (Jackson et al., 2023). Each of these strategies
seeks to foster a safer school environment. However, according to the literature, their
effectiveness and impact on students' well-being continue to be closely examined and

debated (Cornell et al., 2021; Nickerson et al., 2021).
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Physical Security Measures

Enhancing physical security, also known as “target hardening,” is a common
strategy employed by schools to prevent violence and other threats. This involves
implementing measures that make it more difficult for potential aggressors to access
school buildings and carry out attacks (Green, 2020). Some of the most common physical
security measures include controlling access, installing surveillance technology, using
metal detectors, and implementing emergency alert systems. Target hardening measures
are designed to deter potential attackers, delay or prevent their entry into the school, and
improve the ability of school staff and law enforcement to respond effectively in the
event of an incident (Moore et al., 2021). While these measures can help deter some
threats and provide a sense of security, researchers have raised significant concerns about
their overall effectiveness and unintended consequences.

Two significant studies have explored the effectiveness of physical security
measures in schools. Jennings et al. (2011) conducted a nationwide study involving 954
U.S. high schools to evaluate whether measures like surveillance cameras, closed-circuit
television systems, metal detectors, and access control devices effectively reduced
violence on campus. Their results revealed that these physical security measures had
minimal to no impact on mitigating school crime or targeted violence. Similarly, Tanner-
Smith et al. (2018) analyzed data from the School Survey on Crime and Safety to assess
the influence of visible security tools, such as surveillance cameras, metal detectors, and

security personnel, on students' exposure to violence. While these measures may offer a
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sense of security, the study found they had little to no effect on actually reducing
incidents of school violence, including targeted attacks.

Researchers, including Flannery et al. (2021) and Lamoreaux and Sulkowski
(2019, 2020), warn that relying too heavily on physical security measures in schools,
such as metal detectors, surveillance cameras, and armed guards, can create a false sense
of security. While these tools may deter some threats, they often fail to address the
underlying issues that contribute to school violence. This overemphasis on physical
safety can lead to complacency in other critical areas, such as investing in mental health
support, student counseling services, and comprehensive violence prevention programs
that focus on early intervention. Without a balanced approach that prioritizes both
physical and emotional safety, schools risk neglecting the root causes of violence, such as
bullying, social isolation, and mental health struggles, leaving students vulnerable despite
the presence of visible security measures (Brissett et al., 2025; Lamoreaux & L.
Sulkowski, 2019; Robinson et al., 2025).

Physical security measures in schools can also have an unintentional negative
impact on students, staff, and the overall school atmosphere (Steiner et al., 2021). While
some students and school staff have reported feeling safer with security measures, such as
locked doors and perimeter fencing (Mowen & Freng, 2018), excessive use of target
hardening measures can create a punitive, fortress-like environment that can create
anxiety and fear among students and staff (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2019). In such
environments, students may feel isolated, monitored, and mistrusted. This, in turn,

undermines the sense of community that is essential for fostering a positive and
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supportive school climate (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2020). Perumean-Chaney and
Sutton (2013), using data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health,
explored how highly visible security measures influence students’ perceptions of safety
and fear of victimization. Their findings revealed that the presence of large locking
mechanisms on doors, metal detectors, and security officers on patrol heightened
students’ concerns about safety, an issue exacerbated by the prevalence of other visible
security measures within the school environment (Mowen & Freng, 2018).
Security Personnel

The presence of security personnel in schools, particularly school resource
officers (SROs), has become increasingly prevalent in recent years, sparking ongoing
debate and scrutiny regarding their role and impact. SROs are sworn law enforcement
officers assigned to schools, responsible for maintaining order, preventing crime, and
ensuring the safety of students and staff (Paige & Bushway, 2024). Their primary goal is
to deter potential threats and respond swiftly and effectively to incidents as they arise.
However, the literature has produced mixed findings regarding the impact of SROs on
school safety and student well-being (Cornell et al., 2021; Edwards & Edwards, 2024).

Some studies have found that security personnel can help reduce disruptive
behaviors and lower the incidence of violent incidents on school campuses (Highberger et
al., 2022). By establishing a visible presence, SROs may deter potential offenders and
provide a sense of security for students and staff. Jonson and her colleagues (2018) found
that security officers were related to an increased perception of safety among students in

middle and high schools. Additionally, SROs can serve as valuable resources for students
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and school staff, providing guidance, mentorship, and support in addressing conflicts and
behavioral issues (Gottfredson et al., 2020). However, other research suggests that the
presence of SROs may not always lead to improved school safety outcomes.

While the presence of SROs may offer certain benefits, such as deterring potential
threats and providing rapid response capabilities, it is essential to consider the potential
drawbacks and unintended consequences associated with their presence in schools.
Critics argue that SROs have little to no effect on the overall safety and security of school
environments and may even contribute to a heightened sense of fear and anxiety (Mowen
& Freng, 2018). Paige and Bushway (2024) and Gottfredson et al. (2020) explored the
impact of SROs on exclusionary disciplinary practices. Their findings reveal that schools
with SROs experience higher rates of student suspensions and expulsions compared to
those managed solely by school administrators. An additional concern is that the presence
of SROs in schools can disproportionately affect students from marginalized
communities, leading to increased rates of disciplinary actions and involvement in the
juvenile justice system (Edwards & Edwards, 2024; Gottfredson et al., 2020).

Arming School Personnel

Following the 2018 Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School shooting, a public
commission investigating the tragedy recommended arming teachers (Romo, 2019). The
proposal suggests that training and authorizing teachers or school staff to carry concealed
firearms on campus could serve as both a deterrent and a means to swiftly respond to
active shooter incidents. Proponents of this approach argue that armed teachers can act as

immediate responders, potentially saving lives during a crisis when law enforcement
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response times may be delayed. In fact, twenty-eight states now permit school security
officers to carry firearms, and at least 466 school districts in 19 states allow teachers or
staff members to be armed (Jonson et al., 2021).

Critics have raised serious concerns about the concept of arming school staff,
warning that introducing more firearms into schools could heighten the risk of accidents,
unintentional shootings, and the escalation of minor conflicts into deadly incidents
(Flannery et al., 2021; Jonson et al., 2021). Opponents argue that expecting teachers, who
are already burdened with numerous responsibilities, to undergo extensive training and
maintain the skills required to safely manage firearms during an active shooter situation,
is both impractical and unreasonable (Jonson et al., 2021; Jackson et al., 2023).
Furthermore, they point out that accidental discharges, mishandling of firearms, and the
potential for weapons to fall into the wrong hands pose significant dangers in a school
environment (Jonson et al., 2021).

Security Drills

Since the tragic Columbine High School shooting in 1999, security drills have
become an integral part of school safety protocols. The Columbine Review Commission
credited lockdown procedures with saving the lives of students and teachers during the
incident, highlighting their critical role in crisis situations (Schildkraut et al., 2023).
Today, over 95% of U.S. public K-12 schools incorporate these drills into their
preparedness strategies, aiming to protect students and staff from active shooter
scenarios, natural disasters, and other threats (Nickerson et al., 2021; Schildkraut et al.,

2023). These drills focus on practicing lockdowns, evacuation routes, and other
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emergency responses to ensure a higher level of readiness in the event of an actual
incident.

Research shows that lockdown drills and emergency training are vital for
equipping students and school staff to handle crises such as lockdowns, evacuations, and
shelter-in-place situations. Regular practice helps participants internalize safety protocols,
leading to quicker and more effective responses during real emergencies (ElSherief et al.,
2021; Schildkraut et al., 2023). In their study, Schildkraut et al. (2023) examined the
effects of lockdowns and security drills on school safety and preparedness. The results
revealed that schools with well-implemented drills saw significantly improved
emergency outcomes, including a 60% reduction in casualties. However, research also
suggests that the effectiveness of lockdowns and other security drills can vary
considerably depending on the nature and specifics of the incident (Jonson et al., 2018;
Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020). Therefore, it is essential for schools to regularly review,
update, and adapt their emergency plans and drills based on lessons learned and evolving
best practices.

There are growing concerns that school safety drills, while well-intentioned, may
inadvertently have negative effects on students and staff, potentially increasing anxiety
and fear (Schildkraut et al., 2019). For instance, at Franklin High School in Ohio, law
enforcement officers fired a shotgun and rifle multiple times inside the building to
simulate a real-world scenario, compelling students and staff to respond accordingly
(Richter, 2019). In another case in Indiana, teachers were shot with plastic pellets during

a training exercise (Zraick, 2019). Such excessively realistic drills have sparked criticism,
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with some arguing they may do more harm than good by traumatizing participants. While
drills and training are undoubtedly crucial for enhancing school safety, their design and
execution must be carefully evaluated to balance preparedness with the well-being of
those involved.

Zero-Tolerance Policies

In response to growing concerns about school violence, many schools implement
zero-tolerance policies. Initially created in the 1990s to combat drug use and weapon
possession on campuses, zero-tolerance policies have been broadened to cover a variety
of incidents and involve strict disciplinary actions for any behavior deemed threatening or
disruptive (Magor-Blatch, 2011). While proponents argue these policies send a clear
message that violence and misbehavior will not be tolerated, critics are worried about
their potential for being overly punitive and harmful. These policies impose
predetermined punishments without considering context or intent, often resulting in
increased suspensions, expulsions, and involvement with the juvenile justice system
(Green, 2020).

Cornell, Mayer, and Sulkowski (2021), among other critics, argue that such harsh
punishments can have serious consequences, including increased behavioral issues, lower
academic achievement, and a higher risk of school dropout. In one instance highlighted
by the American Psychological Association's 2008 report, a 10-year-old girl discovered a
small knife in her lunchbox, which her mother had placed there to cut an apple. Although
she promptly handed the knife to her teacher, she was expelled for possessing a weapon

on school grounds. In another case, a teenager was expelled for breaking school rules by



31

using a cell phone to speak with his mother. His mother, a deployed soldier in Iraq, had
not spoken to him in 30 days. Such instances highlight the rigidity and potential
unfairness of zero-tolerance policies, raising questions about their effectiveness and
impact on student well-being (Farberman, 2006).

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS)

PBIS is a proactive framework designed to promote positive behavior and prevent
problematic behaviors in schools (Girvan et al., 2021). According to the Center on PBIS
(2025), PBIS is a comprehensive approach that uses data-driven decision-making to
create school-wide systems that support the academic, social, emotional, and behavioral
success of all students. This approach focuses on teaching and reinforcing desired
behaviors, providing tiered interventions based on individual student needs, and
promoting social-emotional learning. Recognized as a more effective and constructive
alternative to traditional zero-tolerance policies, PBIS has been widely adopted by
schools seeking to foster healthier learning environments (Girvan et al., 2021; Green,
2020).

Unlike zero-tolerance approaches, which often impose strict punishments, PBIS
takes a more thoughtful and supportive approach to addressing student misbehavior. By
focusing on root causes and offering preventive support, it helps reduce future incidents
while encouraging lasting positive change (Casella, 2003; Cornell et al., 2021). Studies
have demonstrated the effectiveness of PBIS in improving school climate, enhancing
academic performance, reducing disciplinary incidents, and fostering a more positive

learning environment (Lee & Gage, 2020; Nickerson et al., 2021). Lee and Gage (2020)
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conducted a meta-analysis using randomized controlled trials and found that schools
implementing PBIS experienced an average of 20% fewer office discipline referrals and a
15% decrease in suspensions. Additionally, Mclntosh and his colleagues (2021)
conducted a quasi-experimental study on school-wide PBIS implementation, finding
statistically significant improvements in school outcomes, including a decrease in
exclusionary discipline, improved ratings of school climate, and increased perceptions of
school safety.
Behavioral Threat Assessment and Reporting Systems

Behavioral threat assessment and reporting systems are increasingly being
implemented in schools alongside the PBIS approach. Both approaches allow for the
identification and evaluation of potential threats, while connecting students who display
concerning behaviors to appropriate interventions and support services, significantly
reducing the likelihood of violence (Bartlett, 2023; Cornell, 2023). Shortly after the
Parkland school shooting in 2018, the U.S. Secret Service National Threat Assessment
Center (NTAC), in partnership with the U.S. Department of Education, released the guide
Enhancing School Safety Using a Threat Assessment Model. This comprehensive
resource outlines an 8-step process for creating an effective targeted violence prevention
plan. Key elements include forming a multidisciplinary threat assessment team,
identifying concerning behaviors, and implementing tailored intervention and
management strategies to address each student's unique needs (NTAC, 2018).

A recent report by the NTAC (2023) presents findings from an extensive five-year

study examining 173 targeted attacks that took place between 2016 and 2020 in public or
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semi-public spaces across the U.S., including businesses, schools, houses of worship, and
open public areas. The analysis revealed that nearly 90% of attackers exhibited
concerning behaviors before their actions, while over 75% had documented histories of
criminal charges, mental health struggles, or substance abuse issues (NTAC, 2023).
These findings underscore the importance of proactive behavioral threat assessments in
identifying and mitigating potential threats before they escalate into acts of violence.
However, the literature also highlights criticisms of threat assessment systems,
particularly in terms of equity and potential for discriminatory practices, increased law
enforcement involvement, and negative impacts on school climate (Conwell & Elam,
2024; Silva & Madfis, 2025). Such criticism underscores the importance of thoughtful
implementation, ongoing evaluation, and a commitment to equity and fairness in these
systems.
Implications of Targeted Violence at K-12 Schools

Research demonstrates that targeted violence on K-12 school campuses has
profound, far-reaching, and lasting impacts. Beyond the immediate physical harm, such
incidents can severely disrupt the learning environment, heighten anxiety and fear among
students and staff, and undermine the overall sense of safety and security (Moore et al.,
2021). Studies by Mayer and Astor (2022) and Flannery et al. (2021) reveal that students
often experience heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress
following violent events like school shootings. These incidents also contribute to a
decline in academic performance and student engagement. For school personnel, the

aftermath of violence can bring significant challenges, including emotional distress,
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increased workloads, burnout, and ongoing fears about their ability to protect both
themselves and their students (Cuellar, 2016; Highberger et al., 2022; Silva & Greene-
Colozzi, 2022).

In addition, the economic costs of school violence are substantial, encompassing a
wide range of expenses, including investments in security measures, such as surveillance
systems, metal detectors, and additional personnel, to ensure campus safety (Cornell et
al., 2021; Moore et al., 2021). Costs also include increased mental health services and
counseling for affected students, staff, and families, as well as any legal proceedings
related to incidents that occur on school grounds. Furthermore, the broader economic
impact extends into the surrounding community, where school violence can lead to
decreased property values and reduced economic activity (Glover, 2023; Turanovic &
Siennick, 2022). Families may become reluctant to send their children to schools in
affected areas, and local businesses may suffer as community members become less
inclined to frequent establishments near troubled schools. This ripple effect underscores
the profound and far-reaching impact of school violence, affecting both individual lives
and the broader well-being of communities (Smarrelli et al., 2024).

Over the past two decades, school systems nationwide have widely adopted the
safety and security measures discussed. However, their effectiveness and potential
unintended consequences remain subjects of ongoing debate. Research by Conwell and
Elam (2024), Flannery et al. (2021), and Steiner et al. (2024) all suggest that many
security measures employed in K-12 schools lack empirical evaluation or yield

inconsistent and contradictory results. For example, while measures like controlled access
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to buildings and active shooter drills are intended to enhance safety, critics argue they can
also contribute to a heightened sense of fear and anxiety among students, creating a
punitive and unwelcoming school climate (Fisher et al., 2018). Moreover, research
indicates that the presence of security officers in schools does not necessarily deter
school shootings or reduce violence (Nickerson et al., 2021). Despite the lack of
conclusive evidence supporting the effectiveness of many school security measures,
schools have continued to substantially invest in them (Mowen & Freng, 2018).

Further research is crucial to assess and enhance these measures through
evidence-based strategies that ensure school safety is addressed comprehensively and
effectively. These strategies must address the complex and multifaceted nature of school
violence, including prevention, intervention, and response efforts (Cornell et al., 2021;
Mayer et al., 2021; Nickerson et al., 2021). The literature emphasizes the importance of
adopting a holistic, comprehensive approach that combines strong and reliable physical
security measures with proactive prevention strategies aimed at addressing underlying
issues that contribute to violence (Cornell et al., 2021; Mayer & Astor, 2023; Mowen &
Freng, 2018).

Exploring Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design

Crime prevention through environmental design, or CPTED, is a strategy that
focuses on designing and managing the physical environment in ways that deter crime
and promote safety. Rooted in situational crime prevention theory, which posits that
crime is not simply the result of social factors, but also of opportunities presented by the

environment, CPTED aims to reduce these opportunities by manipulating the built
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environment (Armitage & Monchuk, 2017; Cozens et al., 2005). This approach

recognizes the interplay between human behavior and the physical environment, seeking
to create spaces that are both functional and secure through strategies such as enhancing
natural surveillance, strengthening territoriality, controlling access, and improving target
hardening (Cozens et al., 2005). The core principles of CPTED have gained global
recognition as an increasingly popular crime prevention strategy, supported by
governments across Europe, North America, and Australia (Cozens & Love, 2015;
International CPTED Association, 2022).
CPTED Origins and Evolution

The origins of CPTED can be traced back to the work of urban planners,
architects, and criminologists in the 1960s, who began to recognize the influence of urban
design and the physical environment on crime rates and public safety (Cozens & Love,
2015). These professionals began exploring methods to design and organize the built
environment in ways that would deter criminal activities and enhance the quality of life
for both individuals and the community. Early pioneers, such as Jane Jacobs (1961),
through her influential book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, underscored
the importance of dynamic, mixed-use neighborhoods featuring lively community
engagement. Jacobs (1961) believed these elements foster natural surveillance, also
known as the "eyes on the street," which can effectively deter crime and promote
community safety.

C. Ray Jeffery, an American criminologist, is credited with coining the term

"crime prevention through environmental design" in his 1971 book, Crime Prevention
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Through Environmental Design. Jeffery (1971) argued that traditional crime prevention
methods were inadequate because they focused primarily on law enforcement and
punishment. He suggested that more consideration should be given to how the physical
environment influences criminal behavior, so the environment could be modified to
actually prevent crime. Jeffery (1971) believed that modifications to the environment,
which fostered natural surveillance, controlled access, and reinforced territoriality, would
create spaces less conducive to crime, thereby enhancing the perception of safety and
community ownership. These pioneering insights laid the groundwork for what is now
known as first-generation CPTED (Cozens et al., 2005).

Building on Jeffery's work, architect and urban planner Oscar Newman (1973)
introduced the influential concept of "Defensible Space" in his book, Defensible Space.
Newman’s theory underscores how physical design can foster a sense of ownership and
territorial control among residents, thereby deterring crime. He suggested that crime
could be reduced by creating environments that residents could easily defend, through
features such as clearly defined property lines, natural surveillance opportunities, and
strategically located gathering spaces that encouraged interaction and a sense of
community (Newman, 1973). Wilson and Kelling (1982) further contributed to the
discussion on crime and the influence of the environment through their "Broken
Windows" theory. This theory uses the analogy to illustrate how ignoring small
problems, such as a broken window, graffiti on a building, or overflowing trash, can
create an environment that encourages further crime and antisocial behavior (Lee et al.,

2023; Vasquez et al., 2021).
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Over the decades, CPTED's principles and applications have evolved, expanding
from an initial focus on the physical environment to incorporate a more holistic and
comprehensive understanding of the interplay among social, psychological, and physical
factors (Cozens & Love, 2015; Johnson et al., 2014). First-generation CPTED primarily
focused on manipulating the physical design and layout of the built environment to
reduce both the fear of crime and actual opportunities for crime (Cozens & Love, 2015).
This was accomplished by designing or enhancing the physical environment to increase
visibility or natural observation, using physical or design elements to define and control
access, and creating a sense of ownership and territoriality. This first generation thought
process established what has become the core principles of the CPTED approach: natural
surveillance, access control, territorial reinforcement, space management, and activity
support. These principles provide a foundational framework for reducing criminal
opportunities by modifying the physical environment (National Crime Prevention
Council, 2003).

Second-generation CPTED emerged as a response to the limitations of the first-
generation approach, which was criticized for placing too much emphasis on physical
design and neglecting the social contexts in which crime occurs (Armitage & Ekblom,
2019; Cozens & Love, 2015). Second-generation CPTED acknowledges that crime is
influenced not only by environmental factors, but also by social factors such as poverty,
unemployment, and social isolation (International CPTED Association, 2022). Therefore,
it is vital to integrate social factors, such as community culture and engagement, social

cohesion, and place management, into CPTED strategies (Cozens et al., 2005; Mihinjac
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& Saville, 2019). In a systematic review of CPTED and its impact on quality of life,

Songole (2024) emphasized the importance of recognizing that second-generation
CPTED should be viewed as a supplement to first-generation CPTED, not a replacement,
thereby creating a more comprehensive approach. The rise of second-generation CPTED
reflects a growing awareness that the physical environment is just one piece of the puzzle
when it comes to preventing crime (Mihinjac & Saville, 2019).

More recently, the concept of third-generation CPTED has emerged, focusing on
a more holistic view that incorporates broader aspects of sustainability, including
environmental, public health, economic, and social considerations, as well as their impact
on crime and safety (Gibson, 2016; Mihinjac & Saville, 2019). This generation of
CPTED recognizes that issues such as poverty, urban sprawl, housing, transportation, and
a lack of resources can contribute to crime and should be addressed within the framework
of crime prevention strategies (Mihinjac & Saville, 2019; Zhang et al., 2023). Third-
generation CPTED also acknowledges the potential of technologies such as surveillance
cameras, smart lighting, and data analytics to enhance crime prevention efforts.
Furthermore, it underscores the importance of creating environmentally sustainable and
resilient communities through strategies such as green infrastructure and energy-efficient
building designs (Cozens et al., 2015; Mihinjac & Saville, 2019; Zhang et al., 2023).
CPTED Principles and Strategies

CPTED has undergone significant evolution over three generations, expanding its
focus to encompass a diverse range of social, physical, and psychological factors that

influence crime and safety. While it began with an emphasis on physical design, CPTED
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now integrates strategies that promote community well-being, enhance perceptions of
safety, and strengthen social connections within shared spaces. Despite this progression,
its foundational principles remain unchanged, serving as the cornerstone of its success.
These five core principles, natural surveillance, access control, territorial reinforcement,
management, and activity support, provide a clear framework for designing environments
that deter crime. Together, they make CPTED a dynamic and adaptable tool for fostering
safer, more connected communities (International CPTED Association, 2022).
Natural Surveillance

Natural surveillance, a key principle of CPTED, focuses on creating spaces where
activities can be easily observed without relying on specialized security systems. Jeffery
(2013) suggests that spaces that are designed to prioritize natural surveillance can
effectively deter potential offenders. By strategically placing windows and doors,
ensuring adequate lighting, and maintaining clear sightlines, designs can enhance
visibility, eliminate blind spots, and ultimately reduce opportunities for crime (Liu et al.,
2025). While the concept of natural surveillance initially focused on the ability of
legitimate users of a space to observe their surroundings, it has expanded to encompass
formal and mechanical methods of surveillance, such as CCTV security cameras. When
integrated thoughtfully with natural surveillance strategies, technology can serve as a
powerful force multiplier, extending the reach and effectiveness of traditional methods
(Amiri & Crain, 2019; Seifi et al., 2019).

Natural surveillance plays a crucial role in fostering a sense of safety and security

for legitimate users of public and shared spaces. When individuals feel secure in their
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surroundings, they are more likely to actively participate in community activities,
creating a lively presence that inherently discourages criminal behavior. This concept
aligns with Jacobs’ “eyes on the street” theory (Bako et al., 2020; Seifi et al., 2019),
which highlights the significance of active observation in public spaces as a means of
maintaining order and safety. Research highlights natural surveillance as one of the most
effective crime prevention strategies, with numerous studies demonstrating that areas
designed for visibility and community engagement tend to experience lower crime rates
(Amiri & Crain, 2019; Seifi et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2016). The mere perception of being
seen acts as a powerful psychological deterrent for potential offenders, reducing their
likelihood of engaging in unlawful acts (Bako et al., 2020; Seifi et al., 2019; Shariati,
2021).

Casteel and Peek-Asa (2000) found that natural surveillance measures in
commercial convenience stores, such as well-lit public areas, unobstructed views into the
store, and strategic placement of the cash register, were linked to lower rates of robbery
and assault. A study by Lee et al. (2023) investigated the impact of enhanced street
lighting on property crime rates in residential areas, yielding notable findings. The
research revealed that improving visibility in public spaces by enhancing the lighting,
significantly reduced crime in that area. These findings highlight how thoughtful
environmental design, specifically in relation to keeping “eyes on the street,” can
substantially contribute to the deterrence of criminal behavior. However, the
implementation of natural surveillance must be approached thoughtfully to maintain a

balance between safety and privacy. Excessive surveillance can foster an environment of
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constant scrutiny and heightened fear, ultimately impacting residents' quality of life
(Cozens & Love, 2017).
Access Control

Access control is the practice of regulating and managing who can enter or access
a specific space. By preventing unauthorized entry, it not only deters crime but also
ensures that legitimate users can navigate the area freely (Jeffery, 1971). However, access
control goes beyond simply keeping intruders out; it also involves managing the flow of
people and activities within the space (National Crime Prevention Council, 2003).
Effective strategies include the strategic placement of entrances and exits, the use of
physical barriers such as fences, gates, and locks, as well as purposeful landscaping to
guide movement. Additional measures, such as deploying security personnel,
implementing key card systems, and installing alarms, further strengthen security and
control (National Crime Prevention Council, 2003; Seifi et al., 2019). By carefully
managing access points and the flow of legitimate users, these methods increase the effort
and risk for potential offenders, thereby reducing opportunities for crime (Vasquez et al.,
2021).

Newman (1973) was a strong advocate of access control, arguing that it plays a
fundamental role in creating “defensible spaces” that promote safety and security. He
suggested that by clearly defining boundaries and regulating entry points, communities
can foster a sense of ownership and responsibility over their environment (Newman,
1973). This sense of ownership not only discourages unwanted activity but also

empowers residents to take an active role in maintaining the space, thereby enhancing
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safety and security. The effectiveness of access control strategies in reducing crime is
well-supported by research. Studies by Lindenbergh et al. (2020) and Seifi et al. (2019)
highlight that implementing controlled access points in areas such as residential
neighborhoods or commercial properties significantly reduces criminal activity. By
limiting access to potential targets and increasing the perceived risk of detection, these
measures act as a powerful deterrent to crime.

A study by Hodgkinson et al. (2019) found a notable decrease in police service
calls following the demolition and reconstruction of a public housing site that was
designed with access control measures from the outset. The introduction of a perimeter
fence, entrance gate, and proactive property management effectively regulated entry and
minimized the presence of unauthorized visitors, contributing to the improved safety of
the site. While access control is crucial for preventing crime and ensuring safety, overly
restrictive measures can create an unwelcoming environment and alienate the people they
aim to protect. Thus, it is essential to implement access control measures thoughtfully to
preserve privacy, maintain mobility, and foster community interaction while still ensuring
security (Cozens & Love, 2017; Reynald, 2010).

Territorial Reinforcement

Territorial reinforcement enhances security by creating a clear distinction between
areas intended for public use and those considered private (Cozens et al., 2005).
According to Crowe and Sorenson (2012), territorial reinforcement is based on the idea
that clearly defined boundaries help establish a sense of ownership, which can deter

unauthorized access and promote responsible behavior. Territorial boundaries can be
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marked using both physical barriers, such as fences, walls, or landscaping, as well as
symbolic cues like signage, lighting, or changes in pavement texture. Making spaces
visibly defined and recognizable not only improves security but also fosters a sense of
safety and control for those who use or occupy the area (National Crime Prevention
Council, 2003).

The literature supports the assertion that enhancing the sense of territoriality can
lead to decreased crime rates and improved community safety. Studies reveal that well-
maintained properties with clearly defined boundaries are less likely to attract criminal
activity (Cozens et al., 2005; National Crime Prevention Council, 2003; Seifi et al.,
2019). For instance, Branas et al. (2018) demonstrated that simple interventions, such as
adding fencing and landscaping to establish clear territorial boundaries, resulted in
significant reductions in crime. Design elements and consistent upkeep convey a
powerful message that a space is well-maintained and actively monitored, deterring
potential offenders (Cozens et al., 2019; Sakip et al., 2023). Furthermore, when residents
feel a strong sense of ownership over their environment, they are more inclined to protect
it. This may include actions such as reporting suspicious behavior, maintaining property
appearance, or addressing minor offenses directly (Lee et al., 2016; Sakip et al., 2023).
The relationship between territoriality and safety underscores the importance of
community involvement and thoughtful design in crime prevention.

Territorial reinforcement strategies must be carefully tailored to the needs and
context of each space. Overly aggressive or exclusionary approaches can promote social

isolation and harm community cohesion (Vangara & Krishna, 2023). While effective in
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deterring crime, these strategies can create vulnerabilities (National Crime Prevention
Council, 2003). High walls or fences that define private property can also isolate
residents, limit natural surveillance, and inadvertently increase the perception of being in
an unsafe environment (Seifi et al., 2019). Similarly, poorly designed spaces may
facilitate crime by obstructing visibility or blocking escape routes (Cozens & Love, 2017;
Seifi et al., 2019). To prevent crime effectively while preserving social cohesion and
community well-being, a balanced approach to leveraging territoriality is crucial (Cozens
et al., 2005).
Management

The management of a space is crucial to CPTED, as it ensures the long-term
effectiveness of security measures and fosters a sense of community pride and ownership.
Cozens et al. (2005) emphasized that effective maintenance and management are
essential because well-kept spaces project a sense of care and attentiveness, discouraging
potential criminals. Regular upkeep, such as making prompt repairs, maintaining
landscaping, and cleanliness, signals that the area is being cared for and valued. This
sends a message to potential offenders that illicit activities are likely to be noticed and
addressed, which can deter them. These concepts align with the “broken windows
theory”, which suggests that visible signs of neglect and disorder can foster more severe
crime and antisocial behavior (Reynald, 2010).

Management practices also play a significant role in fostering community
engagement and cooperation. When residents feel connected to their neighborhood and

have a sense of collective responsibility, they are more likely to participate in efforts to



46

maintain and protect their community. Alderden et al. (2023) propose that a strong sense
of collective efficacy, an inherent feeling of shared responsibility among neighbors,
empowers communities to actively address issues such as vandalism, noise complaints,
and suspicious activities. Initiatives such as community watch programs, neighborhood
associations, and volunteer efforts further strengthen this sense of shared ownership,
promoting social cohesion and contributing to crime reduction.

In addition to managing and maintaining the physical space, proper maintenance
and management of physical security devices are essential to ensuring their effectiveness
and reliability. Access control systems, surveillance cameras, and alarms are critical
components of a secure environment, but they require regular inspections, testing, and
upkeep to perform optimally. Neglecting these essential maintenance tasks can result in
malfunctions, false alarms, or security gaps, leaving the space vulnerable to exploitation
by unauthorized individuals or other threats. Proactive management and a scheduled
maintenance plan can significantly reduce these risks, ensuring the security system
operates as intended and provides peace of mind (Seifi et al., 2019).

Activity Support

Activity support focuses on designing spaces that intentionally encourage
legitimate and positive activities. As defined by Jeffery (1971), it involves the strategic
placement of amenities and features that engage people, fostering increased usage and
meaningful interactions. The principle is simple: by promoting positive activities, more
people are drawn to a location, enhancing natural surveillance and discouraging potential

criminal behavior (Cozens et al., 2005; Lee et al., 2016). This concept employs a variety
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of strategies to create dynamic, connected communities. Hosting events like farmers'
markets, festivals, and concerts can draw crowds and infuse spaces with energy.
Similarly, well-placed recreational areas, such as parks, playgrounds, bus stops, benches,
and picnic tables, invite people to spend time outdoors, interact with others, and
strengthen social bonds (Vasquez et al., 2021). By prioritizing thoughtful design and
engagement, activity support transforms spaces into vibrant hubs of community life,
aligning with the assertion that busy streets are safer streets (Browning & Jackson, 2013).
Practical Application of CPTED

CPTED can be widely applied across diverse settings, from residential
neighborhoods to commercial districts and public spaces, showcasing its versatility and
effectiveness in reducing crime (Cozens & Love, 2015). In residential areas, CPTED
strategies can transform neighborhoods by not only enhancing safety and security but
also fostering livability and stronger community connections (Armitage & Tompson,
2022; Sakip et al., 2023). For instance, Cheng (2014) explored the redesign of a small
neighborhood in China using CPTED principles. Improvements such as better lighting,
clearly defined boundaries, enhanced landscaping, and optimized road layouts not only
lowered crime rates but also significantly increased residents' sense of security. Similarly,
Casteel and Peek-Asa (2020) found that key CPTED elements, including improved
lighting, natural surveillance, and access control, effectively reduced opportunities for
robberies within residential areas. These findings highlight the crucial role that thoughtful

environmental design strategies play in enhancing residential safety.



48

Commercial properties can also significantly benefit from implementing CPTED
strategies to enhance safety and security. By adopting CPTED principles, businesses can
protect their assets, ensure the safety of their employees, and create a welcoming
environment for customers. This proactive approach not only minimizes risks but also
enhances the customer experience, ultimately contributing to the long-term success and
reputation of the property (Andrews, 2024; Atlas, 2013). For example, maintaining clear
sightlines in and around the property helps ensure visibility, making it difficult for
potential offenders to operate unnoticed. Installing adequate lighting in parking lots,
walkways, and entrances further increases visibility and reduces the risk of criminal
activity, especially during nighttime hours. Thoughtful landscaping, such as trimming
shrubs and avoiding dense foliage near windows or entry points, eliminates potential
hiding spots. Additionally, controlling access to the building through measures such as
secure entry points, key card systems, and security personnel can prevent unauthorized
individuals from entering the premises (Atlas, 2013; Vasquez et al., 2021).

CPTED strategies can also be effectively applied in public spaces such as parks,
museums, libraries, sports arenas, and transportation hubs. By applying strategies such as
incorporating well-lit pathways to deter criminal activity, ensuring clear sightlines to
increase visibility, and strategically placing seating areas to encourage social interaction
and natural surveillance, these spaces can become not only safer but also more functional
and enjoyable for the community (Abade et al., 2024). Furthermore, the inclusion of
amenities that draw people to these spaces, such as playgrounds, community gardens, and

public art installations, can further enhance their appeal, fostering a sense of ownership
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and pride among users and reducing the likelihood of vandalism and other crimes (Lee et
al., 2023; Sakip et al., 2023).
Benefits of CPTED

There are many notable advantages of adopting CPTED strategies in the design of
a space. While the main benefit is enhancing safety and security, CPTED strategies also
foster stronger community bonds, enhance quality of life, and offer economic benefits.
The literature supports the effectiveness of CPTED as a practical and proactive approach
to enhancing safety and reducing crime rates in various environments, including
residential areas, public spaces, and commercial districts (Cozens et al., 2015; Jeffery,
1971; Sakip et al., 2023). Through methods such as improving natural surveillance,
controlling access, and enhancing territorial reinforcement, CPTED has been shown to
effectively deter prospective offenders and reduce the likelihood of crime (Sakina, 2020).

Chalfin and Parker’s (2021) novel experimental study revealed that improved
street lighting reduced outdoor nighttime crime by 36% in public housing developments
across New York City. Similarly, Kyaagba et al. (2024) demonstrated that CPTED
strategies, such as natural surveillance, access control, and territorial reinforcement,
significantly lowered crime rates in Nigerian tourist areas affected by terrorism-related
security concerns. Additionally, Rupp et al. (2025) found that community-driven CPTED
initiatives, including maintaining landscaping, mowing vacant lots, and repairing
abandoned buildings, led to a remarkable 40% decrease in gun violence and assaults on

street segments in Flint, Michigan, where consistent upkeep was practiced. These studies
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demonstrate that targeted environmental design changes can significantly improve public
safety and lower crime.

In addition to reducing crime, CPTED strategies also enhance the quality of life
for legitimate users of a space. By creating safer and more welcoming environments,
CPTED can encourage people to spend more time outdoors, interact with their neighbors,
and participate in community activities, fostering a stronger sense of community.
Interestingly, research suggests that the fear of crime can profoundly affect an
individual’s life, sometimes more significantly than the actual consequences of crime
(Greve et al., 2018; Warr, 2000). Cozens and Sun (2019) and Lee et al. (2016) found that
as people feel safe and more comfortable in their surroundings, they are more likely to
engage in social activities and use public spaces, which promotes social interaction and
cohesion. They are also more likely to take ownership of their community and work
together to address issues that affect their quality of life, creating a self-reinforcing cycle
of improved safety and community empowerment (Sakip et al., 2023).

A study conducted in January 2025 examined how CPTED principles, specifically
natural surveillance and territorial reinforcement, influence the fear of crime in public
spaces. It was found that people feel safer in public spaces when they can easily see and
be seen by others, and when there are clear signs indicating that the space is well-
maintained and cared for (Senna et al., 2025). Cozens and Sun (2019) examined how
campus design and layout influence students' perceptions of personal safety at an
Australian university. Students were asked to identify areas of the campus they

considered safe and unsafe, and to explain their reasons for those perceptions. The study
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identified several physical design features associated with feelings of safety, including
well-lit pathways, clear sightlines, distance between buildings, and the presence of
security cameras. The findings underscore the importance of thoughtful design choices,
such as enhancing visibility and fostering a sense of ownership, in mitigating the fear of
crime. These strategies can deliver long-term benefits, enhancing both individual well-
being and the overall quality of life within communities (Fennelly & Perry, 2023; Komal
& Radhika, 2023).

Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design is a highly cost-effective
strategy that delivers substantial financial benefits to individuals, businesses,
municipalities, and entire communities (Cozens, 2008; Vangara & Krishna, 2023). By
proactively reducing opportunities for crime, CPTED helps prevent the significant
expenses associated with criminal activity. These costs can include property damage,
theft of cash or merchandise, medical bills for victims, lost productivity, and the
resources required for law enforcement and judicial processes. Beyond the direct savings
from crime reduction, CPTED has broader economic benefits. By creating safer, more
appealing spaces, it enhances public perceptions of safety, attracts businesses, boosts
property values, lowers insurance premiums, and drives economic growth (Cozens &
Love, 2015).

Additionally, CPTED is often a more economical approach than other crime
prevention measures. Due to its focus on enhancing existing infrastructure and leveraging
natural surveillance, CPTED approaches can be implemented at a relatively low cost

compared to more intensive security measures, such as employing additional security



52

personnel or installing high-tech surveillance systems (Cozens et al., 2005). The literature
supports the notion that simple improvements, such as adequate lighting and well-
maintained landscaping, can significantly reduce crime and the fear of crime, making
CPTED an affordable and effective solution for communities seeking to enhance their
safety and economic well-being (Vangara & Krishna, 2023; Wen et al., 2024).
Furthermore, CPTED can be tailored to meet the specific needs and resources of each
community, making it a flexible and adaptable tool in diverse settings (Armitage &
Monchuk, 2017; Liu, 2014; Sakip et al., 2023; Wen et al., 2024).
Challenges and Criticisms of CPTED

While CPTED has achieved notable successes in reducing crime and improving
community safety, it is not without its critics or challenges. Implementing its principles
requires thoughtful consideration and careful application. One of the most significant
issues is that CPTED is frequently misunderstood and misused as a generic, "one-size-
fits-all" checklist, rather than a nuanced, context-specific approach tailored to the unique
needs of each environment (Cozens & Love, 2015). This oversimplified application can
create a false sense of security, leading individuals to believe that crime prevention has
been adequately addressed when, in reality, the measures may be ineffective or even
counterproductive. In some cases, poorly implemented CPTED strategies can lead to
limited reductions in crime, an increase in certain types of crime, or even the
displacement of crime to nearby areas (Cozens & Love, 2015, 2017). Achieving

meaningful results with CPTED depends on a thorough understanding of the local
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context, active collaboration with the community, and continuous evaluation to ensure its
principles are properly implemented.

However, researchers such as Cozens et al. (2005) highlight the challenges of
proving CPTED's effectiveness. These challenges are largely attributed to the absence of
a universally accepted framework, resulting in significant inconsistencies in its
application and assessment. Cozens and Love (2017) and Ekblom (2011) suggested that
this lack of a solid framework leads to varied interpretations among practitioners, making
it difficult to compare results, prove effectiveness, and establish best practices. However,
a significant step forward was made in 2021 when the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO, 2021) released guidelines that provide a more systematic and
standardized foundation for CPTED principles, elements, and strategies. These guidelines
are expected to help address the lack of a coherent theoretical framework and contribute
to more consistent and reliable evaluations of CPTED's impact on crime prevention and
community wellbeing.

Another major challenge highlighted in literature is that CPTED strategies
sometimes have unintended consequences, such as facilitating criminal activities,
producing exclusionary spaces, and compromising the overall quality of life for the
community (Cozens & Love, 2015, 2017). For example, increased lighting, a common
CPTED strategy to enhance natural surveillance, can sometimes facilitate criminal
activity by making targets more visible to offenders. Similarly, criminals can co-opt
features intended for security. This concept, known as "offensible space," occurs when

criminals use CPTED features like high fences or controlled-access gates to shield their
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illegal activities (Armitage & Monchuk, 2017; Cozens et al., 2022; Vasquez et al., 2021).

Atlas (1991) conducted a study of known crime sites in the South Florida area and found
that CPTED strategies used to enhance security, such as territoriality, surveillance, and
access control, were actually used by criminal gangs and drug dealers to protect their
illegal activities.

The overemphasis of physical security measures, or “target hardening”, another
CPTED strategy, has been criticized for its ability to create a fortress-like environment
that may inadvertently enhance fear and suspicion, discouraging residents from freely
using and enjoying the common spaces meant to bring a community together (Cozens et
al., 2022). Lamoreaux and Sulkowski (2020) suggested that overemphasizing security
through CPTED strategies, such as installing barriers, locked gates, and surveillance
cameras, may lead to unintended consequences, such as increased fear, social isolation,
and exclusion. Senna et al. (2025), Benedict (2019), and Zhu (2022) observed that these
types of strategies can create "hostile architecture," which may deter crime, but can also
alienate vulnerable populations, such as people with disabilities, the homeless, those from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds, or other marginalized groups, by restricting access to
public spaces and resources.

Implementing and sustaining effective CPTED strategies also comes with notable
challenges. Considerations such as cost-effectiveness, aesthetic preferences, and
regulatory requirements often overshadow the importance of crime prevention through
environmental design. Limited budgets frequently hinder the adoption of CPTED

measures, many of which can be resource-intensive to design, implement, and manage
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(Hannah et al., 2015; Wen et al., 2024). Additionally, Cozens and Love (2015) note that

the lack of collaboration between architects, urban planners, law enforcement, security
experts, and community stakeholders can lead to uncoordinated efforts, resulting in
fragmented or ineffective CPTED implementation. While CPTED principles are
relatively simple to understand, integrating them effectively into complex urban and
architectural projects requires careful planning and execution, which requires a holistic
approach that goes beyond the simple addition of security measures.
CPTED in K-12 Schools

The issue of violence in K-12 schools is deeply troubling, driving significant
focus on innovative strategies to improve school security. Lamoreaux and Sulkowski
(2019) and Shariati and Guerette (2019) highlight the difficulties schools face when
trying to foster an environment that is both engaging and inclusive, promotes effective
learning, and prioritizes safety and security. Many safety and security measures used in
schools focus on intensifying physical security, often through target hardening, to make
them more resistant to potential attacks (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2019). While these
efforts are essential components, the literature argues that the most effective prevention
strategies adopt a more comprehensive and holistic approach, one that prioritizes not only
physical safety, but also the overall well-being of students and staff (Jeffery, 1971; Mayer
etal., 2021). CPTED has emerged as a promising framework for achieving this balance.
Benefits of Using CPTED in K-12 Schools

CPTED is a multidisciplinary approach that aims to reduce crime and enhance

safety through the intentional design of the environment. Applying CPTED principles in
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the design of school facilities, such as controlling access points, enhancing natural
surveillance, and improving lighting within and around the campus, aims to create safer
environments (Lee et al., 2023; Liu et al., 2025; Wahab et al., 2018). By designing school
environments that feel safe, secure, and welcoming, students will feel more comfortable
and be better able to focus on their academic and personal growth (Lamoreaux & L.
Sulkowski, 2019). In turn, this can lead to a better school climate, less stress among
students and teachers, and reduced crime and violence, all of which are critically
important for student success and well-being (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2020; Luo et al.,
2023; Mubita et al., 2023).

Research on the use of CPTED in K-12 schools remains relatively limited, but its
potential benefits are gaining attention. One notable study conducted in Atlanta-area
middle schools examined the impact of applying CPTED principles, such as natural
surveillance and access control, on students’ perceptions and violence-related behaviors
(Vagi et al., 2018). Vagi et al.’s (2018) study revealed that students felt safer and less at
risk when their schools incorporated CPTED principles, confirming that the physical
design of educational environments can affect student behavior. Similarly, Lamoreaux
and Sulkowski (2020) found students preferred low-security environments that used
strategies such as natural surveillance, access control, territoriality, and maintenance over
high-security measures, including armed guards, metal detectors, and security fences.
These findings highlight the growing preference for more thoughtful, design-driven

approaches to school safety.



57

Researchers highlight that CPTED strategies can meet the need for "an effective,
and 1deally inspiring, learning environment" (Atlas, 2008, p. 507). These design
approaches not only enhance safety but also foster a positive school climate and culture
(Wike & Friser, 2009; Shariati & Guerette, 2019). When students feel safe and secure in
their surroundings, they are more engaged in their learning, attend school more
consistently, actively participate in extracurricular activities, and build stronger
relationships with peers and staff (Mayer et al., 2021; Nickerson et al., 2021). Research
strongly supports these findings, with studies showing that students who perceive their
school as a safe environment tend to excel academically (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski,
2020), exhibit lower rates of delinquent behavior (Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013),
and attend school more consistently (Fisher et al., 2018). The evidence consistently
highlights that CPTED strategies in school design not only enhance safety but also foster
spaces where students feel secure, comfortable, and motivated to succeed (Lamoreaux &
Sulkowski, 2020).

Implementation of CPTED in K-12 Schools

Implementing CPTED in schools begins with a comprehensive assessment to
identify potential safety and security vulnerabilities. This evaluation should carefully
analyze key factors, such as building layout and use, pedestrian and vehicular traffic
patterns, lighting, and landscaping. Equally important is considering how the school’s
design influences students’ sense of security and psychological well-being (Lamoreaux &
Sulkowski, 2020). Collaboration with all stakeholders is also vital to this process. As Lee

et al. (2023) emphasize, successful implementation requires input from educational
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organizations, security professionals, and community stakeholders. This can involve
planning sessions that bring together teachers, administrators, parents, and local law
enforcement to ensure that the strategies address the school’s specific needs and context.
Based on the assessment findings, targeted CPTED measures can then be strategically
applied to resolve identified issues, creating a safer and more supportive environment for
students and staff.

The International CPTED Association (2022) proposed a comprehensive, three-
pronged strategy to address the multifaceted issue of targeted violence in K-12 schools.
This approach emphasizes addressing physical, social, and psycho-emotional factors
simultaneously and in an ongoing, cyclical manner (ICA, 2022). Addressing physical
aspects focuses on optimizing the school environment through practices such as
strategically placing access points to control entry and exit, using signage to guide
movement around campus, leveraging natural elements like landscaping and building
layouts to enhance surveillance, ensuring adequate lighting to improve visibility, and
incorporating security technology like surveillance cameras and access control systems
(Langman, 2023; Shariati, 2021). CPTED strategies also encompass social dynamics by
fostering a more connected and inclusive school community. This can involve
opportunities for students to engage in extracurricular activities and develop a sense of
belonging, as well as implementing practices to address conflicts and repair harm within
the school community (Flannery et al., 2021). Addressing the psycho-emotional well-
being of students and staff requires cultivating a supportive and inclusive school

environment where they feel valued and empowered. This can include programs
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promoting mental health services, trauma-informed care, and positive behavior
interventions (Mayer et al., 2021; Mayer & Astor, 2022).

The Broward County School Demonstration Project in Florida was among the
first significant empirical studies to examine the effects of CPTED strategies on reducing
crime and fear within schools (Wallis & Ford, 1980). Conducted in the 1970s, this
experimental initiative implemented a comprehensive CPTED approach, combining
physical modifications to the school’s environment, such as improved lighting, strategic
landscaping, and controlled access, with increased security presence and strengthened
collaboration between school administrators, teachers, and student organizations. The
findings showed a significant decrease in incidents of theft and assault during the
evaluation period. This project demonstrated that fostering collaboration among
stakeholders, combined with environmental and security improvements, effectively
reduced the fear of crime among students and staff (Wallis & Ford, 1980).

A compelling case study example of CPTED in a K-12 setting is the
reconstruction of Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut. Following
the devastating 2012 mass shooting, the original building was demolished and replaced
with a new structure designed with CPTED principles at its core. Starting with an
advisory board that included students, parents, teachers, school personnel, community
members, security specialists, and design experts, the project aimed to establish a school
that not only kept its occupants safe, but also avoided the feeling of a prison (Hall, 2021;
Sisson, 2018). A footbridge leads to the main entrance, creating a natural buffer and

preventing direct access to the building. The layout prioritizes visibility, with classrooms
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arranged along a central corridor, and clear sightlines throughout. Floor-to-ceiling,
impact-resistant windows not only enhance protection against potential threats, but also
promote natural surveillance. Additional security measures include a controlled perimeter
with limited access points and strategically placed security cameras. While no design can
completely eliminate the risk of school violence, Sandy Hook Elementary demonstrates
how CPTED principles can be seamlessly integrated into school architecture to create a
safer, more secure environment for students and staff.
Challenges of Using CPTED in K12 Schools

While CPTED offers significant benefits for enhancing safety and security, its
implementation in K-12 schools can be challenging due to several constraints. One major
hurdle is the lack of awareness and understanding of CPTED principles among school
administrators, staff, and design professionals, which can prevent the effective
application of these strategies. Additionally, schools often face competing priorities, such
as academic performance, extracurricular programs, and staff retention, which can push
security measures to the sidelines. Financial limitations further complicate the situation,
as many schools struggle with tight budgets, which make it challenging to allocate
resources for security-focused design enhancements (Steiner et al., 2021). These
challenges can make it difficult for schools to fully adopt and integrate CPTED strategies
into their environments, despite the potential for these measures to create safer, more
welcoming spaces for students and staff.

One of the key challenges is limited knowledge and awareness among key

stakeholders. The success of any safety and security initiative relies heavily on the
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understanding and support of those involved, whether they are school administrators,
architects, or security professionals. However, a recurring theme in the literature
highlights that many stakeholders may not fully grasp what CPTED entails or how it can
positively impact school safety. For example, Lamoreaux & Sulkowski (2019, 2020) and
Steiner et al. (2021) emphasize that a lack of training and education can prevent decision-
makers from recognizing the value CPTED adds to their schools. Without this
foundational knowledge, stakeholders may overlook opportunities to integrate CPTED
strategies during school design, renovation, or safety planning. The lack of training and
awareness of CPTED can lead to the implementation of ineffective or even
counterproductive measures (Komal & Radhika, 2023; Shariati, 2021). One of the most
substantial benefits of CPTED is that it can be tailored to the unique needs, context, and
culture of each school, addressing its specific risks and vulnerabilities. Without
considering critical factors such as student demographics, school size, and the
characteristics of the surrounding community, there is a risk of unintentionally harming
student morale, diminishing engagement, and negatively impacting the overall school
climate (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2019).

According to the literature, one of the most significant obstacles to improving
school safety and security is the lack of funding and resources allocated to this critical
area (Cozens et al., 2005; Steiner et al., 2021). Most school districts operate on limited
budgets, which are often stretched thin by competing priorities, such as academic
programs, teacher salaries, and infrastructure maintenance. As a result, investments in

safety and security measures, including those related to CPTED, tend to be neglected or
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postponed (Lamoreaux & L. Sulkowski, 2019). The research indicates that implementing
a comprehensive security strategy, such as CPTED, requires substantial investment,
including essential site modifications, advanced security technology, and continuous
training and professional development for staff and faculty (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski,
2019; Nickerson et al., 2021). Additionally, there is an ongoing need to maintain and
update these strategies and systems to ensure their effectiveness over time and adapt to
potential new threats. Without proper funding, the comprehensive approach necessary to
create a safe and secure learning environment for students and staff becomes challenging
(Armitage & Monchuk, 2017; Cozens & Love, 2015).

Despite the challenges, research highlights CPTED as a promising strategy for
improving school safety and security. Addressing these obstacles will require focused
efforts to educate stakeholders on CPTED principles and their benefits, as well as
advocating for adequate funding and resources to support comprehensive safety
initiatives. By tackling these barriers, schools can harness the potential of CPTED to
create safer and more secure learning environments. Although empirical studies on
CPTED's effectiveness in educational settings remain limited, the existing evidence
offers a solid foundation for further exploration and the broader adoption of these
strategies in K-12 schools.

Summary and Conclusions

School safety remains a critical concern for researchers, policymakers, and the

public (Nickerson et al., 2021). With rising incidents of school violence, the focus on

creating a safer and secure school environment has intensified. The research supports
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CPTED as a practical and effective method for preventing crime and improving safety
across various settings (Casteel & Peek-Asa, 2000; Cozens et al., 2005; Wahab et al.,
2018). The research reviewed highlights that CPTED strategies, such as natural
surveillance, access control, territorial reinforcement, and activity support, are not only
effective in deterring crime, but also enhance the overall quality of life for legitimate
users of the space (Sakip et al., 2023; Vangara & Krishna, 2023; Wen et al., 2024).
Although much of the research on CPTED has focused on its effectiveness in residential,
commercial, and urban settings, a growing body of work has begun to explore its
potential applications in K-12 schools (Komal & Radhika, 2023). This emerging research
highlights how CPTED principles can contribute to creating safer educational
environments. However, further research is needed to fully understand its impact and
effectiveness on reducing targeted violence in K-12 school campuses.

This study aimed to deepen the understanding of how CPTED principles can
enhance safety in K-12 schools and mitigate incidents of targeted violence. By focusing
on the design and use of physical spaces to reduce crime and improve safety, CPTED
provides a strategic approach to creating secure learning environments. This research
explored the perspectives of crime prevention professionals on the relevance,
effectiveness, and challenges of implementing CPTED in school settings, including its
integration with existing safety measures and its adaptability to various school layouts
and community contexts. By analyzing these insights, the study offers valuable guidance

for future research, policy development, and practical initiatives aimed at strengthening



school safety and fostering a sense of security for students, staff, and the broader

community.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

This study explored how crime prevention professionals perceive the relevance,
effectiveness, and challenges of using CPTED in K-12 schools to mitigate targeted
violence. This chapter details the research methodology, providing a comprehensive
explanation of the study's design, purpose, and overall approach. A generic qualitative
approach was used to allow for an in-depth exploration of the real-world experiences,
insights, and perspectives of crime prevention professionals. This approach was chosen to
ensure that the study captures the nuanced and diverse viewpoints of professionals in the
field. The chapter further elaborates on the participant selection process, including the
criteria used to identify and recruit participants, as well as the specific sampling strategies
used to ensure a diverse pool of participants. Additionally, it provides a detailed overview
of the data collection and analysis process, including the steps taken to code, categorize,
and interpret the data to uncover key themes and insights.

Research Design and Rationale

A generic qualitative approach was employed to explore the perceptions and
experiences of crime prevention professionals regarding the application of Crime
Prevention Through Environmental Design strategies in K-12 schools to mitigate targeted
violence. The study was designed to answer the following questions:

RQ1: How do crime prevention professionals perceive effectiveness of using
CPTED to mitigate targeted violence in K-12 schools?

RQ2: What challenges do crime prevention professionals perceive when using

CPTED to mitigate targeted violence in K-12 schools?
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The research philosophy underlying this study is interpretivism, which posits that
reality is socially constructed, and that individuals' subjective experiences and
interpretations shape their understanding of the world (Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022).
Focusing on participants' viewpoints helped create detailed narratives that revealed their
behaviors and perceptions. Grounding these insights in their lived experiences within
unique social contexts added depth and relevance to the findings (Gichuru, 2017). This
philosophy aligns with the study's goal of understanding how crime prevention
professionals perceive and make sense of their experiences with CPTED in the context of
school safety.

A generic qualitative approach was selected for this study, as it aligned with the
exploratory nature of the research and provided the flexibility required to capture the
complexity and nuances inherent in the experiences and perceptions of participants,
without imposing predefined frameworks or structured analytical procedures (Kahlke,
2014). This approach allowed for a more open and inductive exploration of the data,
enabling the identification of emergent themes and patterns that might not have been
uncovered using more structured qualitative methods. Qualitative research is particularly
well-suited for exploring complex social phenomena and gaining in-depth insights into
people's attitudes, behaviors, and motivations (Bingham, 2023; Kahlke, 2014). Unlike
quantitative research, which seeks to measure and quantify variables, qualitative research
aims to understand the meaning and significance of human experiences. This flexibility

was essential to the study’s success, allowing for a comprehensive and nuanced
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examination of the practical implications, challenges, and advantages of applying CPTED
in the context of K-12 school safety and security.
Role of the Researcher

As a researcher in this study, I undertook several key responsibilities to ensure
that the research process and its findings were both credible and reliable. My primary role
was to design and execute the study with rigor and ethical integrity, adhering to
established principles of qualitative research. This involved formulating clear research
questions, selecting suitable data collection methods, and establishing well-defined
protocols for analyzing and interpreting the data. A critical aspect of my role was
addressing ethical considerations, with a strong focus on safeguarding participants' rights,
privacy, and overall well-being throughout the research process (Johnson et al., 2020;
Sutton & Austin, 2015).

As a researcher, I adopted the role of a participant-observer, actively engaging
with participants while carefully listening, observing, and gathering data (Creswell,
1994). Serving as the primary tool for data collection and analysis, I played a pivotal role
in shaping the research process and guiding the interpretation of the findings. Therefore,
maintaining reflexivity throughout the research process was crucial, requiring me to
acknowledge and address my own biases, assumptions, and preconceptions that could
potentially influence the research findings. In this study, potential biases stem from my
professional background, familiarity with CPTED principles, and personal beliefs about

the effectiveness of crime prevention strategies in school settings. Additionally, my
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active involvement in several organizations used to recruit participants for this research
may inadvertently influence their responses.

Several strategies were used to mitigate the influence of researcher biases. First, a
detailed research protocol was developed to guide the interview process, ensuring that
questions were asked consistently and without leading participants. A semi-structured
interview format was chosen to minimize researcher bias. This method fosters the
collection of rich, nuanced data that can be supported or challenged through empirical
evidence, rather than relying solely on subjective opinions or assumptions (Ahmed, 2024;
Kallio et al., 2016). Where necessary, follow-up questions and prompts were used to
clarify responses or encourage participants to elaborate further. Participants also had the
chance to review and provide feedback on the preliminary findings through verbal
member checking. This process enabled them to confirm the accuracy of the data and
suggest alternative interpretations, ensuring a more comprehensive understanding of the
results.

Reflective journaling was used as a key strategy to reduce researcher bias and
ensure a more objective approach to the study. A detailed research journal was
maintained to document the researcher's thoughts, emotions, observations, and decision-
making processes throughout the study. This practice encouraged ongoing self-reflection,
helping the researcher remain aware of potential biases that could influence the
interpretation of data or outcomes (Ahmed, 2024; Saldafia, 2018). By fostering

transparency and accountability, reflexive journaling not only supported the researcher's
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critical thinking, but also contributed to the study's overall credibility and trustworthiness,
ensuring that the findings were as robust and impartial as possible.
Methodology

Sample Population and Selection Rationale

This study used purposive snowball sampling techniques to engage crime
prevention professionals with specialized expertise in safety, security, and the application
of CPTED principles. Given the niche focus of the topic and the need for participants
with hands-on, practical experience, purposive sampling proved to be the most effective
approach. This method enabled the deliberate selection of participants from diverse
backgrounds, roles, and perspectives within crime prevention, ensuring a comprehensive
examination of the subject (Campbell et al., 2020). To further broaden the participant
pool, snowball sampling was employed, allowing initial participants to refer others with
relevant expertise. Together, these complementary methods provided a rich and varied
dataset, enhancing the depth and quality of the study’s findings.
Inclusion Criteria

The selection criteria for participants were designed to ensure expertise and
relevance. To qualify, participants had to meet two key requirements: (1) they must be
active members of a recognized crime prevention or security organization, and (2) they
must have at least five years of professional experience in crime prevention, safety, or
security. These criteria were established to ensure that participants possess both the

theoretical knowledge and practical experience necessary to provide meaningful insights.
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Requiring organizational membership ensures participants are actively engaged
professionals in the field. At the same time, the five-year experience minimum reflects
the belief that this period provides sufficient exposure to the complexities and challenges
of implementing CPTED strategies. To maintain accuracy and adherence to these criteria,
the selection process used publicly available membership directories from relevant
organizations to verify eligibility.

Sample Size and Saturation

The sample size for this study was based on data saturation, which is reached
when no new themes or insights emerge from the data (Hennink & Kaiser, 2021). Data
saturation in qualitative research ensures that findings are both comprehensive and
representative, effectively addressing the research questions (Hennink & Kaiser, 2021). It
signifies that the data has successfully captured the full diversity and complexity of the
phenomenon under investigation. Due to the specialized focus of the study and the need
to recruit participants with specific expertise, the target sample size was set between 8
and 15 individuals. This range is consistent with typical qualitative research, which often
relies on in-depth interviews with subject matter experts (Campbell et al., 2020). While a
larger sample could potentially uncover additional insights, the sample size will be
sufficient once no new themes or information emerge, ensuring the data has reached
saturation and provides a comprehensive understanding of the subject.

The sampling strategy was implemented through the following steps: (1) A
comprehensive list of target professional organizations was compiled, and suitable

communication channels, including social media platforms and listservs, were identified
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to invite participation, (2) Invitations were posted on social media channels and sent via
email to potential participants, with a detailed description of the study's objectives, the
selection criteria, and the expected time commitment, (3) Potential participants were
asked to contact the researcher to express their interest and confirm their eligibility based
on the established criteria, (4) A brief screening process was conducted for each
interested participant to confirm their professional affiliation and years of experience, and
interviews were scheduled with those who met the selection criteria, (5) interviews
continued until no new significant themes or insights emerged from the data, indicating
that data saturation was reached.
Instrumentation

The primary data collection method for this study was semi-structured interviews,
a widely recognized approach in qualitative research for its flexibility and conversational
nature. Semi-structured interviews were particularly fitting for this research, as their
interactive nature allows the researcher to explore specific areas of interest and further
investigate compelling responses, while allowing participants to express themselves
freely and elaborate on topics (Kallio et al., 2016). The questionnaire used in this study
was specifically developed by the researcher (see Appendix A) to align with the study's
objectives. The questionnaire was carefully designed based on a thorough review of
relevant literature and insights from the sources provided. It features open-ended
questions designed to explore participants' knowledge, experiences, and perspectives on

CPTED strategies within school environments.
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Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection

Participant Recruitment

Participants were recruited through social media platforms like Facebook and
LinkedIn, as well as through the listservs of professional organizations relevant to the
target population. As an active member of these organizations, the researcher leveraged
access to membership directories, which included detailed contact information and
professional profiles of potential participants. This insider access streamlined the
recruitment and screening of eligibility. Eligible participants received a thorough
informed consent form outlining the study’s purpose, procedures, potential risks and
benefits, and their rights as participants. Once consent was secured, interviews were
scheduled at times convenient for each participant.
Data Collection

The researcher conducted virtual interviews using Zoom, with each session
lasting 60 to 90 minutes. In recent years, Zoom has emerged as a preferred platform for
qualitative data collection, praised for its convenience, intuitive interface, robust security
features, and interactive capabilities (Archibald et al., 2019). With participants’ explicit
consent, the interviews were audio-recorded using Zoom'’s built-in recording feature.
After each interview, a verbal member-checking process was conducted to confirm the
accuracy and completeness of the data before proceeding to formal analysis and coding.
Audio recordings were transcribed using Zoom's transcription service, ensuring the
captured information was both precise and complete. To enrich the data, detailed notes

were recorded during the interviews, capturing nonverbal cues, contextual nuances, and
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emerging insights. This iterative process provided a deeper understanding of participants'
experiences and perspectives, ensuring that the data accurately represented the complex
dynamics of safety and security on K-12 school campuses, as well as the practical
application of CPTED principles.

Data Analysis Plan

This study employed Braun and Clarke’s (2019) reflexive thematic analysis
approach for data analysis. Unlike traditional thematic analysis, which often emphasizes
a rigid, positivist focus on coding reliability, Braun and Clarke’s method prioritizes a
more flexible, reflective, and organic process. This approach encourages researchers to
engage deeply and thoughtfully with the data, resulting in the development of richer,
more nuanced themes. The initial stage of data analysis involved a careful review of
interview transcripts to fully immerse oneself in the data. Key statements, sentences, and
quotes that revealed valuable insights into the participants' experiences and perspectives
were identified and marked for deeper analysis. This meticulous review allowed the
researcher to extract rich, detailed insights directly from the participants' words, forming
a robust foundation for qualitative analysis (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018).

Following the familiarization stage, initial codes were generated to begin
organizing and interpreting the data. The initial phase of coding used an inductive, open
coding approach, allowing the analysis to remain flexible and driven by the data itself.
This method aimed to identify and categorize overarching concepts, key ideas, and
recurring themes that naturally emerged from the data, without being constrained by pre-

existing theories or frameworks (Bingham, 2023; Braun & Clarke, 2019). By adopting
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this approach, the coding process ensured that the findings were grounded in the
experiences and perspectives of the participants, providing a rich and nuanced
understanding of the data (Richards & Hemphill, 2017). The next step involved axial
coding to identify relationships, connections, and overarching themes that captured the
essence of participants' experiences and addressed the research questions. This process
offered a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the data, highlighting patterns and
insights that connected various concepts (Saldana, 2018).

An iterative approach guided the analysis, with codes and categories continuously
refined as new insights surfaced. This process of ongoing refinement allowed for a more
thorough and nuanced interpretation of the data (Naeem et al., 2023). Through a thorough
analysis, themes were finalized, clearly named, and carefully defined. This crucial step
not only organized the findings but also refined the key concepts, capturing the most
impactful insights. The resulting themes provide a comprehensive understanding of
participants' experiences, clarifying their thoughts, preferences, and challenges.

Issues of Trustworthiness

Lincoln and Guba (1985) contended that traditional quantitative measures of
validity and reliability do not align with the nature and principles of qualitative research.
To address this gap, they proposed the concept of trustworthiness, supported by four key
criteria: credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability. These elements
provide a framework for ensuring rigor in qualitative studies. Credibility, the foundation
of trustworthiness, reflects the level of confidence in the accuracy and truth of research

findings (Ahmed, 2024). To enhance credibility, this study employed a carefully designed
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research framework grounded in relevant literature and established qualitative
methodologies. A systematic approach guided both data collection and analysis, further
strengthened by member checking to validate participants' experiences and ensure
precision. Triangulation was also used, incorporating diverse participants with varied
backgrounds, experiences, and roles in crime prevention, safety, and security, to provide
a more comprehensive and reliable perspective.

Transferability refers to the extent to which findings from one context can be
applied to another (Johnson et al., 2020). While qualitative research often focuses on
unique individual experiences, which can make transferability more challenging, this
study took deliberate steps to address this. A diverse sample of participants from various
backgrounds and contexts was included to enhance the applicability of the findings.
Additionally, the study provides rich, detailed descriptions of the context, methods, and
procedures, offering a comprehensive account of the participants, setting, and data
collection processes. These efforts allow readers to evaluate the relevance and
applicability of the findings in their own contexts.

Dependability, or reliability, refers to the consistency and stability of a research
process, ensuring that similar results can be reproduced if the study is repeated (Ahmed,
2024). To uphold reliability, the methodology was meticulously followed, with any
adjustments and modifications carefully documented to ensure transparency and
accountability throughout the process. This attention to detail ensures that other
researchers can understand and replicate the procedures followed. An audit trail was also

established, providing a comprehensive and detailed record of the entire research process.
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From data collection to data analysis and interpretation, the audit trail offers a transparent
and traceable framework for the study, which enables external reviewers to assess the
integrity and dependability of the study (Ahmed, 2024).

Confirmability addresses the objectivity of the research findings, ensuring they
are derived from the data, rather than the researcher's biases or preconceived notions.
Confirmability enhances the practical value of the findings, making them more relevant
and trustworthy for informing practice, policy, and future studies (Elo et al., 2014). To
address this, the study employed member checking, allowing participants to review and
validate their responses, ensuring that their voices were accurately reflected in the final
results. Additionally, reflective journaling was also used to document the researcher’s
thoughts and biases throughout the study, allowing for a transparent examination of
potential influences on the findings.

Ethical Procedures

Ethical conduct is the cornerstone of qualitative research, ensuring the protection
of participants' rights, dignity, and well-being throughout the study (Johnson et al., 2020;
Taquette & Souza, 2022). Fundamental practices, such as obtaining informed consent,
safeguarding confidentiality, and maintaining transparency about the study’s purpose and
methods, are critical for fostering trust between researchers and participants. This trust is
essential for gathering honest, reliable data (Nowell et al., 2017). Moreover, upholding
ethical standards not only strengthens the credibility and integrity of the research, but also
enhances its validity and acceptance within academic communities and the wider public

(Bouter, 2023).
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This study maintained the highest ethical standards by adhering to strict
guidelines and procedures: (1) Secured approval from the institutional review board
(IRB) before commencing any research activities, (2) Clearly outlined the study’s
purpose, procedures, and potential risks and benefits to participants, ensuring they
provided fully informed and voluntary consent, (3) Protected participants’ confidentiality
and privacy through pseudonyms, secure data storage, and limited access to identifying
information, and (4) Promoted transparency by maintaining open communication with
participants throughout the research process, sharing findings, and offering them the
opportunity to review and validate interpretations.

Summary

This qualitative study explored the perspectives of crime prevention professionals
on the application of CPTED strategies to address and mitigate targeted violence in K-12
schools. This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the study's methodology,
beginning with a discussion of the research design and the rationale for adopting a
qualitative approach to gain an in-depth understanding of subject matter expert insights.
The chapter details the participant selection process, which focused on identifying
professionals with substantial experience in crime prevention and school safety. It also
describes the use of semi-structured interviews as the primary method for data collection,
allowing flexibility in exploring participants' unique experiences and perspectives.
Furthermore, the chapter explains the data analysis methods used, including coding and

thematic analysis of the data. By offering a detailed and transparent account of the
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research process, including the measures taken to ensure rigor and validity, this chapter
enhances both the credibility and reliability of the study.

Chapter 4 provides a comprehensive overview of the study’s findings, uncovering
key themes and insights through meticulous data analysis. The results are meticulously
categorized, with each section supported by concrete examples and evidence that vividly
illustrate the key ideas. Chapter 5 builds on these findings by offering an insightful
discussion that places the results within the broader context of existing research. This
chapter also critically examines the study's strengths and limitations, presenting
thoughtful recommendations for future research and practical applications of the insights

gained.
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Chapter 4: Results

This study employed a generic qualitative research design to explore the
perspectives of crime prevention professionals on using CPTED strategies in K-12
schools to reduce the risk of targeted violence. The research focused on three primary
objectives: first, to evaluate these professionals' perspectives on current safety and
security measures in addressing targeted violence within K-12 schools; second, to
examine their views on what is needed to improve upon school safety, and third, to
explore their perception of the potential effectiveness and challenges of CPTED
strategies in these environments. The following research questions guided the study:

RQ1: How do crime prevention professionals perceive effectiveness of using
CPTED to mitigate targeted violence in K-12 schools?

RQ2: What challenges do crime prevention professionals perceive when using
CPTED to mitigate targeted violence in K-12 schools?

This chapter highlights the key findings of the research, starting with an overview
of the study’s context. It details the settings and participants involved, and a brief
summary of the demographic characteristics relevant to the research objectives. A
comprehensive explanation of the data collection and analysis methodologies is provided,
accompanied by the strategies employed to ensure the reliability and validity of the
results. The chapter then transitions into a comprehensive presentation of the findings,

carefully structured around the central themes that emerged from the data.
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Setting

This study was conducted virtually, offering participants both flexibility and
convenience. Scheduling became more efficient, and disruptions to daily routines were
minimized. Data collection was conducted through semi-structured Zoom interviews,
allowing participants to keep their cameras on or off, thereby creating a comfortable and
accommodating environment. Before each session, participants were provided with clear
and detailed information about the interview's purpose, the voluntary nature of their
participation, their right to withdraw at any time, and the confidentiality measures in
place to protect their privacy.

Demographics

This study involved interviews with ten participants, nine men and one woman,
conducted over an eight-week period. All were highly experienced professionals in crime
prevention, with careers spanning 20 to 30 years, and some contributing as much as five
decades to the field. Participants came from diverse backgrounds, including security,
architecture, law enforcement, and military service, each bringing valuable perspectives
to the discussion. Their insights shed light on the complexities of implementing CPTED
strategies in K-12 schools, offering a rich, multidimensional understanding of the
challenges and potential solutions in this critical area.

Data Collection

The recruitment process began after receiving IRB approval in January 2025 (IRB

protocol #01-06-25-0598235). Invitations were posted on social media platforms (i.e.,

Facebook, LinkedIn) for the following organizations: the National Institute of Crime
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Prevention, the International CPTED Association, ASIS International, the International
Society of Crime Prevention Practitioners, and the Academy of Criminal Justice
Sciences. Potential participants were encouraged to send a direct message or email if they
felt they met the study requirements and were interested in participating. Twenty people
expressed interest in participating, and consent forms were emailed to them. Of the 20
participants who expressed interest, 15 returned the consent forms. Of the 15 participants
who returned the consent forms, 10 responded to scheduling requests. All individuals
who expressed interest in participating in the study met the requirements.

The primary data of this study were collected through semi-structured interviews,
conducted using a thoughtfully crafted framework of open-ended questions. The
complete set of questions is available in Appendix A. Conducted via Zoom, the
interviews ran from January to February 2025, with each session lasting 60 to 90 minutes.
Before each session, participants were thoroughly briefed on the study's purpose, their
rights, and the measures to protect their confidentiality. To ensure confidentiality,
pseudonyms were assigned to participants, and all identifying information was removed
from the data. All interviews were conducted with participants' explicit consent and
audio-recorded to ensure accuracy. Each recording was transcribed verbatim, capturing
every detail of the conversations. All materials, including audio files, transcripts, and
notes, were securely stored on password-protected computers and encrypted cloud

platforms to uphold ethical standards and ensure strong data protection.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using Braun and Clarke's (2019) reflexive thematic
analysis, a widely respected method known for its flexibility and systematic approach.
This technique provides a clear and comprehensive approach to identifying, organizing,
and interpreting meaningful patterns within qualitative data. The analysis began with an
in-depth familiarization phase, which involved repeatedly reading the interview
transcripts while cross-referencing them with audio recordings. This step not only
ensured accuracy, but also facilitated a deeper immersion into the participants' narratives
and perspectives. During this phase, detailed notes were meticulously recorded to capture
initial observations, emerging codes, and the researcher’s reflective interpretations. These
notes became an invaluable resource, providing critical insights for further analysis and
refinement of themes.

The next step focused on generating initial codes using an inductive coding
approach. This bottom-up method allowed the data itself to guide the coding process,
ensuring that the codes authentically reflected participants' experiences and perspectives.
Descriptive codes were directly derived from the transcripts, capturing the essence of the
data as described by Braun and Clarke (2019). These codes emphasized participants'
unique insights, preserving the depth and richness of their stories. For example, codes
such as holistic, comprehensive, target hardening, access control, natural surveillance,
and stakeholder collaboration were chosen to stay true to participants' language, bringing

their narratives to life.
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After completing the initial coding phase, the next step was to organize the codes
into broader, more cohesive themes. This iterative process involved meticulously
grouping, reviewing, and refining the codes to reveal overarching patterns and
meaningful connections. Mind mapping proved invaluable in visually mapping the
relationships between codes and emerging themes. This approach ensured the themes
were clear, distinct, and faithful to the data. For instance, codes such as reactive,
ineffective, expensive, and punitive were consolidated under the theme Challenges of
Traditional Security Measures, while proactive, comprehensive, collaborative, and
sustainable were grouped to form the theme Benefits of CPTED Strategies.

Each thematic cluster underwent a meticulous review, refinement, and revision
process to ensure it accurately represented the data and maintained internal consistency.
This involved systematically cross-checking each theme against the coded data to ensure
it authentically captured the essence of the participants' narratives. Once finalized, the
themes were thoughtfully named and clearly defined to reflect their core meaning and
scope. The final phase of analysis focused on weaving these findings into a cohesive and
compelling narrative that directly addressed the research questions and objectives. This
synthesis highlighted key insights, emerging trends, and potential implications, offering
valuable direction for future research and practice.

The analysis revealed three central themes: the inadequacy of current school
safety measures, the necessary steps to enhance safety and security, and the critical role
of CPTED as a foundation for school safety plans. These themes are summarized in

Table 1. Data saturation was achieved after five interviews, as participants consistently
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identified similar patterns throughout the study. However, five additional interviews were
conducted to ensure comprehensiveness. While outliers were carefully scrutinized during
the analysis, participants demonstrated striking consistency in their responses,
underscoring the reliability of the findings. This uniformity likely reflects the shared
expertise of the participants, all of whom are seasoned professionals in crime prevention.
However, this consistency also highlights a limitation: the lack of diverse perspectives
may constrain the breadth and generalizability of the results. To address this, future
research should consider alternative strategies to incorporate a broader range of
viewpoints, thereby enriching the depth and applicability of the insights.

Table 1

Themes, Subthemes, and Illustrative Coded Words and Excerpts Regarding School Safety

Measures and CPTED

Theme Subtheme Ilustrative Coded Words/Excerpts

Reactive, response to incidents, Inadequate, Temporary

Theme I: Current Subtheme 1: Strategic  Fixes, Costly, Lack of expert input, Lack of input from

i;::sol:ri:f;z Planning and Resource stakeholders, Misallocation of resources, Lack of process
Inadequate Optimization since Columbine, Cookie-cutter approaches, Lack of
q training
Subtheme 2: Does not address all forms of violence, too much focus on
Overem haéis on physical security, too much focus on active shooters,
Active Sriloo ters and Desensitization, Physical security measures do not really
Physical Securit deter threats, Internal Threats, Security Theater,
Mgasures Y Misrepresentation of risk, False sense of security,
Liability/Negligence
Subtheme 3: Adverse Prison-like environment, Authoritarian, can cause trauma,
Effects on Well—bein Lack of training, Lack of awareness, Teachers and
and School € administration unprepared, Lack of concern for how
Environment measures impact student and staff well-being, Affects
grades and attendance
Theme 2: Subtheme 1: Proactive

Holistic, Comprehensive, Proactive, Design with safety

Enhancing Safety  Design and Integrated and security in mind from the beginning, Focus on insider

and Security on K- Security Planning
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12 School and external threats, Security framework, Threat
Campuses assessments
Subtheme 2: Fostering a

Positive School Climate
and Culture

Sense of belonging, Inclusivity, not just physical security,
Security Culture, Culture of care, Situational Awareness

Training on how to use measures, Awareness, Holistic,

Subtheme 3 Collaborative, Needs Assessment, Tailored Strategies,
Collaboration and .

. Involve Stakeholders (students, parents, maintenance),
Community Expert Input (architects, security specialists), Security
Engagement p p ’ p ’

village
Theme 3: CPTED:
The Essential
Foundation for
School Security
Plans

Subtheme 1: A

Proactive and Practical Proactive, Practical, Effective, Sustainable, Interaction
Approach to Crime and with Environment, Cost-Effective, Adaptable
Violence Prevention

Subtheme 2: Integration
with Other Security
Measures

Adaptable, Comprehensive, Maximize the impact of
physical measures, Synergy

Enhance safety, enhance environment, Social togetherness,
improve student engagement, academics, Cost-Effective,
ROI, improve perception of safety, aesthetically pleasing,
Lack of awareness and training, Lack of buy-in and
support, Lack of money

Subtheme 3: Benefits
and Challenges of
Using CPTED to
Enhance School Safety

Evidence of Trustworthiness

This study employed several strategies to ensure its trustworthiness throughout
the data collection, analysis, and interpretation process. As discussed and outlined in
Chapter 3, this research adhered to Lincoln and Guba's widely recognized framework for
evaluating the rigor of qualitative studies. This framework emphasizes four key
components: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Credibility was strengthened through extended engagement, thorough
triangulation, member validation, and reflective practices. First, the selection process
began by identifying seasoned crime prevention professionals and subject matter experts
to take part. Their extensive practical experience and theoretical knowledge added depth

and credibility to the findings. Through prolonged engagement, the researcher built trust,
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established rapport, and gathered rich, detailed insights. To ensure accuracy, verbal
member-checking discussions were conducted after each interview, allowing participants
to validate their responses. Triangulation further enhanced the study's rigor by comparing
participant insights with existing literature, ensuring the findings were both
comprehensive and well-supported. Throughout the research process, a reflective journal
was carefully maintained, allowing the researcher to critically examine their own biases,
assumptions, and perspectives to understand how these might influence the outcomes and
interpretations.

To enhance the study's transferability, a rich and detailed account of the research
context, participants, and data collection process was provided. The research context
offers a comprehensive overview of the study's environment, enabling readers to fully
grasp the conditions that shaped the findings. Participant details, including demographics,
roles, and relevant experiences, were outlined to provide a clearer understanding of those
involved. Furthermore, a step-by-step explanation of the data collection process, detailing
the tools and methods used, ensures both transparency and reliability. This meticulous
approach empowers researchers and practitioners to assess the relevance of the findings
to their own contexts and make informed decisions about their applicability (Ahmed,
2024).

To ensure the study's dependability, every step of the research process was
carefully documented through a comprehensive audit trail. This trail included detailed
records of raw data, interview transcripts, coding frameworks, analytical notes, and

decision logs, all systematically organized and preserved. By maintaining such thorough
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documentation, the study ensures transparency, enabling external reviewers or
researchers to assess the methodology, trace key decisions, and evaluate the credibility of
the findings. While peer debriefing was considered in Chapter Three, it was ultimately
deemed unnecessary due to the clarity and robustness of the results.

Confirmability was enhanced through a meticulous approach to data analysis and
interpretation, with deliberate efforts to minimize researcher bias. Consistency and
relevance were maintained during data collection through the use of pre-designed
interview questions. Verbal member-checking discussions were conducted after each
interview, allowing participants to validate their responses. The analysis incorporated
verbatim quotes, providing concrete evidence of participants’ perspectives and
experiences. These quotes not only enhance transparency, but also provide readers with
valuable context, enabling a deeper understanding of the researchers’ interpretations and
conclusions (Ahmed, 2024). Additionally, reflective journaling was used to document
thoughts, biases, and reflections, fostering objectivity and transparency throughout the
research process.

Results

The study aimed to explore the perspectives of crime prevention professionals
regarding the use of CPTED in mitigating targeted violence on K-12 school campuses.
The study focused on three key objectives: evaluating perceptions of existing safety
measures, pinpointing areas in need of improvement, and exploring how CPTED
principles can be effectively incorporated into school safety strategies. A comprehensive

thematic analysis revealed three central themes, providing valuable insights into the
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perspectives of crime prevention professionals, and highlighting the transformative
impact of CPTED on enhancing school security. The first key theme reveals widespread
agreement that current safety measures in K-12 schools are inadequate to meet the
complex challenge of creating secure yet nurturing learning environments. The second
theme emphasizes the urgent need for proactive and holistic strategies that go beyond
basic physical security improvements, advocating for a more comprehensive approach to
school safety. Finally, the third theme emphasizes the pivotal role of CPTED principles
in school safety protocols, highlighting their unique ability to create safer and more
supportive environments. The findings are structured around three main themes, each
accompanied by related subthemes, providing a clear and well-organized framework for
interpreting the results.
Theme 1: Current School Safety Measures are Inadequate

The overwhelming consensus was that existing safety measures in K-12 schools
fall short of addressing the complex challenges of today’s evolving security landscape.
Participants identified a recurring issue of reactive decision-making, often driven by
high-profile incidents or public pressure, rather than a proactive, strategic, well-informed
strategy. This crisis-driven approach was widely criticized for yielding ineffective, costly,
and short-term solutions that fail to address long-term threats. Participants likened this
reactive approach to "putting band-aids on bullet wounds," emphasizing its inadequacy in
addressing deeper issues. They pointed out that school districts often focus on simply
“checking the box” to comply with regulations, rather than implementing truly effective

safety measures. A common mindset of “It won’t happen here” further undermines
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proactive efforts. As one participant noted, "People say, 'That would never happen here.'
But eventually, it does. And by then, you're already more than five steps behind."

In the face of rising mental health challenges, escalating gun violence, and
increasing liability concerns, participants stressed that underestimating potential risks can
leave schools vulnerable to significant legal and financial repercussions. Participants
emphasized that schools have a clear legal duty of care, and failing to identify and
address potential threats or implement reasonable safety measures can lead to negligence
claims. Five participants, all experienced as expert witnesses in security-related
negligence cases, highlighted that disregarding or downplaying risks exposes school
districts to liability, potentially leading to lawsuits alleging negligence. These
observations underscore the pressing need to reimagine school security strategies with a
more innovative, proactive, and holistic approach that emphasizes both prevention and
preparedness.

This theme is further categorized into three sub-themes, each designed to provide
a detailed framework for analyzing and addressing the challenges related to school safety.
These sub-themes aim to highlight the perceived shortcomings of current practices,
including one-size-fits-all approaches, insufficient resources, and lack of expert input. By
breaking down the broader theme into more specific areas, it becomes easier to identify
actionable opportunities and implement targeted improvements that can enhance overall

safety measures within schools.
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Strategic Planning and Resource Optimization

Participants highlight that school safety strategies are often implemented without
proper strategic planning, resulting in inefficient use of resources and reduced
effectiveness. They criticized the over-reliance on generic, one-size-fits-all solutions that
do not consider each school’s unique environment, demographics, and safety needs. One
participant stated, "They're just throwing money at things without a clear plan or
understanding of what works." This approach often results in the purchase of expensive,
state-of-the-art technologies that are poorly integrated into existing infrastructure and
protocols, and are frequently rendered useless. A participant with K-12 security
experience noted, "We've seen cases where schools don’t know where to begin, so they
simply copy security plans from other districts, and resort to purchasing the latest
technology, and following whatever security trend is popular at that time.”

Participants identified the absence of input from stakeholders and experts,
especially in the planning stages, as a key deficiency in current school safety planning. In
many school districts, administrators largely handle security planning, excluding vital
perspectives from educators, students, architects, security consultants, law enforcement,
and mental health professionals. A participant noted, “It’s difficult to fully grasp all the
possible issues without input from the people who are there every day.” A participant,
who is both a licensed architect and a security expert, stated, "We're frequently brought in
after the fact to fix security flaws that could have been easily prevented during the design
phase." Addressing an issue after it has occurred often leads to solutions that are both

impractical and ineffective, as they are often rushed and lack proper planning. Without a
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proactive approach, these reactive fixes tend to temporarily patch the problem, and in
some instances, can even create new security vulnerabilities.

Another critical aspect of strategic planning involves effectively allocating and
optimizing resources to maximize the impact of safety measures. Participants emphasized
that schools often struggle to secure adequate funding to cover even basic educational
needs, leaving little capacity for investing in security measures. Limited budgets often
force schools to prioritize immediate, short-term needs over critical, long-term safety
initiatives. Participants acknowledged that while options like surveillance systems,
heavy-duty locking systems, and weapon detection technologies may offer a sense of
immediate reassurance, they are often costly, and can be rendered ineffective if not
implemented as part of a broader, well-thought-out strategy.

A participant with extensive experience in the military, law enforcement, and
security shared an insight: “Metal detectors at entrances might catch 90% of weapons, but
it’s the remaining 10% that pose the real danger.” He illustrated this with a recent
example from a middle school, where newly installed metal detectors failed to prevent a
violent incident. A student, standing just steps from the detectors, retrieved a knife from
their backpack and stabbed a classmate before even approaching the screening area. This
incident underscores the shortcomings of relying solely on quick, reactive security
measures. It also emphasizes the value of practical, proactive, and cost-effective
strategies that foster lasting safety by enhancing the overall school environment and

culture.
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Lack of funding and resources is also perceived as a contributing factor to the lack
of comprehensive training and preparedness programs. Every participant emphasized the
need for all personnel, including teachers, administrators, support staff, and students, to
receive training on security protocols, emergency procedures, and basic self-defense
techniques. Failing to address this can leave a critical gap in school preparedness,
potentially undermining the effectiveness of safety measures during emergencies.
Participants emphasized that simply adopting security technologies is not enough.
Thorough training is essential to ensure that these tools are used to their full potential.
Without proper training, these tools risk being misused, ignored, or bypassed entirely.
Participants who have conducted security threat assessments at K-12 schools frequently
encountered instances where emergency doors are propped open, security cameras have
obstructed views or dead batteries, and access control systems are left disabled because it
is more convenient for staff.

Participants emphasized the vital importance of fostering a security culture across
the entire school community. They considered a security culture to be a collective
mindset that prioritizes safety and encourages everyone, including students, parents,
teachers, administrators, and maintenance personnel, to play an active role in maintaining
a secure environment. An experienced security consultant with over 30 years in the field
explained, "A secure school isn’t just about locks, cameras, and alarms. It’s about
creating a culture of awareness and accountability, where everyone actively works to
protect themselves and each other." To create such a culture, participants emphasized the

need for open communication channels, trust-building activities, and collaborative
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problem-solving approaches. They stressed that when members of the school community
feel heard, supported, and empowered, they are more likely to take responsibility for their
safety and the safety of others.

To cultivate a security culture, participants suggested that integrating security
awareness into the school's core values and daily routines, rather than viewing it as a
separate set of protocols, is essential. They recommended regular training and drills for
students and staff on emergency procedures, as well as discussions about the importance
of personal responsibility in maintaining a safe environment. Involving students, staff,
and parents in the decision-making process when implementing security measures was
also stressed. This empowers them to take ownership of their own safety and encourages
them to be more vigilant in identifying potential threats. Participants further argued that
even the most sophisticated security systems are only as effective as those using them. A
strong security culture, rooted in awareness, vigilance, and shared responsibility, remains
essential to ensuring lasting safety and preparedness.

Overemphasis on Active Shooters and Physical Security Measures

Many participants noted that current school safety strategies often prioritize active
shooter scenarios, sometimes at the expense of addressing more common and pressing
risks. This focus is largely driven by high-profile incidents, media coverage, and public
pressure to "harden" schools with physical security measures such as metal detectors,
security cameras, and armed personnel. While these measures are intended to protect
against extreme acts of violence, they often lead to an imbalance in resource allocation,

with an excessive emphasis on physical security rather than addressing broader safety
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concerns. For example, issues like bullying, mental health support, and emergency
preparedness for natural disasters often receive less attention and funding. Participants
acknowledged the importance of preparing for tragic incidents like school shootings.
However, they emphasized that these events, while devastating, represent only a small
fraction of the safety challenges schools face on a daily basis.

Participants suggested that focusing solely on preventing active shooter events
can lead to a "one-size-fits-all" approach that neglects other, more common everyday
threats like bullying, vandalism, drug-related violence, and mental health crises. While
less sensationalized, these everyday threats have a significant impact on the school
environment and the well-being of both students and staff, which cannot be overlooked.
A seasoned law enforcement professional with over 20 years of experience, who now
specializes in active shooter response training for businesses and organizations,
highlighted a common issue in school safety protocols. “Schools often place a
disproportionate focus on active shooter drills. These scenarios are heavily emphasized,
which is why they’re the ones most frequently tested and practiced,” they explained.
While acknowledging the importance of preparing for such events, they cautioned against
making it the sole priority. “We must not overlook the everyday threats that also require
thorough testing, drills, and practice,” they added. All participants advocated for a more
holistic approach to school safety, one that balances preparation for rare incidents with
proactive measures to address the everyday well-being of students and staff.

The focus on high-profile incidents often perpetuates the belief that physical

security measures are the ultimate solution to such threats, leading to an overreliance on
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target hardening strategies. These incidents are widely publicized, creating a sense of
urgency and fear that can overshadow well-rounded, evidence-based approaches to
safety. This climate of fear and anxiety often pressures schools to "take action" after a
tragedy, even when those actions may not be the most effective or appropriate solutions.
Participants cited examples of institutions investing heavily in measures such as metal
detectors, surveillance cameras, and reinforced doors, which they referred to as the
“security theater” approach. This approach involves implementing highly visible physical
security measures designed to reassure stakeholders and create the impression of safety
and security. However, according to participants, these measures often contribute little to
enhancing safety and may divert resources away from more impactful strategies, such as
mental health programs, environmental initiatives, or fostering a supportive school
culture that addresses underlying issues.

Participants acknowledged that physical security measures play a valuable role in
deterring threats and enhancing response capabilities. However, they emphasized the
importance of avoiding overreliance on these measures and treating them as a standalone
solution to complex safety challenges. While these measures may deter certain threats,
participants stressed they are not foolproof and can lead to more critical aspects of safety
and security being overlooked. Participants also warn against relying too heavily on
physical security measures, such as security systems or barriers, which can create a false
sense of safety. A participant, with expertise in facility security and threat assessments,

shared a telling experience:
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We assessed a site equipped with standard physical security features, metal
detectors, massive door locks, and even had advanced technology like facial
recognition. My team was able to breach their security in just ten seconds and
reach the executive offices, which were on the third floor. Before they even
realized where we were in the building, we were right there looking at them
looking for us on the camera screens.

This story highlights a crucial truth that even the most advanced physical security

measures are not immune to human error or deliberate circumvention. This is particularly

concerning, as many threats often originate within the school community itself, rather

than external intruders. Participants highlighted that violence often stems from internal

issues, such as unresolved conflicts, bullying, and mental health challenges. Participant 3

said:

When a student faces relentless bullying, frustration and anger can build to a
breaking point, potentially leading to violence. They know precisely where the
cameras are and when the school resource officer isn’t around. These are deeply
complex issues that cannot be addressed by hardware alone.

These insights underscore the crucial need for schools to adopt a comprehensive,

integrated approach to safety, one that extends beyond relying solely on physical security

measures. Participant 5 noted, “A hardened school is not necessarily a safer school. You

can turn a school into a fortress, but that doesn't address the underlying issues that lead to

violence.” This highlights the importance of addressing the root causes of potential

threats, rather than focusing exclusively on visible security measures.
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Participants acknowledged that physical security measures can create a sense of
safety for some. Still, they expressed concerns about their potential negative impact on
student well-being and the broader school environment. They emphasized that
prioritizing security without considering its effects on students and staff undermines the
critical human element essential to effective safety planning. Many warned that excessive
security measures risk fostering a harsh, authoritarian atmosphere, eroding trust between
students and teachers. Participants highlighted that when schools resemble prisons,
students may hesitate to seek help or report concerns, ultimately undermining their sense
of safety. This lack of support can leave them feeling isolated, forcing some to cope with
challenges on their own or avoid attending school altogether. Participant 1 said:

When you over-police a place, the kids feel like they are in prison. Now, think

about a prison, the ultimate target-hardening environment, right? Designed for

maximum security, but do the inmates or staff feel safe? No, they don’t. And it
leads to more violence, not less.

The participants emphasized that creating a safe school environment requires
more than just addressing physical threats; it also requires cultivating a positive and
supportive atmosphere. Many voiced concerns about the overreliance on target hardening
measures, warning that such strategies could inadvertently perpetuate a culture of fear
and violence. They highlighted how security measures, such as excessive surveillance,

weapon detection systems, controlled access, and visible security personnel, might foster



98

a tense environment, thereby increasing students' anxiety about their safety. Participant 7
said:

When students see all these massive security features everywhere, they are

constantly reminded of potential threats. It can make them feel less safe and more

stressed. How can you expect them to focus on learning when they are worried
and anxious all the time?

Additionally, they warned that conducting frequent drills could unintentionally
desensitize students and staff, making them less likely to take the exercises seriously over
time. This reduced sense of urgency might diminish their ability to recognize and respond
effectively to genuine threats, potentially putting their safety at greater risk in real
emergency situations. Some participants have noted that certain active shooter drills can
be traumatic, particularly when they simulate intense scenarios using elements like fake
blood, rubber bullets, or by making the drill feel like a real attack. Rather than enhancing
safety, such measures could inadvertently undermine their effectiveness and the
development of a positive school culture.

Creating a supportive environment is key to ensuring both safety and academic
success for students. By prioritizing prevention over punishment, schools can foster a
more positive and productive learning space. This means tackling important issues like
bullying, mental health challenges, and social exclusion head-on, building a foundation
where every student can thrive. A participant highlighted the significance of these
interventions, expressing: "I don’t want my childhood memories to include being at

school, having to walk through a scanner to check if I’'m carrying a gun, or needing to
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wear a bulletproof backpack." They continued, "If my school’s backyard was surrounded
by barbed wire, my mind would think ‘prison camp,’ and that’s exactly what it is.” This
perception highlights the negative psychological impact of purely physical, punitive-
looking security. It also further emphasizes the importance of a balanced approach to
school safety that integrates both physical and psychological considerations.

Some participants highlighted that excessively punitive measures could unfairly
impact students from marginalized communities, many of whom may already experience
feelings of alienation or distrust toward authority. They emphasized that such measures
could target behaviors, such as defiance or disrespect, further isolating these students.
Additionally, they cautioned that implementing overly strict security measures could
exacerbate existing inequities, creating an environment of fear and exclusion. This, in
turn, could lead to higher rates of disproportionate disciplinary actions, such as
suspensions or expulsions, and even increased involvement in the juvenile justice system,
further leading to the school-to-prison pipeline.

Participants consistently emphasized the importance of creating a safe and
supportive environment where students feel secure, connected, valued, and empowered to
express their concerns. They criticized current safety and security measures used in K-12
schools, citing an over-reliance on generic, one-size-fits-all solutions that do not consider
each school’s unique environment, demographics, and safety needs. They expressed
concern that schools focus too much on physical security measures and tend to overlook

the impact these measures have on students, staff, and the overall school environment.
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Theme 2 focuses on the key strategies that participants identified for addressing violence
and improving safety in K-12 schools.
Theme 2: Enhancing Safety and Security on K-12 School Campuses

The second theme highlights the shared perception that improving safety and
security in K-12 schools requires a proactive, holistic, and comprehensive approach. This
involves a multifaceted strategy that combines environmental design, physical safety
measures, detailed protocols, emergency response plans, and accessible mental health
resources. Participants emphasized the importance of cultivating a culture of safety that
prioritizes both the physical and psychological well-being of students and staff. They also
emphasized the importance of collaboration, open communication, and shared
responsibility among all stakeholders, including administrators, teachers, staff, students,
families, and community partners. As one seasoned security consultant with three
decades of experience explained, "A safe school isn't just about cameras and locks. It's
about creating an environment where everyone, but especially students, feels supported,
respected, and empowered to speak up."

This theme is divided into three core subthemes, each representing key areas
identified by participants as vital to enhancing safety and security on K-12 school
campuses. These subthemes underscore the complex nature of school safety, highlighting
the need for holistic, well-designed strategies that prioritize both physical security and

psychological well-being.
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Proactive Design and Integrated Security Planning

Participants unanimously emphasized the urgent need to adopt proactive measures
to ensure school safety. They emphasized that schools should actively anticipate potential
threats, and address vulnerabilities and risks beforehand, rather than merely respond to
incidents after they occur. Proactive thinking enables schools to anticipate and address
potential threats, thereby enhancing their readiness and resilience, and reducing the
likelihood of incidents occurring. Participants stressed that school safety must be an
ongoing, dynamic process grounded in regular evaluations, strategic planning, and
proactive measures. One participant explained, "Reacting to incidents after they occur
isn’t enough. We need to identify potential threats and vulnerabilities in advance and take
steps to address those risks before they escalate into actual problems." Another
participant noted, “a comprehensive risk assessment that considers various factors, such
as security vulnerabilities, mental health concerns, and potential internal and external
threats, is the foundation of a proactive safety strategy.”

Participants stress the need to prioritize safety by incorporating it into the design
of school buildings and grounds from the very beginning. They highlight the importance
of "building security from the ground up," ensuring that safety measures are seamlessly
integrated into the planning and construction process. They argue this approach is far
more effective than addressing security concerns later, as an afterthought, when changes
can be more costly, disruptive, and less efficient. By considering factors such as
controlled access points, clear sightlines, strategically placed lighting, and secure

perimeters early on, schools can create environments that are both welcoming and
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protective for students and staff. Two licensed architects, who are also certified CPTED
practitioners, emphasized the importance of designing physical spaces with safety as a
priority from the outset. They emphasized the importance of proactively incorporating
safety-focused design principles at an early stage in the process. Doing so can save
substantial time, money, and effort that would otherwise be spent on costly, reactive
measures or future redesigns.

Along with proactive design strategies, participants emphasized the importance of
comprehensive security planning that integrates various aspects of safety, including
physical security measures, emergency response protocols, and mental health resources.
Integrated security plans should involve collaboration and coordination between school
administrators, staff, students, parents, and local law enforcement agencies to create a
seamless and coordinated security framework. This includes developing comprehensive
emergency response plans, implementing clear communication protocols, and ensuring
that all students and staff members are properly trained to respond to various potential
threats and emergencies, including those beyond active shooters. A participant with
experience in emergency management stated, “It’s not enough to just have a plan on
paper; you need to practice it regularly and make sure everyone knows what to do.”

It is also essential to regularly review and update safety and security protocols to
ensure alignment with best practices and the evolving threat landscape. Participants
emphasized that security planning should be a continuous process of assessment,
adaptation, and improvement. Conducting routine risk assessments, vulnerability audits,

and security drills enables schools to identify potential weaknesses, refine safety
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strategies, and respond more effectively to emergencies. This highlights that school
safety is a dynamic and evolving process, requiring constant evaluation and enhancement
to effectively address new threats and vulnerabilities.

Fostering a Positive School Climate and Culture

This subtheme emphasizes the critical role of school climate and culture in
promoting safety and security. Participants emphasized the importance of fostering a
positive school environment that promotes respect, inclusivity, and support for all
students, faculty, and staff, believing this approach is just as crucial as physical security
measures. According to participants, fostering positive relationships between students
and staff is essential for creating a supportive school environment. They expressed
concern over the heavy reliance on physical, target-hardening measures, such as
increased security, metal detectors, and controlled access points, arguing that such
strategies may unintentionally foster an environment of fear and distrust, which can
negatively impact students’ well-being. A participant with a background in law
enforcement and who served as a school resource officer for over ten years, stated,
“School safety isn’t just about hardware; it’s about building a culture of respect, support,
and empowerment where students feel secure and engaged.”

Rather than focusing exclusively on physical barriers and security measures,
participants suggest that schools adopt holistic strategies to address the underlying causes
of violence and cultivate positive school environments. These strategies could include
improving the physical design of school spaces, fostering open communication and trust

between students and staff, and ensuring accessible mental health support for both
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students and faculty. Participants agree that a positive, inclusive school climate can help
prevent incidents by addressing potential issues before they escalate. One participant
noted, "If students don't feel connected to their school and community, they're more
likely to disengage and potentially act out in harmful ways."

Participants emphasize that schools can foster a sense of community and safety
that goes beyond physical security measures by creating a positive environment rooted in
strong relationships, a sense of belonging, and emotional support. By proactively
addressing potential issues, schools can provide a more holistic approach to security. As
one participant noted, “It’s not just about physical security, it’s about understanding the
needs of the students and addressing those needs before they manifest into more serious
problems”. These insights highlight that creating a positive school climate that promotes
diversity, inclusion, and respect is just as crucial as physical security measures in
ensuring school safety and security.

Collaboration and Community Engagement

The third subtheme highlights the vital role of community engagement and
collaboration in fostering and maintaining safe school environments. Participants
emphasized that building a secure and supportive atmosphere requires the active
involvement of all stakeholders, including school administrators, staff, students, parents,
local law enforcement, and community organizations. These partnerships are crucial for
developing a comprehensive, well-coordinated safety strategy tailored to the unique
needs, challenges, and resources of each school. Without the insights and contributions of

these key individuals, schools risk implementing “generic, one-size-fits-all solutions” that
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may fail to address their specific circumstances effectively. Participants also underscored
the importance of considering external factors such as geography, landscape design,
population density, and local crime rates to craft a balanced and impactful safety plan.

As one participant noted, "What works in one school might not work in another.
Each school has its own unique circumstances, and it’s all about identifying what works
best for your community to create a truly effective safety plan." This perspective
reinforces the importance of tailoring safety approaches to reflect the distinct dynamics of
each school community.

One of the key aspects of effective collaboration is maintaining open and
transparent communication among schools, students, and their families. Participants
emphasized that schools should actively involve students and their families in safety
planning efforts, working together to create strategies that enhance the overall well-being
of everyone involved. Schools should not only provide resources and support to address
safety concerns, but also establish clear channels for sharing vital information. One
participant highlighted the unique role of families and students in identifying potential
concerns by stating, “Students and parents are the eyes and ears in the school community.
They typically know what is going on before the school administration does, and can
provide valuable insights into potential threats.” Empowering them to share their
observations and concerns can lead to quicker responses and more proactive measures to
ensure safety.

Participants highlighted the importance of extending collaboration beyond the

school community, to include partnerships with law enforcement, security professionals,
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architects, and other local organizations. Such collaborations were viewed as essential for
developing evidence-based, integrated approaches to school safety, enhancing
communication and coordination, and utilizing specialized resources and expertise.
Architects can help design school campuses that incorporate proactive and practical
safety and security principles. Security professionals can provide valuable guidance on
security protocols, and local law enforcement can serve as valuable resources for incident
response and prevention, as well as offer training. Additionally, partnerships with mental
health professionals were emphasized as vital for providing support services to students
and staff. A participant who specializes in school security design stated, “Schools do not
function in a bubble, so the best plans, the most effective school safety plans, are those
developed in partnership with everyone, all stakeholders. Security is a shared
responsibility."

This theme highlights the perspectives of crime prevention professionals on how
schools can enhance campus safety and security. The resounding consensus is that
schools must be proactive in their approach to safety. Designing the school environment
with safety in mind from the outset was identified as a critical priority. Equally important
is the development of tailored safety plans that take into account each school’s unique
circumstances, culture, and resources. In addition, fostering a positive school climate and
building strong, collaborative relationships among all stakeholders were also deemed

essential elements of effective safety strategies.
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Theme 3: CPTED as the Essential Foundation for School Security Plans

The study's third key theme highlighted the critical importance of CPTED as a
cornerstone of an effective school safety plan. All participants unanimously regarded
CPTED as an essential, cost-efficient strategy for enhancing safety and security on K-12
campuses. While they acknowledged that CPTED alone cannot address every school
safety challenge, they praised its proactive and practical nature, as well as its seamless
integration with other security measures. Participants highlight that CPTED is far more
than a set of design principles; it is a holistic approach to school safety. By combining
physical design, security technology, and community involvement, CPTED seeks to
create secure yet welcoming learning environments. Unlike traditional "target hardening"
methods, such as fences, metal detectors, and surveillance cameras, CPTED emphasizes
strategic approaches, such as improving natural surveillance through maintaining the
landscape and window placement, controlling access through building design and
limiting entry points, and promoting territoriality through clear signage and well-
maintained grounds. Through simple design, CPTED can enhance safety and security on
K-12 campuses.

One participant explained, “CPTED isn’t just about adding fences or security
cameras, it’s about designing spaces that naturally promote safety through thoughtful
planning and effective management.” Participants most often highlighted natural
surveillance, access control, territorial reinforcement, and maintenance as key CPTED
strategies. These design principles aim to reduce the likelihood, visibility, and

attractiveness of criminal activity, fostering environments that are not only safer, but also
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welcoming for students, staff, and visitors. A participant with over 50 years of experience
in architecture and criminology highlighted the transformative role of CPTED in school
safety. He stated, “CPTED has a profound impact because it focuses on creating spaces
that are not only safe, but also positive. It addresses the physical, social, and
psychological elements of a space to enhance security and foster a sense of safety.”

This theme is further divided into three subthemes, each addressing critical
elements of implementing CPTED in schools: (1) positioning CPTED as a proactive and
practical approach, (2) its seamless integration with other security measures, and (3) the
benefits it offers alongside the challenges it presents.

Proactive and Practical Approach to Crime and Violence Prevention

The first subtheme highlights CPTED as a highly effective, proactive, and
practical approach to preventing crime and violence in schools. This approach focuses on
designing and managing the physical environment to reduce opportunities for crime,
promote positive behavior, and enhance safety. Participants unanimously agreed that
proactive strategies, such as CPTED, provide greater impact and long-term sustainability
than reactive measures, such as heightened physical security or stricter enforcement
policies. By addressing potential risks upfront through thoughtful design, CPTED can
help create safer, more welcoming school environments that benefit both students and
staff. One participant explained, "CPTED is about more than just design; it's about
understanding how people interact with their environment and using that knowledge to

create safer, more secure spaces." Another echoed this sentiment, stating, "It's not just
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about putting up fences and cameras; it's about creating a sense of community and
ownership among the entire school community."

Participants emphasized that beyond enhancing safety and reducing crime,
CPTED has the potential to significantly influence behavior and contribute to a healthier
school environment. Thoughtfully designed spaces that promote social interaction and
foster a welcoming atmosphere help build a stronger sense of community and belonging
among students. This sense of connection can enhance relationships between students and
staff, while also reducing instances of bullying and other negative behaviors. One
participant, a seasoned school resource officer, noted that incorporating CPTED
principles can also instill a sense of ownership and accountability in students. For
example, he described how a well-maintained school garden not only beautified the
campus, but also fostered a sense of pride among the students who tended to it. They
were protective of the space because they maintained it.

Participants highlighted the practicality and cost-efficiency of using CPTED
principles to reduce crime and violence in schools. By rethinking the layout and design of
school spaces, CPTED provides a sustainable and effective alternative to traditional,
expensive "target hardening" methods. These strategies can seamlessly integrate into
daily school routines and activities. For instance, placing lockers in open, highly visible
areas or creating designated drop-off and pick-up zones for parents can enhance security
while minimizing opportunities for crime. According to a participant, "CPTED is about
creating spaces that are inherently safe, which reduces the need for expensive security

measures.” They highlighted the cost-effectiveness of strategies such as trimming
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shrubbery to improve visibility, enhancing lighting in and around the campus, controlling
access through designated entry points, and ensuring everything is maintained, which can
significantly enhance safety without requiring substantial financial investment.
Integration with Other Safety Measures
This subtheme highlights the participants' view that CPTED should be a
fundamental element of all school safety programs, due to its unique ability to integrate
seamlessly into any environment and complement other security measures. According to
participants, CPTED offers a strong foundation for safety, but they stressed that CPTED
should not be treated as a one-size-fits-all or standalone approach. Instead, it should be
strategically implemented alongside other safety measures, such as security cameras,
alarms, security personnel, visitor management systems, and mental health support
services. This not only ensures a more comprehensive safety framework, but also
increases its overall effectiveness. Participant 10 said:
Incorporating CPTED principles on a school campus should include things like
designing open sightlines to eliminate blind spots, planting bushes or trees to
define boundaries, making sure there is one way in and one way out to prevent
easy access, and clear and visible signage directing visitors to the main office for
check-in upon arrival. These are simple and practical measures, right? And when
they are paired with the more traditional security stuff, like security cameras,
locks on the doors, and maybe an SRO, it creates this synergistic effect that can
really change the entire atmosphere of the school, creating a safer and supportive

learning environment.
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Several participants mentioned this “synergy” between CPTED and other safety
measures, citing how CPTED strategies can amplify the effectiveness of traditional
security measures. For example, one participant discussed how security cameras are more
effective when strategically placed in areas with clear sightlines, ensuring optimal
visibility and minimizing blind spots. Another shared their experience of implementing
CPTED principles when upgrading their school's security system, which involved
relocating security cameras to strategic locations based on the new layout of the campus.
These insights highlight the importance of integrating CPTED with other safety measures
in a coordinated manner to maximize effectiveness and create safer school environments.
Benefits and Challenges of Using CPTED to Enhance School Safety

This subtheme explores the advantages and challenges of implementing CPTED
to improve school safety. Participants universally recognized the significant benefits that
CPTED can offer. CPTED strategies are designed to deter crime and reduce opportunities
for violence, while enhancing the aesthetics and functionality of the environment.
Participants believe that by prioritizing intentional design, these approaches not only
improve safety and security but also create a more positive, welcoming, and supportive
atmosphere for both students and staff. They highlighted examples, such as enhancing
sightlines to minimize blind spots, allowing staff to monitor activities more effectively,
and improving lighting in key areas, including hallways, parking lots, and entrances. This
not only deters unwanted behavior, but also fosters a sense of security, even during after-

hours events. Participant eight said:
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The primary goal of CPTED is to create a safe and nurturing environment where

students feel genuinely safe, where they can focus on learning and simply being a

kid, without having to live in fear or worry of being hurt or killed while at school.
Additionally, participants discussed the use of CPTED principles to promote a sense of
community and social cohesion within the school. According to participants, when
individuals feel connected to and invested in their environment, they are more likely to
intervene if they witness suspicious activities, thereby contributing to a safer and more
secure community. Examples highlighted included the use of public art displays,
community gardens, and open courtyards or outdoor seating areas to create welcoming
spaces. Pointing out that these measures can make the campus more visually appealing,
practical, accessible, and safe for everyone who uses the space.

Another benefit participants identified is that CPTED is a practical, cost-effective
strategy with a strong return on investment. Participants who are certified CPTED
practitioners emphasized the approach’s value, highlighting its versatility and ease of
implementation. These strategies can be seamlessly integrated into both new construction
and renovation projects, requiring minimal financial investment while delivering
significant benefits. Beyond enhancing security, CPTED also improves the functionality
and aesthetics of spaces, creating environments that feel safe, welcoming, and efficient.
By leveraging practical and thoughtful design principles, such as natural surveillance,
access control, and territorial reinforcement, schools can reduce the need to rely heavily
on more punitive or reactive security measures. Measures such as metal detectors,

surveillance cameras, or additional security personnel, which may be effective, can create
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an atmosphere of restriction and often incur high costs for purchase, installation, and
ongoing maintenance. Participants acknowledged that such traditional security measures
remain important components of a broader, comprehensive security plan, but they
stressed the unique value of CPTED in proactively addressing safety concerns in a way
that feels both human-centered and fiscally responsible.

While participants recognized the many advantages of using CPTED to improve
school safety, they also acknowledged the challenges it faces. One of the main obstacles
identified was a lack of awareness and understanding of CPTED principles among
decision-makers and stakeholders in the education system. Participants noted that
CPTED is often misunderstood or overlooked. Some school administrators, security
personnel, and community members do not fully grasp the potential of CPTED to create
safer and more secure learning environments, leading to resistance or skepticism towards
its implementation. A participant with expertise in school security assessments remarked,
“Most schools have likely never even heard of CPTED. And for those who have, they
often misunderstand it as merely installing cameras, alarms, or fences. They fail to grasp
that it's truly about designing the environment itself to enhance safety.”

Another key obstacle to implementing CPTED in schools is the lack of funding
and resources. Participants frequently noted that tight school district budgets make it
difficult to prioritize CPTED-related improvements, particularly when competing
demands, such as academic programs and staffing, take precedence. Although CPTED
strategies are cost-effective, participants emphasized that implementing them often

requires upfront investments in design modifications, infrastructure upgrades, and



114

training for school staff. The upfront investment remains a significant barrier for many
schools. This is where the lack of awareness of CPTED and its advantages further
complicates matters, as schools may perceive it as "an added expense" rather than a long-
term investment in safety.

Participants also highlighted that many school districts often lack the technical
expertise and resources to conduct thorough security assessments or develop safety plans
based on CPTED principles. They emphasized that schools may face significant
challenges in effectively implementing CPTED strategies without adequate knowledge
and training. It was underscored that a clear understanding of these strategies, their
purpose, implementation, and ongoing maintenance, is crucial. Without this foundation,
the effectiveness of these measures could be compromised, potentially leaving schools
vulnerable to risks that these measures are designed to mitigate. A participant, a seasoned
professional in architecture and security, remarked, "Even the best CPTED design in the
world will fail if it isn't properly understood or maintained." For example, poor lighting
design could inadvertently create shadows and blind spots, increasing safety risks.
Likewise, poorly placed landscaping could obstruct views and provide cover for
unwanted activities.

Summary

This qualitative study employed semi-structured interviews to explore the
perspectives of ten crime prevention professionals on the effectiveness and application of
CPTED strategies in mitigating targeted violence in K-12 schools. The interviews

provided rich, in-depth data on the practical experiences and professional insights of
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participants actively working in the field. Data from the interviews were carefully
analyzed and coded using Braun and Clarke’s Reflexive Thematic Analysis framework,
which revealed three key themes that underscore the critical role of environmental design
in enhancing school safety. These themes also highlighted both the tangible benefits of
implementing CPTED strategies and the challenges in adapting such strategies to the
unique environments and constraints of schools. Subthemes were also identified based on
their prevalence and ability to provide additional context, contributing to a
comprehensive understanding of the complexities involved in applying CPTED in school
settings.

This chapter presented insights from professionals with specialized expertise in
architecture, law enforcement, the military, and security. The resounding consensus
among all participants is that CPTED is a practical, proactive, and cost-effective
approach to reducing targeted violence in schools. Participants expressed confidence in
CPTED's ability to proactively reduce crime, while also enhancing the perceptions of
safety and promoting a sense of community. Furthermore, the participants who were
certified CPTED practitioners emphasized the approach’s value, highlighting its
versatility and ease of implementation. While highlighting the significant advantages of
CPTED, they also identified key challenges in its implementation, including a lack of
awareness and understanding, limited funding and resources, and the need for specialized
knowledge and training. Overall, the findings effectively addressed the research questions
and provided valuable insights into how CPTED strategies can effectively mitigate

targeted violence in K-12 schools.
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Chapter 5 offers a comprehensive analysis of the research findings, thoughtfully
connecting them to current academic literature for a well-rounded exploration of the
subject. It thoroughly examines the implications of these findings, highlighting their
potential to inspire meaningful social change. The chapter also addresses the study's
limitations, providing clear and actionable recommendations for future research to bridge
these gaps. This research aims to deepen the understanding of CPTED and refine its
practical application within school settings, offering valuable insights to advance the

field.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations

Targeted violence in K-12 schools across the U.S. is a pressing public health
issue, threatening the safety of students and staff, leaving lasting trauma, and destroying
trust in educational environments. While traditional safety measures, such as
surveillance, weapon detection systems, and increased security personnel, may offer a
sense of immediate safety and help deter some acts of violence, research indicates that
they are often ineffective and can have harmful consequences, potentially heightening
fear among students (Conwell & Elam, 2024; Zhu et al., 2022). This situation requires a
more holistic approach to school safety, one that can help address the root causes of
violence and foster positive school climates, where individuals feel safe, supported, and
connected (Rajan et al., 2022). Crime prevention through environmental design (CPTED)
is one such holistic approach that has gained traction as an alternative to traditional
security measures, as it seeks to reduce crime by modifying the built environment
(Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2019). While CPTED has proven successful in reducing crime
in various settings, including residential communities, commercial areas, and public
spaces, its effectiveness in mitigating targeted violence on K-12 school campuses is still
emerging and not fully understood (Komal & Radhika, 2023; Lamoreaux & Sulkowski,
2019; Vagi et al., 2018), particularly from the perspective of crime prevention
professionals, remains limited.

To address this gap and add to the body of knowledge, this qualitative study
explored the perceptions of crime prevention professionals on the use of CPTED to

mitigate targeted violence on K-12 school campuses. Ten crime prevention professionals,
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each with over five years in safety and security, participated in semi-structured
interviews. Their expertise spanned diverse fields, including architecture, law
enforcement, the military, and security, providing valuable insights into their views on
school violence, their experience with current measures, and the challenges and
opportunities of implementing CPTED. The findings reveal widespread agreement that
current safety measures in K-12 schools are inadequate to address the complex challenges
these environments face. Many argue that these measures often cultivate a climate of
fear, unintentionally worsening the very issues they aim to resolve. In contrast, CPTED is
proposed as a more holistic and sustainable approach to school safety, focusing on
fostering a positive school environment, enhancing physical security, and addressing the
root causes of violence.
Interpretation of the Findings

This study offered a crucial perspective from crime prevention professionals in
criminology, architecture, law enforcement, and military security, highlighting critical
flaws in current school security strategies. These professionals emphasize that most
approaches are largely reactive, shaped by high-profile tragedies, intense media scrutiny,
and public pressure to “act quickly.” Unfortunately, this rush to respond often comes at
the expense of thoughtful, strategic planning. Research supports these concerns, showing
that post-incident measures frequently prioritize physical security solutions that lack
empirical validation and fail to address deeper, systemic vulnerabilities (Highberger et
al., 2022; Shu et al., 2022). While these measures may temporarily deter or delay

potential attackers, they often foster a false sense of security and overlook long-term
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consequences. Furthermore, such strategies are commonly implemented hastily, without
sufficient evidence or consideration of their broader impact (Jonson, 2017). These
findings underscore the urgent need for deliberate, evidence-based solutions to school
security, solutions that prioritize effectiveness, sustainability, and a deeper understanding
of the root causes of violence.

The findings highlight a strong consensus among the crime prevention
professionals interviewed that mitigating targeted school violence requires more than
checking a box or relying on a single solution. It necessitates a fundamental shift toward
a proactive, holistic, and multidisciplinary approach, one that integrates effective safety
measures with the creation of supportive and positive school environments. This
perspective aligns with the growing body of research that underscores the importance of
forward-thinking strategies that balance both physical security and the social and
emotional well-being of students (Brissett et al., 2025; Moore et al., 2021; Nickerson et
al., 2021; Phelps et al., 2024). School safety is not solely about hardening schools; it is
intricately linked to a myriad of factors, such as the school's environment, the social
climate within the school, the mental health support systems available, and the overall
sense of community and belonging that students experience (Conwell & Elam, 2024;
Dolph & Holland, 2025).

Current research suggests effective safety initiatives require multifaceted
approaches to address the complex challenges of school safety. For instance, Kerr and
King (2019) emphasized that school safety initiatives should include essential

considerations, such as school climate, school organization, policies, and rules,
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environmental design, security measures, and universal, targeted, and intensive support
programs and services. The insight provided by the crime prevention professionals
interviewed strongly supports this sentiment. The findings suggest that focusing solely on
“gates, guards, and guns,” while seemingly providing a sense of security, neglects the
underlying issues that contribute to school violence. The findings emphasize the
integration of CPTED principles into school safety initiatives. These principles provide a
viable framework for creating safer, more secure, and supportive school environments
(Daniels et al., 2009; Nickerson et al., 2021).

The primary research question examined how crime prevention professionals
perceive the effectiveness of using CPTED strategies in K-12 schools to reduce targeted
violence. Described as a proactive, practical, and cost-effective approach, the study
highlighted the potential of CPTED to transform the way schools address security
challenges. At its core, CPTED is a holistic approach that is far more than a set of design
principles. It is a comprehensive approach that uses the thoughtful design and
management of the built environment to reduce opportunities for crime, deter offenders,
and foster a positive and secure community (Cozens & Love, 2015). The crime
prevention professionals interviewed widely agree that when CPTED principles are
effectively implemented, they not only enhance the perception of safety and security, but
can also significantly reduce crime and violence on school campuses. Current research
supports this view, highlighting that schools adhering to CPTED principles are perceived

as safer and report lower rates of school violence (Komal & Radhika, 2023; Nickerson et
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al., 2021; Vagi et al., 2018). This is particularly noteworthy, given the limited evidence-

based research on CPTED in school environments.

The findings expand on the perceived benefits of using CPTED in K-12 school
environments, as the participants highlighted several key factors that contribute to its
effectiveness. From its practicality and cost-effectiveness to its proactive and adaptable
nature, the findings suggest that it offers a comprehensive framework necessary for
addressing school safety challenges. The findings underscore CPTED's proactive nature,
which enhances the ability to address potential security issues before they escalate into
serious incidents. This is particularly important in the context of school violence, where
early detection and prevention are critical (Komal & Radhika, 2023; Shariati, 2021). For
example, ensuring proper lighting in key areas such as entrances, hallways, and parking
lots is a low-cost and practical measure that significantly deters potential criminal activity
(Vagi et al., 2018). Similarly, maintaining the landscape properly ensures clear lines of
sight, prevents potential hiding places, and makes natural surveillance easier, while also
fostering a sense of openness and safety (Ekren et al., 2025).

The crime prevention professionals interviewed highlighted that generic,
technology-heavy security measures, such as metal detectors, security cameras, and strict
access controls, often shape current K-12 school environments. While these methods may
provide immediate, short-term solutions, they are costly, prone to becoming outdated,
and frequently fail to address the specific challenges and complexities of individual
environments (Conwell & Elam, 2024; Steiner et al., 2021). This reliance on physical

measures and technology not only diverts resources away from more sustainable and
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person-oriented solutions, but can also create a false sense of security (Lamoreaux & L.
Sulkowski, 2019). In contrast, CPTED provides a more flexible, sustainable, and
customized approach. Grounded in principles of adaptability and personalization, CPTED
transcends the constraints of one-size-fits-all strategies. Instead, it evolves to address the
unique needs of each environment where it is applied (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2020).
Research highlights that this flexibility is a key advantage in its implementation, as it
enables schools to craft strategies that align with their unique physical layouts,
demographics of their student populations, and the broader context of their surrounding
communities (Komal & Radhika, 2023; Lamoreaux & L. Sulkowski, 2019).

While the findings strongly support CPTED as a promising and effective strategy
for enhancing school safety, this study also examined its potential limitations and
challenges to provide a more balanced perspective. The second research question
specifically addressed the challenges or barriers that could hinder the successful
integration of CPTED strategies into K-12 schools, such as the lack of awareness or
understanding of CPTED principles, funding limitations, and the need to balance safety
measures with maintaining a welcoming school environment. These challenges highlight
the complexities of applying CPTED principles in real-world educational settings,
emphasizing the importance of strategic planning, collaboration, and adaptability for
effective implementation.

The most significant challenge identified is the general lack of awareness and
understanding of CPTED. Many stakeholders, including school administrators, teachers,

and community members, may be unfamiliar with CPTED principles, their potential
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benefits, and the practical applications of these principles. This lack of awareness can be
a significant barrier to adoption, as stakeholders may be reluctant to support or invest in
strategies they do not fully understand. Additionally, a lack of awareness and
understanding can hinder the effective implementation of CPTED measures, as
individuals may not recognize the importance of specific design elements or understand
how to use them effectively to enhance security (Cozens & Love, 2017; Johnson et al.,
2018). To address this challenge, it is essential to provide comprehensive education and
training programs for all stakeholders. These programs should focus on raising awareness
about CPTED principles, their benefits, and how they can be applied in school
environments. Moreover, training should be tailored to the specific needs and roles of
different stakeholders, ensuring that everyone understands how they can contribute to
creating a safer school environment.

The crime prevention professionals interviewed noted that CPTED is often
viewed as an additional cost or burden, rather than a valuable investment in the safety and
well-being of students and staff. Although its strategies prove highly cost-effective over
time, their success depends on strategic planning and efficient resource allocation (Rupp
et al., 2025; Shariati, 2021). Integrating CPTED principles into future school designs can
reduce costs, but many existing facilities require extensive renovations. The literature
supports this insight, as it recognizes that redesigning infrastructure, improving lighting
and landscaping, or installing surveillance systems may be particularly challenging for
schools with limited financial resources (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2019; Steiner et al.,

2021). A practical solution lies in strategically reframing security plans and reallocating
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budgets. Rather than investing in “security theater” measures, often expensive and largely
ineffective, school districts should focus on high-impact, low-cost CPTED initiatives that
deliver meaningful improvements (Moore et al., 2021; Shariati, 2021).

Limitations of the Study

This study offers valuable insights into how crime prevention professionals
perceive the role of CPTED in reducing targeted violence in K-12 schools. However, it is
important to acknowledge its limitations. First, the study's sample size of ten participants,
while providing rich, in-depth qualitative data, inherently limits the generalizability of the
findings to a broader population of crime prevention professionals. This limitation
indicates that the perspectives captured may not fully reflect the diversity of opinions and
experiences within the field. Therefore, caution is advised when attempting to apply these
findings to broader contexts or different settings. Future research could expand the
sample size and include participants from diverse geographic locations and professional
backgrounds to enhance the transferability of the findings.

Second, the study focused specifically on the perspectives of crime prevention
professionals, who play a critical role in shaping and implementing safety measures.
While their insights are undeniably valuable, they may not fully capture the diverse views
and experiences of other important stakeholders, such as students, teachers, school
administrators, parents, and community members. Each of these groups brings unique
perspectives and experiences on school safety, and their perceptions may differ
significantly from those of crime prevention professionals. Future research could explore

the perceptions of these diverse stakeholders to provide a more comprehensive and
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nuanced understanding of the challenges and opportunities associated with implementing
CPTED in K-12 schools.

Third, the study relied primarily on semi-structured interviews for data collection.
While this approach provided valuable insights into participants' perceptions and
experiences, it also introduced potential limitations, including recall bias and social
desirability bias. Participants might struggle to recall past events or provide responses
they believe are socially acceptable or aligned with the researcher’s expectations. To
address these challenges, future studies could adopt a more comprehensive approach by
incorporating additional methods, such as direct observation of school environments or
an in-depth analysis of school safety policies and procedures.

Recommendations

The findings of this study offer valuable insights into considerations for future
research in this subject area. While the study yielded in-depth qualitative data, the limited
sample size of just ten participants suggests the results might not fully represent the
diverse perspectives of crime prevention experts. Additionally, the views of stakeholders
such as students, educators, administrators, and parents were not taken into account,
which could have provided a more comprehensive insight into school safety measures.
To enhance the evidence base for CPTED and its impact on school safety, future research
should expand the sample size and include participants from diverse professional
backgrounds. Additionally, future studies could expand their scope to include various
school settings, such as urban, suburban, and rural environments, to examine the impact

of contextual factors on the implementation and effectiveness of CPTED.
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Given the complexity of this topic, future research should adopt a mixed-methods
approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative data. This methodology allows for
a more thorough and nuanced exploration of the subject. For example, integrating
quantitative data, such as crime rates or disciplinary records, with qualitative insights
from interviews or focus groups, can provide a richer understanding of the effectiveness
of CPTED strategies in K-12 environments. Additionally, longitudinal studies could be
valuable in examining the long-term impacts of CPTED interventions on school safety,
student well-being, academic performance, and overall school climate.

All of the crime prevention professionals interviewed emphasized the critical role
of mental health in addressing targeted violence. They underscored the need for students
and staff to have access to comprehensive mental health resources and support, as well as
the importance of fostering a school environment that is inclusive, supportive, and
promotes overall well-being. Future research should explore the intricate relationship
between CPTED strategies, mental health interventions, and the broader school climate,
with the goal of identifying cohesive approaches that enhance both physical security and
psychological well-being.

Implications for Policy and Practice

This study provides valuable insights into shaping policies and practices aimed at
reducing targeted violence in K-12 schools by applying CPTED principles. The findings
underscore the need for proactive, comprehensive, and integrated approaches to school
safety that strike a balance between physical security measures and efforts to foster a

supportive atmosphere. Creating safer schools requires a multifaceted approach that
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combines strategically designed school layouts, robust physical security measures, and
initiatives to foster a positive and inclusive environment. Key priorities include designing
school spaces that promote natural surveillance and limit potential opportunities for harm,
fostering a culture of support and belonging among students and staff, and ensuring easy
access to mental health resources to address the underlying issues that may lead to
violence.

It is also important to recognize that CPTED is not a one-size-fits-all solution. Its
effective implementation requires careful consideration of the unique context and needs
of each school. Therefore, when implementing CPTED principles in schools, it is
essential to consider the unique characteristics of each school, including its physical
layout, student demographics, and community context. This highlights the need for
collaborative partnerships among crime prevention professionals, school administrators,
educators, students, parents, and community members to develop tailored CPTED
strategies that address specific safety concerns and promote ownership and shared
responsibility.

The study's findings also underscore the importance of ongoing evaluation and
refinement of safety and security measures, including CPTED strategies, to ensure their
effectiveness and long-term sustainability. As vulnerabilities to safety evolve due to
changing social dynamics, technological advancements, or emerging threats, the
strategies designed to address these issues must adapt accordingly. This proactive process

involves not only assessing the physical aspects of the environment, such as lighting,
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access control, and surveillance, but also examining data-driven insights, stakeholder
feedback, and emerging best practices to inform adjustments and improvements.

Lastly, the findings have profound implications for promoting positive social
change, which occurs when culture and social institutions undergo meaningful
transformation. Targeted violence on K-12 school campuses is not only a security issue,
but also a multifaceted social issue that requires comprehensive interventions at multiple
levels. This study highlights the potential of CPTED to create safer, more welcoming,
and inclusive school environments that foster a sense of belonging and promote positive
social interactions. Policymakers, government agencies, school districts, and community
organizations can leverage these insights to develop more effective, evidence-based
strategies aimed at preventing targeted school violence. By doing so, we can work
towards creating a better and safer future for our students and communities.

Conclusion

Targeted violence on K-12 school campuses is more than a security challenge, it
is a multifaceted social issue that demands holistic solutions. This is where CPTED
proves invaluable. This research underscores the critical role of CPTED in mitigating
targeted violence on school campuses. By examining the insights of crime prevention
professionals, it deepens our understanding of CPTED's theoretical framework,
highlighting its focus on designing physical spaces that deter crime and promote safety.
Additionally, it provides practical strategies for implementing CPTED in educational
settings, including enhancing natural surveillance, access control, and territorial

reinforcement. To move forward, these findings should be translated into actionable
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policies and practices that prioritize proactive prevention, strategic planning, and
collaborative partnerships between schools, law enforcement, architects, and community
stakeholders. By adopting such measures, schools can create environments that are not
only safer but also foster a sense of belonging, empowerment, and inclusivity for
students, staff, and the broader community. This holistic approach ensures that safety is

aligned with a positive and nurturing educational experience.
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Appendix A: Participant Interview Questionnaire

Parts of the Interview/
Focus

Interview Question

Introduction

Background Data Gathering

1)

2)

3)

What is your experience and background in crime
prevention?

What kind of work do you perform in the crime
prevention field, and for how long have you been
doing it?

What sparked your interest in working in the field of
crime prevention?

Targeted Violence

)]

2)

3)

What do you think about the frequency of targeted
violence in the U.S.?

What are your thoughts on the current crime
prevention strategies being used to reduce such acts?

What would you recommend being done differently
regarding crime prevention strategies?

Targeted Violence in K-12
Schools

1)

2)

3)

What do you think about the frequency of targeted
violence in K-12 schools?

What are your thoughts on the current crime
prevention strategies being used to reduce such acts?

What would you recommend being done differently
regarding crime prevention strategies?

Crime Prevention Through
Environmental Design
(CPTED)

1)

2)

Do you know the term Crime Prevention Through
Environmental Design (CPTED)? If you are not
familiar, I have included a brief explanation for your
reference.

Have you applied CPTED in your work? If so, how
have you done so?
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3)

4)

What benefits were experienced from incorporating
CPTED principles? Were there any challenges
encountered?

What do you think about using CPTED as a strategy
to mitigate targeted violence?

CPTED in K-12 Schools

)]

2)

3)

Have you ever worked with a K-12 school? If so,
what kind of work did you do? Assessments?
Security & Safety Design?

Have you ever collaborated with a K-12 school to
assess and incorporate CPTED? If so, what were
some benefits and challenges you encountered?

What do you think about using CPTED as a strategy
to mitigate targeted violence in K-12 schools?

Future of CPTED

1)

2)

What do you think the future of CPTED will be?

Do you have any suggestions for enhancing
awareness and implementation of CPTED?
Especially in K-12 schools?

Close of Interview
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