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Abstract 

With different types and sizes of school districts across the United States, not all federal 

safety and security recommendations will work for every school district. The school 

district stakeholders are important components to help administrators understand whether 

the current policies are working and provide recommendations for change. The purpose 

of this qualitative study was to explore and compare the perceptions of parents and school 

officials on safety practices at a rural school district in North Texas. Using routine 

activity theory, this study provided information on how current practices were perceived 

by stakeholders in ensuring a safe school environment. Data were collected using in-

person semistructured interviews with six parents who had a student enrolled at the 

district and six school officials who were currently employed by the district. Thematic 

analysis was conducted to identify themes found in the data. Four themes emerged from 

parents: positive perceptions, consistency concerns, mixed feelings, and confidence in 

preparedness. Four themes emerged from school officials: positive perceptions, 

complexity concerns, mixed feelings, and confidence in preparedness. Key findings 

revealed overall positive, conditional support by both groups, with specific areas of 

inconsistency or needed improvement identified. Findings have implications for positive 

social change by providing a better understanding to district administration of how 

stakeholders perceive safety practices in a rural school district in North Texas for 

consideration in future policy changes and implementation.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Incidents of school shootings are not a new phenomenon in the United States. 

Nevertheless, when a school shooting occurs, there is no news channel people can watch 

that will not cover the developing story. The news coverage could last from hours to 

weeks depending on various factors, including police response, the identity of the 

shooter, and how many people were wounded or killed. This extensive coverage leads to 

public belief that incidents of mass school shootings are increasing at an alarming rate. 

However, these assumptions are not accurate. Holland et al. (2019) analyzed 393 single-

victim and 38 multiple-victim school-associated incidents that occurred between July 

1994 and June 2018. The average single-victim incident rates per year did not 

significantly change; however, multiple-victim rates increased significantly between 

2009 and 2018 but did not indicate a significant trend for the overall period (Holland et 

al., 2019). These school-associated incidents represented less than 2% of all youth 

homicides within the United States. Overall, the average rate of multiple-victim school-

associated homicides was 0.008 per 100,000 students, and the average rate of single-

victim school-associated homicides was 0.03 per 100,000 (Holland et al., 2019).  

More recently, the National Center for Education Statistics (2023) compiled data 

from the National Vital Statistics System, the School Shooting Safety Compendium, the 

School-Associated Violent Death Surveillance System, and the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation. From 2000 to 2021, the number of active shooter incidences ranged from 0 

to 6 annually for a total of 46 at the elementary and secondary schools yielding a total of 

108 killed and 168 wounded (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). The 



2 

 

primary characteristics of youth homicides examined included connections with gang-

related activity and interpersonal disagreements between gang members or a gang 

member and an outsider. These connections showed a broader need for risk assessment 

strategies on school grounds and within the local communities.  

 The earliest known event on record occurred in July 1764 when four American 

Indians entered a schoolhouse in Pennsylvania, shot the schoolmaster, and killed nine or 

10 children; the exact number is uncertain (K12 Academics, 2023). In 2018, David 

Reidman launched the initial public database, the K–12 School Shooting Database 

(SSDB), as part of an independent research project. The K–12 SSDB contains detailed 

information on all school incidents in the United States since 1970 and is updated as new 

events occur. A school shooting is classified as a discharge of a firearm while on school 

property. School shootings have occurred for decades; however, mass school shootings 

represent only a minimal number of violent crimes committed yearly in the United States. 

According to the K–12 SSDB (Reidman, 2022), the most common school shootings have 

occurred outside the building in the parking lot at school sporting events. Holland et al. 

(2019) found the location of single-victim youth homicides committed both on the way to 

or from campus or a school-sponsored event (54.1%) not to be significantly different 

from the ones committed on a school campus (43.8%), with the primary locations as 

sidewalks and parking lots. Therefore, being concerned with K–12 school safety while 

inside a building is no longer enough. Parents and school officials must also be aware of 

safety concerns outside school property. Further research is needed to understand what 

safety procedures and practices will provide the best ways to ensure a safe environment 
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for children while inside the school, entering or leaving school, and attending school 

events.  

Providing a safe learning environment for students attending K–12 schools is 

essential to providing good quality education and fostering student success (Ewton, 

2014). If a student becomes preoccupied with the concern for their physical safety, they 

cannot perform at their highest academic potential. Kibriya and Jones (2021) examined 

the effects of school safety on standardized learning outcomes and found a statistically 

significant negative effect between perceptions of an unsafe environment and learning 

outcomes for reading and math. Increasing school security should provide a sense of 

safety for students and result in positive learning outcomes. However, too many safety 

and security measures can create a negative effect. Using a multilevel regression analysis, 

Mowen and Freng (2018) found that significantly increasing security measures within a 

school district will negatively influence perceptions of safety for students and parents. 

Therefore, school districts nationwide consistently struggle to determine which and how 

many safety protocols to implement to promote a positive learning environment. Schools 

are spending billions of dollars on new high-tech security equipment and personnel, even 

though research has not proven them to be effective in preventing violent incidents from 

occurring (Schuppe, 2018). Many federally recommended school safety strategies come 

with a very high price tag. 

Low-resolution security cameras can cost up to $1,000 each, with high-resolution 

cameras costing as much as $8,000 (Gul, 2021). The school would then need to purchase 

a surveillance system to monitor all of the cameras. A monitoring system could cost as 
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much as $400,000, depending on the number of cameras to be connected (Gul, 2021). 

Other security options include metal detectors and identification card scanners. 

Depending on the type of detectors used, wands can average up to $400 each, with 

portable detectors costing around $35,000 each, and card scanner systems can range 

between $20,000 and $30,000 (Gul, 2021). The size and location of a school district 

within Texas will directly affect the amount of funding the state gives. The smaller the 

district, the lower the dollar amount of funding provided. Because of the high costs of 

safety equipment, smaller school administrations that cannot afford to implement many 

of these recommendations due to limited funding allocated by the state based on the size 

of their school district are asking their stakeholders for help. Parents and school officials 

are now being invited to take an active role in helping to develop safety and security 

policies and procedures at their children’s schools (Emmons, 2020).  

Because every school district will face its own unique challenges, it is imperative 

to understand how parents and school officials view current safety measures before 

determining where improvements may be needed (Wallace, 2020). These stakeholders 

have a vested interest in the safety of their students and may provide valuable insight in 

creating a healthy and safe school environment. Therefore, further qualitative research is 

needed to understand the perceptions held by parents and school officials on what they 

believe to be best practices for keeping children safe while on school property. The 

current study explored parents’ and school officials’ perceptions of school safety and 

security of the children enrolled at the local K–12 school of a rural school district within 

a small community defined by their socioeconomic, cultural, and demographic variables.  
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Chapter 1 introduces the study and provides background information. This 

chapter presents the problem statement, purpose, and research questions that guided the 

study. The rationale for the chosen framework, research design, significance, definitions, 

and a clarification of this study’s assumptions, delimitations, and limitations are also 

included in the chapter.  

Background 

School safety concerns include many elements to consider when implementing 

procedures and practices that prove effective and efficient at keeping everyone safe. Due 

to extensive media coverage, a mass school shooting is at the top of the list of concerns 

for parents and school officials. However, these concerns also include bullying, fighting, 

threats of violence, and risk assessments. Therefore, school safety concerns should 

include physical and psychological safety. Cornell et al. (2021) summarized research on 

school safety conducted in the past quarter century to identify successful and 

unsuccessful strategies in place to keep students and school officials physically and 

psychologically safe. Most of the research included a quantitative design assessing the 

individual safety policy, personnel, or equipment purchased for effectiveness. Cornell et 

al. stated that studies need to be conducted under real-world conditions to understand the 

program mechanisms that lead to positive results and how these programs can be 

implemented at other schools. Going in this direction will lead to collecting and 

analyzing local school safety and climate data to examine the reasons leading to the 

perceptions of parents and school officials of current safety and security practices.  
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School safety must be considered a collaborative effort of everyone within the 

community to enable district administrators, school administrations, and school personnel 

to develop prevention measures to decrease violence occurring on school grounds 

(Reynolds & Astor, 2022). As with collaboration, all stakeholders have a vested interest 

in keeping everyone on school grounds safe. However, each school district will have 

unique characteristics. DeAngelis and Lueken (2020) conducted a quantitative study to 

evaluate the differences in school safety-related practices and problems between private, 

public charter, and traditional public schools in Indiana and suggested the school 

category type may contribute to a positive, safe school environment. Each type of school 

will incorporate different safety practices based on needs assessments and perceptions of 

risk. Based on this consideration of community characteristics, a rural public school 

district may incorporate different safety practices compared to a larger municipal public 

school district. Suggesting the school category plays a part in a positive, safe 

environment will also lead to the conclusion that school demographics will play a part in 

providing a positive, safe environment (DeAngelis & Lueken, 2020). Understanding why 

specific policies are in place in certain communities involves examining the community 

dynamics through the perceptions of the parents who live there and the school officials 

that work there (Reynolds & Astor, 2022).  

When determining which safety protocols would be best for a school district, it is 

essential to ensure that all stakeholders agree the strategies to be incorporated will be 

effective and acceptable. Carter et al. (2019) examined the views of school counselors 

and other school personnel on five school shooting prevention strategies to determine 
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their acceptability by school officials. The procedures discussed included security 

measures, zero-tolerance, threat assessment, peer evaluation and response, and a 

multitiered safety approach. The least acceptable strategy of school officials was the 

zero-tolerance policy (Carter et al., 2019). The concept of a zero-tolerance policy was 

introduced during the 1980s to counteract drug use and violence in schools. However, 

due to many revisions over the years following the mass shooting at Columbine High 

School, the zero-tolerance policy has been expanded to the point that it severely restricts 

students’ rights across the country. The zero-tolerance policy has become a one-size-fits-

all punishment of suspension or expulsion as more and more small and large infractions 

are added by school districts each year. What began as an attempt to decrease violence in 

schools has evolved to create an adverse school culture where students live in fear of 

being targeted by the administration for the smallest of code violations (Lacoe & 

Steinberg, 2018). No concrete evidence exists that these policies improve school safety or 

student behavior. 

On the contrary, the suspended or expelled student does not receive an education 

during punishment and will return to the school displaying the same behavior as before, 

resulting in more violations (Stahl, 2016). Although these programs were developed to 

prevent violence and repeated violent behavior, there have been only a few studies 

conducted on how parents and school officials perceive these programs, and many 

parents and school officials are coming forward stating the policies have no positive 

effect (Carter et al., 2019). Parents are asking district administrations to reevaluate the 

effectiveness of current policies in achieving the goal of providing a safe school 
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environment. School personnel and parents now realize administrations are listening to 

their voices to help improve the school climate, so many are willing to come forward 

with ideas to help enact change (Goldkind & Farmer, 2013).  

Education is a mandatory requirement for children, so it is only fitting that the 

community where the school is located has a voice in ensuring their children have a safe 

and secure environment to learn and grow. However, for every parent or school official 

who comes forward, many others do not. This lack of support or commitment is 

evidenced by low attendance at nationwide local school district board meetings. 

According to the survey findings from the COVID-19 Consortium for Understanding the 

Public’s Policy Preferences Across States conducted between November and December 

2021, only 4% of respondents nationwide indicated they had attended a school board 

meeting in the past 6 months (Safarpour et al., 2021). Parents assume the responsibility of 

keeping their children safe when they are home. By contributing to safety policies and 

practices discussions, parents can help keep all children safe while under the supervision 

of school personnel. However, these and other stakeholders must attend more local 

school board meetings nationwide to make this contribution.  

The extensive media coverage of school shootings has led to parents asking 

questions about the current safety practices and policies implemented at their children’s 

schools. Parents and school officials are asking questions about the best practices that 

will provide an adequate level of safety while allowing children not to feel restricted or 

scared that a violent incident will occur (Visone, 2021). However, safety policies should 

never be implemented blindly. Many factors, such as school size, location, budget, and 
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community dynamics, should be considered before introducing a new safety procedure. 

The results of the current study contributed to the existing body of literature by 

addressing the gap in the current understanding of the motives behind the implementation 

of specific safety policies and practices by the administration in a rural community in 

North Texas. The purpose of this qualitative research was to explore and compare the 

perceptions of parents and school officials on the current safety and security practices at a 

K–12 rural school district in North Texas to learn how they differ and provide the 

administration data for making informed decisions on safety policies that are in the best 

interest of all stakeholders.  

Problem Statement 

It was unknown how parents and school officials perceived current safety 

practices and procedures in a rural school district in North Texas. As the communities in 

North Texas continue to grow, the population of K–12 students is also increasing. This 

growth requires communities to construct larger buildings or build additions to make 

room for the increased number of students. A large school, or megaschool, can present 

new challenges to safety and security measures previously in place. Also, the size and 

location of a school will affect the type and number of safety and security practices 

needed to maintain a safe school environment. Currently, numerous federal and state 

grants are available to help offset some of the costs for safety equipment and personnel 

for those able to complete the applications. For example, the U.S. Bureau of Justice 

Assistance (2022) oversees the STOP School Violence Specialized Training and 

Technical Assistance Program that awards competitive grants for specialized training of 
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school personnel and students to prevent school violence ranging from 1 to 2 million 

dollars over a 24-month period. In June 2022, the Texas governor, with Senate and House 

members, announced that $17.1 million would be given to the Texas Education Agency 

to distribute to school districts across the state for installing silent panic alert technology 

(Austin Press, 2022). Another $400 million was allocated to assist school districts with 

upgrading or replacing doors, windows, communications, and other safety measures 

needed (Austin Press, 2022). However, the distribution of allocated funds is determined 

by the size and needs of the school district. The final price tag for a rural school for 

training or upgrades could be more than what the budget or allocated grant funds can 

provide. 

Additionally, not all equipment or additional personnel have been shown to 

improve a school’s safety and security (Cornell et al., 2020). Grounded in the concept of 

target hardening, or physically securing a building to make it harder for an attack to 

occur, millions of dollars have been invested in additional equipment (i.e., scanners, 

metal detectors, gunshot detectors) to fortify schools; however, research has shown they 

provide little to no benefit to increasing safety (Cornell et al., 2020). The lack of funding, 

encompassed with the lack of research providing solid evidence that many security 

measures are effective, will limit the measures a small district can fund and a large 

district can implement.  

Parents, school officials, and community members are stakeholders who should 

work together to provide a safe learning environment for their children (Emmons, 2020). 

Therefore, their perceptions of current safety policies are critical to developing and 
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implementing new policies and practices that will be supported by everyone involved and 

be effective based on the school size and available resources. Consequently, policies 

should be formed based on the community dynamics, characteristics, and belief system 

where the school is located (Reynolds & Astor, 2022). For example, zero-tolerance 

policies focus on removing an immediate danger or threat from the school environment. 

However, research has shown these inflexible policies to have a negative impact on 

students of color while having no effect on perceptions of safety from students, teachers, 

and school officials (Reynolds & Astor, 2022). Therefore, it is essential to examine the 

communities where the schools reside to understand what factors are directly and 

indirectly associated with parents’ and school officials’ perceptions leading to the current 

safety practices. Understanding these perceptions may also provide school district 

administration with valuable information when choosing which safety practices to 

continue and which must be upgraded or discontinued.  

The existing literature from criminal justice professionals was minimal in 

exploring what parents and school officials perceive as appropriate and effective safety 

policies and procedures within their school districts. In 2003, Testani Cafiero developed a 

Safety Climate Survey administered to students to learn the factors contributing to high 

school students’ feelings of security while at school and whether certain safety measures 

could increase or decrease their feelings. Early research from education professionals 

surveying parents and school officials focused on what they considered to be serious 

threats to school safety and what they believed would be appropriate strategies to address 

them (Ewton, 2014). With the increase of state and federal mandates on K–12 school 
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districts across the country, the safety and security of students is one of many budget 

priorities that each district administration must address.  

The level at which each district will implement different strategies to ensure 

student safety will depend on many factors, including parent and community expectations 

and school officials’ perceptions of the level of safety risks to students and themselves 

(Ewton, 2014). Past research in criminal justice primarily centered on students’ safety; 

however, school officials’ safety is also a matter of concern. O and Wilcox (2018) 

conducted a multilevel analysis of teacher victimization to examine the indicators of 

opportunity on the risk of victimization across various settings based on environmental 

and individual characteristics. The interaction of the effects between environmental 

factors and the individual provided significant evidence that school locations with strong 

guardianship can provide a lower probability of individual violence even in the presence 

of risks (O & Wilcox, 2018). The risk factors for victimization for students and school 

officials will differ within different school environments. To develop effective policies 

and practices to enhance safety for all, administrations must conduct an internal risk 

assessment of their school climate and environment to learn the areas where victimization 

could occur. Part of conducting an accurate risk assessment involves asking stakeholders 

questions concerning their perceptions and attitudes toward current security practices and 

their risk of victimization. Further research of parents’ and school officials’ perceptions 

of current safety policies and procedures was needed to provide an understanding of the 

motivations behind the implementation of specific practices to reduce the risk of violence 

by the administration at differing school locations.  
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The current study explored and compared parents’ and school officials’ 

perceptions of current safety practices and procedures in a K–12 rural school district in 

North Texas. This study compared the perceptions of parents and school officials to 

understand whether and how their perceptions differ. This study addressed which and 

why specific safety practices and procedures are currently in place and provided 

recommendations to improve safety and reduce the risk of violent incidents within that 

school district.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive research study was to explore and 

compare the perceptions of parents and school officials on the current safety and security 

practices at a K–12 rural school district in North Texas to learn whether and how they 

differ to assist the administration in making informed decisions on safety policies that 

would be in the best interest of all stakeholders. The phenomenon studied in this current 

study was how the perceptions of parents and school officials differ and how these 

perceptions directly or indirectly affected the safety practices and policies chosen for 

implementation within a specific school district. The sample size envisioned for this 

study was up to 10 parents and up to 10 school officials, for a total of 10 to 15 

participants or more if saturation was not achieved. The current study contained two 

groups for comparison. The first group consisted of parents who had a child enrolled in 

this school district in a rural community. The second group consisted of school officials 

who were employed by the school district in a rural community either as an educator or 

support staff. A rural school district is a small geographic location outside of a central 
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metropolitan area and has a small student population. According to the Texas Education 

Agency (2017), a rural school district has either enrollment of fewer than 300 students or 

between 300 and the median district enrollment for the state, and a growth rate below 

20%.  

There is a significant difference in enrollment between a rural school district and 

a municipal school district in Texas. The Texas Education Agency (2017) indicated that a 

central city school district resides in a county with between 100,000 and 949,999 

residents, and enrollment is the largest in the county, encompassing at least 75% of the 

enrollment in the county. Having lower enrollment, a rural district has a limited budget to 

purchase additional safety equipment outside of limited grant funding. Therefore, smaller 

school districts must be creative in what policies and practices can be implemented and 

how they will be applied. A much larger central city school district will have a slightly 

larger budget. However, the district will have a more significant student population to 

keep safe. For example, only one School Resource Officer (SRO) may be needed to assist 

with an entire rural school district, but several would be required to assist with a 

population four times as large. This difference is an example of a safety strategy that has 

both positive and negative aspects.  

Research has shown that teachers positively associated feelings of being safer 

when an SRO is present; however, the students associated feelings of fear and insecurity 

(Wood & Hampton, 2021). These feelings may have been based on the perception of a 

parent who saw the presence of an SRO as a negative and voiced those opinions while the 

child was present. A school district could address this issue if it knew it existed. Inviting 
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parents and school officials to submit their ideas on current or potential safety practices 

and policies will help create a more positive school climate because stakeholders will 

know their voices are being heard and valued.  

Research Questions 

The following two research questions that guided this qualitative study were 

intended to address the problem statement that it was unknown how parents and school 

officials (full-time teachers, staff, administrators) perceived current safety practices and 

procedures within a rural school district in North Texas.  

RQ1: What are the perceptions of parents regarding school safety in a rural school 

district in North Texas?  

RQ2: What are the perceptions of school officials regarding school safety in a 

rural school district in North Texas?  

Theoretical Framework 

Routine activity theory contains the assumption that a crime will only be 

committed if the potential offender assesses the situation to determine the suitability of 

the target and the lack of guardianship presence (Maxfield and Babbie, 2018). First 

introduced by Cohen and Felson (1979), routine activity theory focuses on the 

circumstances surrounding the criminal event, including the suitability of the target, the 

likely offender, and the absence of a capable guardian. A potential offender is less likely 

to attempt a criminal act when adequate safety and security practices are in place, 

understanding the high probability of being caught and punished. Acknowledging that an 

offender will decide to commit a criminal act based on situational opportunities, school 
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safety aims to remove or alter those opportunities and increase the probability of being 

caught if the act is committed (Jonson, 2017). It is important to understand where those 

opportunities are located within each school site to implement measures that will provide 

the greatest benefits to keep everyone safe. It is not enough for security personnel to 

examine a building to identify potential locations where an offender might find a suitable 

target where no school personnel are present. With limited funding in the smaller rural 

school districts, parents and school officials can provide a unique perspective to decision 

makers on what they perceive as positive and negative safety policies within their school 

district based on their experiences and the known experiences of their children.  

Nature of the Study 

To address the research questions in the current study, the research design 

included a comparative analysis between parents' and school officials' responses to 

analyze their similarities and differences that provided insights into their unique 

perceptions and characteristics related to their environment (Patton, 2015). A qualitative 

method was utilized for this study to allow an in-depth analysis of data collected through 

a series of open-ended questions that captured parents’ and school officials’ points of 

view. This study used a generic approach to compare members’ experiences and 

perceptions towards school safety policies and practices within their school district and 

provided their perspectives on the effectiveness and efficiency of these policies. As a 

primary source of data for this research design, individual interviews were conducted 

with parents and school officials within a rural school district in North Texas. Secondary 
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sources of information included governmental databases for community and school 

demographics, and historical data of the school and the community.  

The phenomenon under investigation in this study involved examining parents’ 

and school officials’ attitudes and opinions on current safety practices in their school 

district to understand if or how their perceptions differed on the effectiveness of those 

practices and their direct or indirect effect on implemented safety policies. Based on 

federally recommended and required safety practices, gauging the level of stakeholder 

investment in these practices is essential in creating a safe and positive learning 

environment. The five steps to promoting student safety and well-being included 

understanding current physical risks and planning accordingly, making safety practices 

and policies part of the school culture, providing students with the tools to promote their 

psychological and physical well-being, and finally, bringing parents into the equation 

(Wilson, 2013).  

Parents must be a part of the discussion to help promote the overall safety and 

well-being of their children while attending classes. As Wilson (2013) indicated, finding 

the information believed to be missing that will help promote a culture of school safety 

can be done by discussing the perceptions of those living within the school district and 

understanding their interactions with current policies and practices. Examining individual 

opinions, beliefs, experiences, and interactions with this phenomenon will provide the 

most significant benefit towards further research to create safety practices and policies 

that work for similar demographic and cultural locations. Because this study investigated 
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stakeholder opinions, beliefs, and perceptions concerning experiences with current safety 

practices, a generic approach was the most appropriate for examining this phenomenon.  

Other potential qualitative methods considered included grounded theory, 

ethnographic, narrative, case studies, and phenomenological; none of these methods were 

appropriate for this current study. Grounded theory attempts to build a theory from 

qualitative data (Ravitch & Carl, 2021), which is not the intended outcome of the current 

study. An ethnographic approach focuses on people’s settings in relation to their culture 

to provide a narrative account of that culture for a better understanding of the setting 

(Kramer & Adams, 2017). A narrative approach involves examining a narrator’s culture 

and experiences to tell a historical account of the narrator’s life using the raw data 

collected (Butina, 2015). This study did not provide a historical story of the individuals 

interviewed, nor their lives or belief systems. A case study involves an extensive in-depth 

examination of cases to understand each case and how it interacts with the surrounding 

environment (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). This current study went beyond a specific case or 

cases to examine the phenomenon of perceptions of the safety practices used to prevent 

violent incidents. A phenomenological approach involves investigating how individuals 

internalize a phenomenon’s meaning to understand how they perceive lived experiences 

based on the phenomenon (Umanailo, 2019). This current study focused on stakeholder 

perceptions of their interactions with current safety policies and practices and their 

opinions on the effectiveness of these policies in deterring violence and reducing the risk 

of victimization. Therefore, a generic approach was the best qualitative approach for this 

study. 
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Data were gathered using primary and secondary data sources. The primary data 

source was open-ended, semistructured individual face-to-face audio-recorded interviews 

of parents and school officials working and/or residing in a rural school district in North 

Texas. These interviews focused on understanding individual perceptions of the 

phenomenon of school safety based on their interactions and experiences with the current 

safety policies within their school district. Secondary data sources included governmental 

databases that provide demographic and historical information for the community 

described within the study. This data were only informative and provided historical 

details on the size of the rural school district over time and the changes in community 

demographics where the district is located over the past 10 years.  

Definition of Terms 

The operational definitions for the current study are as follows:  

Bullying: The ongoing deliberate misuse of power in relationships through 

repeated verbal, physical, and/or social behavior that intends to cause physical, social 

and/or psychological harm (National Centre Against Bullying, 2023). 

Physical safety: The prevention of violent attacks through security measures, 

school discipline, and threat assessment. 

Psychological safety: The focus is on protecting students from less severe, serious 

acts of peer aggression, such as harassment and bullying, and includes research on 

multitiered programs and school climate (Cornell et al., 2021). 

Safety: A condition of being protected from harm by the control of recognized 

sources of danger (Mubita, 2021). 
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School safety: Schools and school-related activities where students are safe from 

violence, bullying, fighting, harassment, and substance use (Nickerson et al., 2021) 

Security: The feelings of being safe from harm and the freedom from potential 

injury by others (Mubita, 2021).  

Stakeholder: A person or group with a vested interest in the decisions and 

activities of an organization. Internal stakeholders include students, school officials, and 

external stakeholders include parents, mental health professionals, and community 

partners (Emmons, 2020).  

Target hardening: The attempt to enhance the security of schools against violence 

through its physical design or by incorporating security measures (James, 2022). 

Assumptions 

An assumption is a belief that cannot necessarily be proven. Because assumptions 

can pose a constraint to a research study, it is essential to be aware of them and to 

understand them. In this study, a few assumptions were made. One assumption was that 

respondents would have general knowledge of safety practices currently in place at the 

school to understand the terminology that would be used in the interview questions. 

Another assumption was that respondents would answer the interview questions honestly 

and openly to provide enough data for analysis.  

Scope and Delimitations  

A delimitation is a limitation based on choices made by a researcher during the 

planning step of a research study. For this study, participants were chosen based on their 

geographic location and school attendance or employment. In North Texas, this study 
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searched for participants who resided in a rural community and who worked or had a 

child enrolled within this school district. Private schools, religious schools, large 

municipal schools, and charter schools were not included in this study.  

Limitations 

A limitation is a factor that is out of a researcher’s control but could potentially 

affect a study’s outcome. One potential limitation for this study could have been the 

availability of participants. Interviewing school officials during a school year could be 

challenging based on their time limitations. The study began during the fall semester, so 

the availability of participants was not a challenge since school was in session during the 

time that interviews were conducted.  

Although school safety is a national concern, another limitation of this study was 

the examination of only one rural school district. The district chosen was based on 

community dynamics, the size of enrollment at the school, and the amount of funding 

allotted to safety and security measures and equipment. Examining only one school 

district limited the generalizability of the results to a narrow population of school districts 

similar in size and geography.  

Significance of the Study 

The current study was significant in that it aimed to fill a gap by examining and 

comparing the perceptions of parents and school officials in a rural school district within 

North Texas to learn how they may differ and how they may directly or indirectly affect 

safety polices chosen for implementation in creating a safe learning environment. School 

safety has become a prolonged discussion across the United States as mass school 
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shootings continue to occur despite federal guidelines. Because it is challenging to 

discover readily identifiable characteristics of potential school shooters, we must turn to 

improving safety policies and practices to deter this violent behavior.  

The dynamics and culture of each school district are unique to the community in 

which it resides. Understanding how community dynamics and culture, directly and 

indirectly, affect what school safety practices and policies are implemented in a specific 

school district will help similar districts struggling with reducing violent behavior. As 

social issues and concerns change over time, and as mass school shootings continue, it is 

vital to understand how these changes and events will affect the perceptions of parents 

and school personnel in keeping our children safe. By engaging all stakeholders in 

creating effective and efficient policies for their district, everyone is sharing the 

responsibility of safety for our children and school personnel, and creating community-

driven, positive social change. 

Summary 

The topic of school safety is one of national concern. The U.S. Department of 

Education provides school districts nationwide with recommendations and suggestions 

for assessing the district’s safety policies and guidelines for implementing safety 

equipment and personnel. However, not all of the recommendations and tips provided can 

be implemented within every school district due to limited budgets or size restrictions. It 

is vital to investigate each school district individually to understand what factors have 

influenced the implementation of certain safety policies and procedures within that 

school district. These policies and practices are unique to each school district 
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environment based on the location, community dynamics, school culture, and school size. 

Therefore, examining the perceptions of parents and school officials toward current 

safety practices within a school district will provide an understanding of how their 

perceptions directly or indirectly affect the decision-making process by the administration 

regarding the safety and security of school property to create a safe learning environment.  

Past research has used quantitative research designs to examine the perceived 

effectiveness of safety policies, personnel, or safety equipment. However, these studies 

were limited in effectiveness under real-world conditions to understand how stakeholders 

perceive current levels of safety and risk of victimization within a specific school district. 

Because the school district type and community dynamics can directly affect the 

implementation of specific safety policies and practices in providing a safe environment, 

further research was needed to examine the perceptions of parents and school officials on 

the effectiveness of current procedures.  

Chapter 2 of this study includes an in-depth analysis of the existing literature on 

safety and security strategies in place in school districts across the United States, with 

historical and statistical overviews to demonstrate an understanding of the main concepts 

relevant to the current study. Chapter 3 examines and justifies this study’s methodology 

and research design. The results of the study are discussed in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 

reviews the results of this study, identifies implications for positive social change, and 

provides recommendations for future research on the topic of school safety and security.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

On April 20, 1999, how Americans thought about K–12 school safety changed 

forever. On this day, two high school students entered Columbine High School, took the 

lives of 12 of their classmates and one teacher, and wounded more than 20 others before 

committing suicide (History.com, 2022). Since that day, other mass school shootings that 

have occurred across the United States, such as Sandy Hook Elementary School, Marjory 

Stoneman Douglas High School, Sante Fe High School, and Robb Elementary School, 

continue to leave school districts, parents, and communities with questions about what 

the best safety practices are that will prevent a violent incident from occurring at their 

schools. The size and location of a school district will directly affect the type of safety 

practices and protocols implemented to ensure a safe school environment. Because 

funding is distributed based on the size of a school district, smaller rural school districts 

get a smaller dollar amount than their urban counterparts. Therefore, this study aimed to 

understand how stakeholders perceived the effectiveness of current safety policies and 

procedures in place within a small rural school district to help assist district 

administrators in choosing those policies and practices that will be effective based on 

their school size and available resources.  

Chapter 2 begins with the strategy for searching the literature for school safety 

and security information on K–12 schools across the United States and the foundation 

theory for this study. Next, the literature review covers the literature related to school 

safety and security concerning school climate and stakeholder perceptions, along with 
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threat assessment strategies and safety practices relevant to the measures used in K–12 

schools for target hardening. The chapter concludes with a summary.  

Literature Search Strategy  

The review of literature included books, journal articles, and government reports. 

The databases used in this study included the Criminal Justice Database, ProQuest, 

SAGE Journals, Academic Search Complete, ResearchGate, Google Scholar, the US 

Department of Justice, and the Bureau of Justice Statistics. Keywords used in the search 

included K–12 school safety, K–12 school security, target hardening measures, routine 

activity theory, school resource officer, school threat assessment, stakeholder 

perceptions, parent perceptions, school official perceptions, community perceptions, 

school climate, and school violence. This search was limited to the past 5 years but 

included information from prior years on historical data for the school district and the 

theoretical foundation for this study. The historical data for the school district provided 

enrollment statistics, criminal behavior statistics, and community dynamics.  

Theoretical Framework 

The theory used for the framework of this research was Cohen and Felson’s 

(1979) routine activity theory. Routine activity theory examines a criminal event from the 

potential offender’s point of view. Cohen and Felson used a routine activity theory 

approach to analyze the increase in crime rates during a time when the median income 

increased and the unemployment rate decreased. With the increase in income comes an 

increase in the engagement in family activities outside the home, leaving the house and 

property without guardianship. Empty houses allow for more suitable targets for theft by 
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potential criminal offenders. Therefore, when routine activities changed for households 

toward engaging in activities that took them away from the home, crime rates began to 

increase (Cohen & Felson, 1979). Without the presence of some form of guardianship, 

circumstances may present a suitable target and a willing offender. The same would be 

true for K–12 school districts. Without the presence of guardianship on school grounds, 

conditions may present a suitable target for a willing offender to commit a violent 

offense.  

The presence of school violence is not new. Minor incidents that have occurred in 

the past would be handled quickly by staff and school officials, and punishment given. 

However, with incidents of school shootings being carried out in the 1990s by school-age 

children, school violence became a serious concern for school administration and the 

public. However, there is no one agreed upon criminal or psychological profile of a 

school shooter because those who have committed these attacks have differed in many 

ways (Freilich et al., 2022). Therefore, school administrators must look for measures that 

can be incorporated to recognize risk areas of violence and then implement target-

hardening measures to make it more difficult for a potential offender to carry out a 

violent attack.  

Routing activity theory focuses on the circumstances of a current situation instead 

of the personal characteristics of a likely offender. This theory predicts that a crime will 

occur if the motivated offender sees a suitable target when a guardian or school official is 

absent. Conducting threat assessments of the building and surrounding areas provides 

school officials with information about where and when an opportunity could present 
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itself to a potential offender due to the lack of adequate guardianship at that location or 

time of day (Cornell, 2020). Once these areas are identified, implementing target-

hardening measures will help ensure the site is better monitored to safeguard it from 

becoming a suitable target for criminal activity.  

When identifying and understanding where current opportunities for criminal 

activity reside on school grounds, it is important to know how parents and school 

officials perceive the effectiveness of existing safety policies and their level of fear for 

the victimization of themselves or students. This complete understanding will inform the 

administration of where safety and guardianship are lacking based on their experiences 

and give them an opportunity to change ineffective policies or implement new ones to 

address current safety concerns based on recommendations made by district safety 

personnel.  

Review of the Literature 

In response to an increase in violent incidents occurring in K–12 schools across 

the United States, more attention has focused on preventative measures to make schools 

safer and more secure (Nickerson et al., 2021). Safety and security practices encompass 

the physical school building, the grounds around the building, and any off-site school 

property (Mubita, 2021). All stakeholders may agree that school district administration 

should work to provide a safe environment for all students to and from school to learn 

and grow; however, they may differ in how to accomplish this goal. Therefore, when 

district administration considers implementing new policies or practices, they must 

analyze all available information before choosing which policies and procedures will 
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positively impact safety and security at each school location. The information-gathering 

process should include data on the school climate and culture, community characteristics, 

threat and risk assessments for violence prevention, school official training requirements, 

target-hardening measures, and the perspectives of both parents and school officials on 

the effectiveness of current policies and practices in place for reducing the risk of violent 

incidents (Emmons, 2020).  

School Climate and Culture 

The debate on the best school safety policies and practices to implement continues 

at the national, state, and local levels in the United States. School safety practices have 

transformed over the past few decades due to the continued increase in panic and fear in 

the aftermath of each school shooting that occurs (Madfis, 2021). The Federal 

Commission on School Safety was created in 2018 after the Stoneman Douglas High 

School shooting in Parkland, Florida, to provide meaningful and actionable 

recommendations on policies and practices for implementation at the local levels to keep 

students safe while in school (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). The Commission 

agreed that no one plan would work for every school across the country, so the members 

focused on size, structure, and location variations within the recommendations. The final 

report released by the Commission contained a detailed listing of 93 best practices and 

policy recommendations that could help improve safety at K–12 schools across the 

country (DeVos et al., 2018). The report covered a range of topics, including improving 

building security, students’ social and emotional well-being, risk assessment programs, 

training for school personnel, and active shooter drills. Because the Commission 
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acknowledged there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to school safety, the climate and 

culture within a school district will help district administrators to decide which practices 

and policies will work best for everyone at their location. By working together, each 

stakeholder within the community could help prevent a tragedy from occurring within 

their school district.  

Although closely related, school climate and culture are not the same. Climate and 

culture must function together to provide a safe, productive learning environment. School 

culture involves the shared patterns of how affairs are done, written and unwritten, within 

the school district that will give it a unique identity. The culture encompasses the beliefs, 

norms, attitudes, and perceptions of the stakeholders and the community where the school 

is located and will influence how the school functions as a whole (Reynolds & Astor, 

2022). According to the National School Climate Center (2021), school climate is based 

on the experiences of school life by all stakeholders and includes the areas of safety, 

interpersonal relationships, educational learning strategies, and the structural environment 

of the school district. Recent literature has focused on a comprehensive school climate as 

a target for improvements in the areas of school safety and security (Bradshaw et al., 

2021). However, this view encompasses an extensive and complex structure that builds 

on a large variety of factors. Therefore, more analyses are needed to understand these 

complexities and the underlying factors affecting each school district’s climate. This in-

depth understanding will provide essential information to administrators concerning 

which improvements will work toward increasing school safety and security within each 

district location based on its current culture and climate. 
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The school climate and culture between the districts and types of schools can also 

vary dramatically. DeAngelis and Lueken (2020) evaluated the differences in school 

safety practices and problems between private, public charter, and traditional public 

schools in Indiana. In examining survey data, DeAngelis and Lueken concluded that the 

school type may play a role in providing a positive, safe school environment. The 

evidence supported the findings that both private and charter schools reported fewer 

discipline problems while also having fewer practices in place than traditional public 

schools. DeAngelis (2021) conducted a similar study comparing Pennsylvania’s public 

charter and district-run public school sectors. The study results showed that public charter 

schools reported fewer safety practices implemented and fewer safety problems and 

issues than district-run public schools.  

Fewer reports of safety problems at private and charter school districts are one of 

the contributing factors to the increase in their enrollment numbers since the early 1990s 

(Hamlin & Li, 2021). Other factors for parents choosing private or charter schools over 

public schools for their children include smaller school sizes, fewer implemented safety 

practices, and fewer disciplinary practices involving student removal for deviant 

behaviors. When parents choose a private or charter school for safety reasons, their 

choice affects the amount of funding the local public school district will receive from 

both state and federal entities. This decrease in funding is due to the decline in 

enrollment. However, this decrease in enrollment does not lead to a reduction in safety at 

the public school. Hamlin (2023) investigated whether the opening of a charter school 

resulted in a decrease in safety at public schools located within a half-mile radius of the 
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charter school. Hamlin’s study found little to no difference in the number of violent and 

non-violent offenses that occurred at the public schools within a half mile of a charter 

school. The charter school provided a safer choice for parents without negatively 

impacting the level of safety found at the neighborhood public schools.  

Parents will consider many factors when examining a school within their 

geographical area for their children’s enrollment. When looking at the safety policies and 

practices in place within a specific school district, parents’ perceptions of these measures 

will influence their choice (Billingham et al., 2020). Results of the study conducted by 

Billingham et al. (2020) showed that parents perceive schools with multiple enhanced 

security measures as less safe. Although the presence of metal detectors, security 

cameras, and student resource officers attempts to provide a high level of safety to 

students and parents, it projects the image to parents that the school is dangerous and 

needs stricter control (Moen & Freng, 2019). If a school were perceived as unsafe, 

parents would not choose that school for the enrollment of their children (Hamlin & Li, 

2021).  

The culture of the school and the surrounding community will also influence 

school choice. Billingham et al. (2020) asked parents to evaluate a set of hypothetical 

schools based on the level of security and the racial composition of the student bodies. 

The level of security was a significant factor in the results, but the perceptions of safety 

based on the student body population also provided significant data. When parents were 

presented with information on the hypothetical schools with high proportions of Black 

students to White students, they were significantly more likely to view the school as less 
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safe, regardless of the safety measures in place. When both measures were present for 

one school, parents perceived them as the most dangerous and would not endorse 

enrollment.  

For students in a school with enhanced safety measures, different racial groups 

within the school will view school safety differently. Cuellar and Coyle (2021) examined 

the degree to which students of distinctive ethnicities differed in their experiences with 

school safety measures within a large inner-city school district. With security measures 

the same at each location, each safety measure was experienced differently by different 

ethnic groups. Broken down between White, African American, and Hispanic, disparities 

were found in the engagement with school safety measures, with African American 

students indicating a higher likelihood of encountering specific security measures than 

their White peers. These findings were supported by evidence that students of color and 

students with disabilities have higher suspension and expulsion rates and higher punitive 

discipline rates in schools across the United States (Zimmerman & Astor, 2021).  

Understanding and recognizing differences in student perceptions based on 

individual characteristics is essential when developing a safety policy that affects 

everyone. Kittelman et al. (2023) examined student perceptions of school climate from 

492 high schools in Georgia and identified three distinct climate profiles of positive, 

moderate, and negative. Using the moderate profile as the reference group, the study 

results showed that individual student characteristics and school demographics 

contributed to the students’ view of school climate as either positive or negative. Students 

from larger schools and those schools with larger percentages of minorities were more 
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likely to have a negative view of their school climate, whereas students from smaller 

schools were more likely to have a positive view of their school climate.  

A positive or negative view of the school climate may also result from student 

engagement with school subjects and extracurricular activities. In examining school 

climate perceptions of students based on their level of engagement with the school, 

Molinari and Grazia (2020) identified four student profiles they labeled as cynically 

disengaged, moderately disengaged, peacefully engaged, and tensely engaged. Those 

students labeled as disengaged had higher levels of scores for burnout, and those tensely 

engaged presented feelings of increased pressure and stress. When students become 

overly stressed or disengaged, they present negative perceptions of the school climate. 

Policymakers must consider students’ racial and cultural disparities within their own 

district when implementing school safety measures that would provide a safe school 

environment and promote positive learning outcomes for all students (Zimmerman & 

Astor, 2021). However, policymakers must also consider students’ levels of engagement 

with extra-curricular activities and participation in daily activities and routines to ensure 

the students are not becoming disengaged and isolated.  

Due to disparities across schools of different sizes, examining school culture and 

climate data at the local level would help ensure that school district administration’s 

safety policy decisions will benefit all the stakeholders within a diverse district (Reynolds 

& Astor, 2022). Learning all points of view within the school district and those within the 

community where the school district resides will provide a better comprehensive 
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statement of the concerns of stakeholders and the tools needed to provide a positive 

school environment for student learning.  

Community Characteristics 

The family, school, and community have a shared responsibility to educate 

children. The family should support the learning and development of the children that the 

school provides. The school and local community organizations should listen to and 

support parents to create a positive learning environment for the children. Working 

together would help provide a safer and secure school environment that will reduce the 

fear of victimization for all stakeholders (Randall & Marandos, 2019). The process of 

working together will involve open lines of communication between all parties. Based on 

the results obtained from the study conducted by Randall and Marandos (2019), a set of 

recommendations was provided for parents that included parents and children having 

open lines of communication about school violence, drugs, and alcohol, and being alert to 

any changes in their child’s behavior to be ready to step in and intervene when issues 

arise. School recommendations included conducting needs assessments, crisis response 

plans, routine threat assessments, and counseling services to help children solve their 

problems. Raising and educating children becomes a collaborative effort, with all 

stakeholders having a personal interest in their success.  

When parents are actively involved with school activities and events and have a 

working relationship with school personnel and teachers, they can be the link between the 

school and the community that will foster positive relationships. These relationships can 

be dramatically different between different communities. Larger urban cities will have a 



35 

 

more extensive and diverse population than rural cities and may contain more than one 

school for each elementary, junior high, and high school level. Larger school districts 

with greater populations have larger budgets to use for funding policies and practices and 

to provide higher salaries for teachers and staff. Schools within rural areas have 

disparities with their counterparts in terms of available resources and funding. These 

disparities provide a unique challenge with the recruitment and retention of educators and 

the allocation of a reduced number of resources (Rude & Miller, 2018). Administrators of 

rural school districts will become creative in how and where to allocate funds. To 

understand the best ways to apply funds, administrators should analyze local data trends 

and suggestions from all stakeholders within their unique community. 

 Rural areas are known to have a median salary for community members that is 

lower than the wages for those living in urban communities. With almost half of rural 

students coming from low-income families, more than 25% being children of color, and 

nearly 10% moving residences each year, these data present challenges to providing the 

same level of education and specialized support staff of larger urban school districts 

(Rude & Miller, 2018). These disparities offer data showing that a one-size-fits-all 

approach toward educational policies on safety and security does not work. The approach 

should be altered and tailored to the needs of each school district. Building a positive 

educational environment in a small rural community involves a collaborative effort to 

assess where potential threats to safety and risks of violent incidents could occur.  

In the past, rural communities were considered safer places to raise a family and 

obtain an education for children than in urban locations. However, these communities are 
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not immune to the current economic situation within the United States. Community crime 

rates result from a combination of factors coming together to produce an environment 

where easy targets are presented to potential offenders. One factor that can affect the 

crime rate is the level of community cohesion (Gulma et al., 2019). Students will 

perceive they are safe within their environment when certain factors are present. Yang et 

al. (2022) conducted a study to learn why adolescents feel safe in their community. The 

results of this study specified four themes related to student perceptions of feeling secure 

that included community protective factors as the most common (safe physical 

environment and cohesion), family protective factors (caring parents), traffic safety, and 

public safety. When the community, parental, and societal factors work together in one 

cohesive unit to contribute to community safety, they will create an environment with 

low crime rates and decreased fear of victimization. This community cohesion will then 

spill into the local school community, helping to develop specific safety policies and 

practices tailored to each school by providing an environment where students feel 

comfortable and safe to let teachers or staff know when something is wrong or a potential 

threat is present.  

Threat and Risk Assessments for Violence Prevention 

Threat and risk assessment is a process used to identify, assess, and address areas 

of risk. A school-based threat assessment is a preventative approach to school violence 

that involves evaluating and classifying a threat and the appropriate response and 

intervention (Ross et al., 2022). The Comprehensive School Threat Assessment 

Guidelines is an evidence-based model used in K–12 schools to conduct threat 
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assessments. Developed by Dr. Dewey Cornell in 2001, the manual explains the rationale 

for an assessment, how the school assessment team functions and their responsibilities, 

and the steps in conducting an assessment (Cornell, 2018). Because it is impossible to 

predict the future behavior of a student to commit a violent attack, schools are turning to 

threat assessment strategies for violence prevention. In this model, a threat assessment 

team is put together to investigate any reported threats and create a response based on the 

threat’s seriousness and the student’s needs (Cornell, 2020). This model offered a school 

district a way to help troubled individuals solve problems without a serious act of 

violence that could result in suspension or incarceration. Because threat assessments are 

conducted based on the needs of a specific student, they are an alternative to the zero-

tolerance discipline policy that is strictly reactive to already performed behavior.  

Administrators conduct a school risk assessment to identify and evaluate potential 

risks in the school environment and outside activities that could harm the health and 

safety of school officials, teachers, and students. This method is aligned with routine 

activity theory, where buildings, outside locations, and school community activities 

uncover a location or concern where a condition could present a suitable target with the 

lack of a guardian for a willing offender (McCuddy et al., 2023).  

School Policing and Target Hardening Measures 

Safety practices have changed in response to mass school shootings, and various 

security measures have been implemented by administrations nationwide in K–12 school 

districts to increase safety and decrease the risk of violent behavior (Curran et al., 2020). 

These measures included hiring school resource officers, installing security cameras, 
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imposing restrictions on buildings, installing security equipment such as metal detectors, 

and arming teachers. These and other safety measures come with a price tag that can be 

too expensive for the smaller K–12 school districts in the United States. Also, not all 

safety practices are logistically feasible to incorporate. Because of this, school district 

administrators must understand the logistics of each security measure being considered 

for incorporation.  

One of the easiest security measures involves access restrictions, including 

locking doors and requiring all visitors to sign in and out of the building. After the 

Columbine tragedy, the practices of door locking increased across the United States 

(Curran et al., 2020). This safety measure includes monitoring everyone entering and 

exiting the building during the school day, making it harder for someone to enter with ill 

intentions. As mass shootings continue to occur across the United States, the locking of 

all doors and the requirement of visitor passes have become a standard practice (Cornell 

et al., 2021). Although these measures may not stop an intruder who is intent on doing 

harm, they can slow the individual down enough for local law enforcement officers to 

arrive in time to interfere with their plans (Jonson, 2017).  

One target-hardening measure that has become commonplace in schools is the on-

site law enforcement officer, commonly referred to as the Student Resource Officer 

(SRO). Driven by concerns over school safety, the implementation of SROs has increased 

across the United States (Hunt et al., 2019). An SRO is a sworn law enforcement officer 

working full or part-time in a K–12 school setting. SROs are independently contracted by 

the local police department and assigned to a school but split their time during the day 
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between school needs and local police calls (Robinson et al., 2021). The Office of 

Community-Oriented Policing Services under the U.S. Department of Justice expanded 

its grant program in 1998 to help fund the hiring of SROs and develop partnerships 

between local police departments, school districts, and the community (Weisburst, 2019). 

The dollar amount of this grant has fluctuated over the years based on concerns about the 

overall effectiveness of SROs and their role in student discipline. The Texas Education 

Agency continues to encourage the use of SROs in school districts across the state. 

However, the size and budget of the school districts will vary, along with their climate 

and culture, for trends in discipline and academic outcomes. The number of students 

enrolled in a school district and their annual budget determine the dollar amount of grant 

funding received (Weisburst, 2019).  

There are pros and cons to placing SROs in school districts. Because each school 

district is unique, it will have unique challenges. These challenges lead to an 

inconsistency in the enforcement of laws and rules between and within school districts, 

with training and discretionary decisions made by the SROs (Robinson et al., 2021). 

Research has shown that when SROs are involved in the daily routines of students, they 

can alter students’ behavior, attachment to the school, disciplinary penalties, and 

educational outcomes (Weisburst, 2019). When SROs interact positively on a continued 

basis with students, most students indicated they felt safer at school and showed an 

increased willingness to report a peer making threats or bringing a weapon to school 

(Crichlow-Ball et al., 2021). However, larger school districts in low-income areas have 

reported increased negative interactions between SROs and students, leading to an 
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increase in disciplinary issues and an increase in young adults funneled through the 

criminal justice system (Robinson et al., 2021). These results suggest that school climate 

and culture can influence the relationship between SROs and students. The results of 

another study showed that when a school shooting occurs, the presence of an SRO at the 

school did not reduce the number of casualties (Livingston et al., 2019). Livingston et al. 

(2019) indicated that of more than 200 school shootings since Columbine in 1999, 37% 

occurred with an SRO present on campus during the event. To know whether and where 

an SRO would benefit a school district, administrators must examine all student data and 

criminal justice statistics of the school district and the community where it resides 

(Nickerson et al., 2021).  

The most recently debated and divisive security measure for target hardening has 

been the arming of teachers and staff. The goal of safety is to protect students from gun 

violence. However, school administrators have considered allowing teachers and staff to 

carry concealed guns on school grounds. Routine activity theory relies on the presence of 

a capable guardian to deter criminal behavior. Because a guardian would be a school 

official, this would include any teacher or employee of a school district. In 2018, a poll 

found that 80% of public-school parents across the United States strongly supported 

SROs in K–12 schools and 63% opposed arming teachers and staff (Kent & Curran, 

2021). The same poll conducted by Phi Delta Kappa International in 2022 showed a drop 

in the support of SROs to 58% and an increase to 77% in opposition to arming teachers 

and staff among public school parents.  
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The level of opposition to the arming of teachers varied based on demographic 

characteristics and experiences of victimization (Shamserad et al., 2021). The data 

collected by Shamserad et al. (2021) on high school students’ perceptions indicated that 

most students opposed this policy and believed it would decrease safety and increase the 

fear of victimization. The opposition to arming teachers was most substantial for female 

students and prior victims of instances of bullying (McCuddy et al., 2023; Shamserad et 

al., 2021). Mancini et al. (2020) examined the perceptions of residents in Virginia on 

arming teachers at K–12 schools. Although public opinion was split on arming teachers, 

nearly half (49%) supported the policy to permit teachers to carry concealed weapons. 

This is significantly higher than the national average Phi Delta Kappa International found 

in 2022, showing that demographics influenced the incorporation of school safety 

policies.  

The Federal Commission on School Safety recently announced a proposal for the 

training of teachers to carry a concealed weapon on campus (Isbell et al., 2019). The rural 

independent school district in Harold, Texas, was the first of many school districts across 

the state of Texas to arm its teachers and staff (Dugyala, 2018). Since then, more than 

170 school districts in Texas have followed, mostly in rural locations. Many of these rural 

districts are in small towns with deputy response times for emergencies at a minimum of 

30 minutes away, and they cannot afford to hire an SRO (Balingit, 2022). With long 

emergency response times, parents in these communities are grateful for teachers who 

have chosen to carry a weapon to help keep everyone in the school safe. Research 

conducted on the benefits and harms of arming teachers and educators has been either on 



42 

 

a statewide basis or in medium- and large-scale school districts. Laws have been passed 

in 29 states to allow individuals with a permit to carry a concealed gun into a K–12 

school building under certain circumstances or with special permission (Balingit, 2022). 

As more states begin to enact laws allowing educators to carry concealed weapons, more 

research needs to be done to learn why and where the changes in school safety policies 

are taking place, and in what types of districts. Because these school policies have been 

driven by stakeholder investment, it would be advisable for school administrators to 

conduct their own research to learn the perceptions of those involved and the potential 

effects this type of safety policy might have on the students enrolled. What may be 

perceived by stakeholders as a good policy for a rural district may not be one that could 

work in a larger area.  

Parents’ and School Officials’ Perceptions of Safety 

Parents’ Perceptions 

When students are preoccupied with concerns about their safety, they cannot 

achieve their academic potential. Although they may not verbally voice their concerns, it 

is noticeable in their behavior and attitudes toward school, their peers, and their teachers 

(Lacoe, 2020). As researchers examine how a school shooting incident impacts student 

perceptions of safety, the perceptions of current safety practices should also be discussed 

at the school district level. Parents want to know they can trust sending their child to 

school in the morning, knowing their child will return home at the end of the day 

(Visone, 2021). Training teachers and staff for an emergency is crucial for everyone to 

remain safe and informed. Training of school officials can be developed based on 
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historical events, school climate, the analysis of the results of drills conducted, and school 

safety events. In a suburban elementary school, an emergency evacuation occurred over 

concerns of an envelope that arrived with white powder (Visone, 2021). The evacuation 

happened rapidly, and key personnel had not been given the information necessary to 

ensure things went smoothly. What teachers and staff initially believed to be a surprise 

drill became a communication breakdown and confusion for everyone, including parents 

and students. When this type of breakdown occurs, it becomes a learning experience to 

reestablish trust by addressing the safety concerns presented by all stakeholders (Visone, 

2021).  

When a breakdown in communication and training occurs, the first people to 

voice their concerns are the parents. Understanding parents’ perceptions of school safety 

measures may help teachers, staff, and district administrators develop strategies to 

enhance school safety and provide a positive school climate. Parents’ perceptions of 

instructional safety are affected by their awareness of school violence, visits to the 

school, and their own experiences with violence (Soliman et al., 2018). When parents are 

frequent visitors to the school, they will experience the safety measures in place firsthand 

and develop perceptions of their effectiveness in preventing violent incidents from 

occurring. The level of intensity of security measures experienced by stakeholders is 

related to their perceptions of the level of safety (Billingham et al., 2020). The more 

intense the safety measures, the less safe parents and visitors perceived the school.  

In examining school preparedness for active shooter events, Wallace (2020) found 

that the safety measures taken by the schools in Pennsylvania were unrelated to parents’ 
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perceptions of safety measures. Parents who reported receiving information about active 

shooter preparedness had a positive attitude toward school safety efforts, whereas those 

learning about firearms policy changes perceived a higher risk level for violence within 

the same school. One of the most common responses of parents to improve safety has 

been to add metal detectors. However, research showed that installing metal detectors 

does not deter or prevent a violent incident from occurring by a perpetrator with violent 

intentions (Cornell et al., 2020). Therefore, it is warranted to understand parents’ 

perceptions of current safety measures, how they view threats to children’s safety, and 

how threats should be addressed.  

School Officials’ Perceptions 

A school safety team will typically include a teacher, principal, school counselor, 

and SRO members. The team’s primary responsibility is to work together to address any 

safety issues or concerns that may arise at the school and make recommendations to 

school district administrators on current and potential safety policies (Cobb, 2021). 

Despite the growing number of violent incidents occurring across the United States at K–

12 schools, Cobb (2021) found that it did not negatively affect a school safety team’s 

perception of safety practices. In fact, Cobb noted that examining past incidents will help 

to ensure that current practices are up to date and will work to deter a potential risk or 

threat to the safety of the children and other school personnel.  

School personnel have a firsthand understanding of current safety measures in 

place to protect them and the children. These individuals interact with many safety 

measures daily and participate in mandatory safety training on various topics, including 
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active shooter response and risk assessment strategies. When asked to examine school 

shooting prevention procedures, school counselors and staff have recommended a 

multitiered safety approach (Carter et al., 2019). Zero tolerance, which was an acceptable 

procedure when first introduced, has become the least acceptable procedure as research 

shows it to have a significant adverse effect on students. A multitiered safety approach 

offers many intervention methods to address student well-being, promote positive 

behavior, and recognize potential threats through pre-crisis, in-crisis, and post-crisis 

awareness and protocol training for counselors and school personnel (Brown, 2020).  

Until recently, little information was available concerning how school principals 

perceived the effectiveness of specific safety practices and procedures at their schools. 

Although academic programs are principals’ highest priorities, improvements to school 

safety and discipline continue to be of great importance. The data from the School Survey 

on Crime and Safety on over 2,000 public schools highlighted the importance of school 

principals’ perceptions of academic climate and crime risks when developing effective 

school safety practices (Pyo, 2020). Because a school principal oversees the daily 

activities of school personnel and students, they can bring a unique perspective on the 

climate and culture of the school that district administrators cannot observe (Ewton, 

2014). When a school principal perceives a high risk for crime, more physical and non-

physical safety measures are implemented, and a perception of low risk will involve more 

non-physical safety measures (Pyo, 2020). Non-physical safety measures include 

increased involvement with parents and the surrounding community. Physical safety 

measures consist of using surveillance equipment and random lockdowns.  
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Summary 

Schools may use different approaches and techniques to implement safety policies 

and practices for their location. However, not every safety measure will work at every 

school. Depending on size, climate, and culture, each school must examine its needs, 

level of risk for violent incidents, climate and culture, and the surrounding environment 

to determine which measures will be effective and efficient for keeping everyone safe 

and secure (Martinsone et al., 2023). It has only been within the past several years that 

school officials and parents have been asked for their opinions and ideas about keeping 

students safe. The more that violent incidents occur across the United States, the more 

critical it is to involve all stakeholders in safety decisions.  

Based on previous research, school administrators understand that, when given a 

choice, parents will choose a school they believe to be safer with a positive academic 

environment for their children (Billingham et al., 2020). Faced with an increase in school 

choice programs with vouchers and transfers, school administrators must acknowledge 

that the safety of children and school personnel is a collaborative effort. Giving those 

individuals directly involved with the school district a voice in policy and practice may 

help open the lines of communication and improve safety conditions.  

This chapter provided a review of the literature on school safety and security 

based on climate and culture, community characteristics, threat and risk assessment using 

routine activity theory, target hardening measures, and perceptions of parents and school 

officials. Although much research is available on school violence and the need for the 

implementation of safety measures, there is a gap in research on understanding the 
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perceptions of school officials and parents toward these safety measures in a rural school 

district. More research is needed to understand these perceptions based on the school 

district’s climate and culture and the surrounding community’s characteristics before 

administrators can implement safety practices that will most effectively and efficiently 

protect the children within their school district.  

The next chapter contains the most appropriate methodology and design used for 

this study. The population choice and sample selection method are explained, and the 

interpretation process is also discussed. The measurement tools used for conducting 

participant interviews will be described. The procedures and approaches for determining 

validity and reliability are provided, and assumptions, limitations, and delimitations are 

explained.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore and compare the 

perceptions of parents and school officials on the current safety and security practices in a 

K–12 rural school district in North Texas to learn the differences and similarities to assist 

the administration in making informed policy decisions that will be in the best interest of 

all stakeholders. The existing literature examining perceptions of parents or school 

officials focused only on what they considered serious threats to safety. Older studies 

focused on surveying enrolled students to ask about their feelings about being safe and 

how those feelings would change based on specific safety strategies. There was little 

information discovered on parents’ and school officials’ perceptions of current practices 

to provide data for administrative decisions in a rural school district. This chapter 

presents the methodology used for this study to answer the research questions. Chapter 3 

also includes the research study design and rationale, the role of the researcher, 

methodology, participants, instrumentation, trustworthiness issues, and a summary. 

Research Design and Rationale 

A nonexperimental qualitative descriptive design guided this study to answer the 

following research questions: 

RQ1: What are the perceptions of parents regarding school safety in a rural school 

district in North Texas? 

RQ2: What are the perceptions of school officials regarding school safety in a 

rural school district in North Texas? 
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A nonexperimental design was selected because the participants were chosen 

based on their affiliation with this school district and not randomly chosen from the 

population. This affiliation was defined as either a parent of a currently enrolled student 

within the district or a school official (staff or teacher) presently employed by the school 

district. A qualitative approach allowed the data to be collected using open-ended 

interview questions to obtain parents’ and school officials’ points of view regarding 

current safety policies and practices.  

The design for this study included semistructured interviews containing open-

ended questions to obtain data that allowed for a descriptive comparison of the 

perceptions of current school safety practices and policies between parents and school 

officials. The phenomenon under investigation in this study was the similarities and 

differences in perceptions of the two groups and how they directly or indirectly affect the 

safety practices and policies implemented by a rural school district in North Texas. 

Therefore, this design was the best way to understand the phenomenon being studied.  

I used a generic approach to compare participants’ perceptions based on their 

experiences with the safety policies and practices within their rural school district. A 

generic approach for a descriptive study is used to understand how people make meaning 

of a phenomenon by discovering their experiences and understanding their perspectives 

of those experiences (Ellis & Hart, 2023). Because this study investigated opinions, 

beliefs, and perceptions based on participants’ interactions with current safety practices 

and policies, this approach was the most appropriate for exploring this phenomenon.  



50 

 

Role of the Researcher 

A researcher is responsible for designing, conducting, and analyzing data in a 

study. This process includes defining the research questions, purpose, and objectives. The 

primary research method used for the current study was observation through interviews. I 

interacted with participants, conducted interviews, and participated in the process of 

obtaining data. However, the interactions were limited to the study goals and objectives. 

This role was the best option for collecting the needed data to answer the study’s research 

questions and ensured the data collected were relevant and appropriate for objective 

analyses.  

Because my child attended the rural school district under investigation, some of 

the participants may have been familiar with me on a personal level. This familiarity was 

personal and not professional. No participants had a supervisory or instructor relationship 

with me that could have resulted in a form of authority over them in any way. As a parent 

of a child attending this rural school district, I kept my feelings toward the current safety 

policies and practices private so as not to lead participants into providing answers to the 

interview questions that I wanted or needed to learn. The primary responsibility of a 

researcher is to collect, record, and analyze data for a study. The collection process for 

this study involved not agreeing or disagreeing with a participant’s point of view or 

perception by refraining from engaging in conversational behavior. To ensure this 

occurred, I approached every interview neutrally and maintained a journal to note any 

feelings that arose during the interview for future review.  
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Due to the small size of this school district, the participants were within my 

network of known individuals. A small district size allows parents and school officials to 

interact regularly at events and activities. Because I approached every participant 

neutrally, keeping their perceptions of current safety practices within this rural school 

district to themselves, no ethical issues existed. Although I offered each participant a ten-

dollar Visa gift card, this was only compensation for taking the time out of their busy 

schedule to sit down with me for the duration of the interview.  

Research Methodology 

A qualitative study is the most appropriate methodology to use when the objective 

of the research is to describe a phenomenon constructed upon an individual’s perception 

based on their experiences or interactions within a specific setting. A qualitative approach 

was the most appropriate methodology for this study because the purpose was to describe 

and compare participants' perceptions of currently implemented safety policies and 

practices based on their interactions with them while on school grounds. For study 

replication, sufficient depth of the methodology is provided. This section will describe 

the population, sampling and sampling strategy, participants and selection criteria, data 

saturation, and instrumentation.  

Population 

The target population for this study were parents of a student who currently 

attended the school district and school officials who were currently employed by the 

school district. A purposive sampling strategy was used to select specific participants 

meeting the selection criteria for parents and school officials. Using this strategy, 10 to 15 
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participants with some knowledge of the safety practices or policies currently in place 

within this rural school district were anticipated to be chosen. A total of 12 participants, 

consisting of six parents and six school officials, were interviewed for this qualitative 

study. All participants had some knowledge of the safety practices or policies currently in 

place within this rural school district.  

Sampling and Sampling Strategy 

Purposive sampling is a strategy where participants are intentionally selected 

based on a set of criteria, such as knowledge or experience. This sampling strategy was 

used because it better matched the participants with the research objectives to improve 

the data’s trustworthiness for credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability 

(Campbell et al., 2020). Because this study aimed to compare participants’ perceptions of 

safety policies and practices, each participant was selected based on their specific 

relationship to the rural school district in North Texas under examination.  

Participants and Selection Criteria 

The participants for this study were initially recruited using my existing personal 

network. I had a child enrolled in this rural school district in North Texas when this study 

was conducted. Because the school district is labeled as a rural district, the size of 

enrollment is low. In the 2023-2024 academic year, there were 508 students enrolled in 

grades K–12, with a student-teacher ratio of 10:1. Being a small school, I was involved in 

several parent organizations and was familiar with many teachers and school officials at 

various grade levels within the school district. Involvement with activities allowed me to 

recruit participants who met the specific criteria of this study based on self-reporting and 
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confirmation with the school district. During school activities, I spoke with parents who 

met the participant criteria of having a child currently enrolled in this K–12 school 

district and discussed this study. I asked everyone if they would like to participate in an 

interview to provide their opinions and perceptions on the current safety policies and 

practices implemented by the district based on their interactions and experiences.  

The high school principal was emailed to verify the names of school officials who 

met the criteria for selection as current employees of the school district. Once verification 

was obtained, all school officials who met the criteria for selection were sent an email 

asking if they would like to participate in an interview to provide their opinions and 

perceptions on the current safety policies and practices implemented by the district based 

on their interactions and experiences.   

Data Saturation 

For this study, I anticipated 10 to 15 participants, to include an equal number of 

parents and school officials. Using a purposive sampling strategy, participants were 

contacted based on their known affiliation to the school district by either me or the high 

school principal. The initial contact of participants was by email, and I identified myself, 

stated the purpose of this study, and asked for their participation through an interview. I 

incorporated a snowball sampling strategy after interviewing three parent participants and 

three school official participants because data saturation was not yet achieved. Snowball 

sampling refers to asking existing qualifying participants to identify other potential 

qualifying participants from among their acquaintances. The presence of redundancy, 

where no additional issues or insights are identified, and data begins to repeat, lets a 
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researcher know they have reached data saturation and should stop further data collection 

(Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). Data saturation is essential to achieve within a study because 

it provides enough information to conduct a thorough analysis to answer research 

questions. Factors that will influence data saturation in qualitative research include the 

repetition of themes, the size of the sample, the knowledge of the participants, and the 

length of the interview (Mwita, 2022). The average saturation point is said to be reached 

by the thirteenth interview in a qualitative study, ranging between 9 and 17 interviews 

(Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). However, the average saturation point will vary based on the 

research subject and the participant's knowledge level on the subject matter. For this 

study, data saturation was achieved with six parents and six school officials.  

Instrumentation 

An instrument is a tool used to help a researcher collect, measure, and analyze 

data. The research instrument for the current study was a questionnaire modified from its 

original version and reviewed by subject matter experts in school safety. Each 

semistructured interview contained a specific set of questions to guide the interview 

process. Where a structured interview allows no room for further exploration, a 

semistructured interview enabled me to probe the participants for additional details of the 

answers given. Allowing for follow-up questions during the interviews provided a deeper 

understanding of participants’ feelings and perceptions on school safety so that themes in 

the data emerged.  

All interviews were electronically recorded using a digital voice recorder for 

detailed analysis, and notes were taken in a journal. The digital recorder was kept in a 
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secure location when not in use. The average length of each interview was 45 minutes per 

participant. Each interview consisted of open-ended questions to obtain the participants’ 

opinions and experiences with the school district and the safety policies and practices 

currently implemented. Follow-up questions were asked to clarify participant answers 

and gain a more in-depth understanding of their perceptions when necessary. No 

interview was conducted without first confirming consent in writing by each participant, 

with verbal consent obtained at the beginning of the interview. I reviewed and transcribed 

each interview as soon as possible after its conclusion.  

I extensively searched the literature to find an interview instrument available that 

would measure the perceptions of parents and school officials in a K–12 school district. 

The Texas School Safety Center at Texas State University developed the Texas School 

Safety Practices Survey to identify and assess the commonness of the school safety 

practices used across all school types within Texas (McKenna et al., 2016). Many 

questions in this survey instrument related to obtaining perceptions on current safety 

practices, such as question sets concerning access control, supervision, incident 

documentation, the physical environment, social and cultural environment, and other 

safety practices. This mail-in survey did not allow for room for additional responses or 

follow-ups. For this study, I modified the Texas School Safety Practices Survey questions 

format for use with in-person interviews to collect data for analysis. Once the 

modification was complete, I asked two subject matter experts who were not included as 

participants in this study to examine the questionnaire and provide any recommendations 

for changes.  
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Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

Recruitment 

Participants in the current study were either a current school official employed by 

the school district or a parent of a currently enrolled student within the rural school 

district in North Texas. Individuals personally known to me to be parents of students 

enrolled in this school district were verbally informed of the purpose of this study and 

that participation would consist of an interview to discuss their opinions and perceptions 

on the subject matter. Everyone was emailed a copy of the consent form. Parents who 

consented to participate were asked if they knew other parents who would consider 

participating. If so, I asked for the contact information of those parents. The additional 

parents were contacted by telephone to introduce myself, inform them of the purpose of 

this study, interview participation requirements, and ask if they would like to participate. 

All participants were told their participation was voluntary, and all answers given would 

be kept confidential (Walden IRB approval no. 10-30-24-1072412).  

For school official participants, the junior high and high school principal was 

contacted by email and telephone. She was informed of the purpose of this study and the 

requirements of participation, which consisted of an interview to discuss their opinions 

and perceptions. The principal was asked to be a participant representing a school official 

and asked to provide names and contact information for other school officials she 

believed would be willing to participate in this study. I contacted those additional 

participants by email, at the request of the principal, to inform them of the purpose of this 

study, the interview participation requirement, and to ask if they would like to participate. 
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Everyone was emailed a copy of the consent form. All participants were informed that 

their participation was voluntary, and all answers to questions would be kept confidential.  

Participation 

All participants were sent a copy of the consent form before the interview for their 

review. Each participant was interviewed in person, and a digital voice recorder was 

used. At the beginning of each interview, I asked each participant if they had any 

questions concerning the information contained on the consent form and asked for their 

verbal consent to participate before continuing with the interview. Each participant's 

interview took place in a single interview session. Each interview was then transcribed 

using Microsoft Word. The transcript was emailed to each participant for their review. 

The participant was asked to review the information and include any additional insights 

or reflective thoughts on the subject matter they would like added. Once the participant 

responded, any necessary edits were made to the transcript, and any additional insights or 

reflections provided were included. After each transcript was edited and checked, it was 

uploaded into the NVivo program for data analysis. 

Data Collection 

The data for this qualitative research study were collected from two different data 

sources. The primary data source was open-ended, semistructured individual face-to-face, 

digitally audio-recorded interviews of parents and school officials. A secondary data 

source was information collected from governmental databases on the demographics and 

historical data of the school and community for this study.  
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Interview Questions 

Interview questions were used during face-to-face interviews to collect the 

primary data from participants for the current study. Using the Texas School Safety 

Practices Survey as a guide, original questions were edited and revised for this qualitative 

study (see Appendix A). Since this rural school district did not employ school police 

officers, questions on the original Texas School Safety Practices Survey directed toward 

school law enforcement officers were omitted for this study. Because the Texas School 

Safety Practices Survey contained three sections, duplicate questions that overlapped all 

sections were omitted. With new safety techniques developed since the creation of the 

Texas School Safety Practices Survey in 2015, additional questions concerning these 

techniques were added to the revised survey used in this study. Before conducting 

interviews, two subject matter experts with qualitative research knowledge were asked to 

review and make recommendations for improvement of the interview questions. All 

parents and school officials were asked the same set of interview questions, and follow-

up questions were asked to participants when necessary.  

Face-to-face Interviews 

Face-to-face, open-ended, semistructured interviews were the primary source of 

data used to obtain the perceptions of parents and school officials on current school safety 

practices implemented in a rural school district in North Texas. Before each interview, 

each participant received a copy of the consent form by email for review. Each 

participant was asked if they had any questions concerning the consent form before the 

interview began. Once the digital audio recorder was turned on, I read the consent form 
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aloud, and the participant was asked for their verbal consent before proceeding. Once 

consent was given, the recorder remained on until the interview’s conclusion. When the 

last answer was given, with no further information to add, the recorder was turned off to 

ensure that no identifiable data of conversational participants was recorded. There were 

no participants who declined consent at the beginning of the interview or chose to stop 

the interview before the conclusion.  

School and Community Information 

The secondary source of information obtained for this study included 

demographics and historical data of the school and the community from federal and state 

governmental agencies' databases. The mass shooting at Columbine High School in 1999 

produced a high level of concern for student safety (Curran et al., 2020). Since that time, 

concern has come in waves based on the occurrence of violent incidents in schools across 

the United States. The demographic and historical data for this rural school district and 

community were available from that year forward.  

Data Analysis Plan 

The data for this study were collected through semistructured interviews using a 

questionnaire containing questions from the Texas School Safety Practices Survey used 

by the Texas School Safety Center at Texas State University (McKenna et al., 2016). The 

research questions covered school safety topics of access control, levels of supervision, 

incident documentation, the physical environment, and the social and cultural 

environments. I asked both parents and school officials the same set of questions. Each 
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question was constructed to solicit their opinions and perceptions on each area of safety 

practices covered.  

Questions related to access control included how many and where entry access 

points were, how visitors were screened for entry, whether all doors were locked and 

monitored, and whether students were allowed to leave school grounds during school 

hours. Supervision questions involved the presence of adult hallway monitors, the 

presence of school grounds monitors, hallway procedures during and between classes, 

times of unstructured supervision or lack of monitoring, and the presence of School 

Resource Officers. For incident documentation, questions related to how and what types 

of incidents were recognized for this specific school. Questions related to the physical 

environment involved how much time was allotted between classes, how crowded the 

hallways became, lunchroom location and times, the condition of the school, and 

locations that were difficult to access or monitor. For the social and cultural 

environments, questions included effectiveness and timeliness of communications, use of 

best practices and consistency for student discipline, knowledge of behavioral 

expectations, procedures for searches by law enforcement, and the involvement of law 

enforcement with the school community. Each set of questions within each area of 

inquiry was designed to solicit both parents’ and school officials’ perceptions of the 

presence or lack of safety measures within this school district.  

Coding qualitative data is the process of categorizing passages of information to 

identify themes and patterns used for analysis. This study used deductive and inductive 

coding strategies to organize and structure the data collected to increase credibility, 
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dependability, transferability, decrease bias, and provide transparency. Deductive coding 

is the process of creating codes before data analysis (Bingham, 2023). The deductive 

codes for this study were the organizational categories between parent participant data 

and school official participant data collected. Inductive coding is the process that 

involves reading through data collected to identify codes, find patterns, and develop 

categories and themes (Bingham, 2023). For this study, there were no assumptions or 

predetermined codes for how participants should or should not perceive current safety 

practices at a rural school district in North Texas.  

The qualitative data analysis for this study began with deductive strategies to 

organize the data. Each parent participant was given the attribute code of ‘P,’ and each 

school official was given the attribute code of ‘S.’ This coding allowed for easy 

identification of where the data came from and allowed for the data to be sorted correctly 

for comparison of the groups. Once each interview was given an attribute code, the next 

step involved initial coding of the data. All interviews were recorded using a personal 

digital audio recorder. The recording was then downloaded to my personal laptop, 

secured by a password and biometrics. Once the recording was downloaded to the 

computer, it was uploaded into Microsoft Word for transcription. Each transcript was 

manually checked to ensure all data were captured. Once the data were verified, the Word 

document was sent to the corresponding participant for review and reflection. After 

review, each transcript was uploaded into the NVivo program for further data analysis. 

The NVivo program provided a structured approach to help organize and analyze the 

collected data to help find codes and themes within the data. Once the codes were 
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identified, they were combined, grouped, and analyzed to generate themes in the data 

related to the study’s research questions. Saldaña (2021) outlined the guiding principles 

of a thematic analysis approach that included identifying codes within the data, grouping 

related codes into categories, and then developing broader themes and concepts to answer 

research questions or ascertain theories. Using these guiding principles, I identified the 

codes from the data, created categories by grouping similar codes, generated themes from 

the categories, and applied these themes to answer the research questions of this study.  

Issues of Trustworthiness 

Researchers conducting a qualitative study must provide evidence to show 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability to establish the 

trustworthiness of the study results. Trustworthiness is an essential component of a 

qualitative study to ensure the study’s accuracy for replication.  

Credibility 

Credibility is confidence in the accuracy of the findings of a study (Bingham, 

2023). Establishing credibility in a research study ensures confidence that the results are 

accurate, believable, and credible (Forero et al., 2018). Because qualitative research 

involves exploring the subjective meanings of participants to describe a phenomenon, the 

researcher needs to establish credibility. One strategy I used to establish credibility was 

member checking. Member checking helped validate the data’s accuracy by sharing the 

transcripts with participants for their review and feedback to ensure no discrepancies, 

inaccuracies, or missing information. This strategy allowed the participants to provide 

clarity or further information to expand on their previous answers. Reflexivity is a 
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research strategy that was used to ensure the credibility of this study. Using the 

reflexivity strategy, I kept a journal addressing any assumptions or biases that arose 

during the research process that could directly or indirectly impact the research. 

Saturation is a critical strategy in qualitative research to ensure that the data collected in 

the research process is complete and thorough. Using this strategy resulted in the 

continuation of data collection through interviews until participants gave no further new 

information.  

Transferability 

Transferability includes the extent to which the study findings can be transferred 

to another similar situation or setting (Nassaji, 2020). I enhanced transferability by 

thoroughly describing the research process of activities and assumptions central to the 

research study. Rural K–12 school districts are smaller than their suburban or 

metropolitan counterparts because they contain close-knit communities and provide 

personalized attention to each student. For this study of a rural school district, 

transferability can only be made to other school districts similar in size and 

demographics.  

Dependability 

Dependability in a qualitative research study concerns the consistency of the 

findings (Bingham, 2023). The information within this study was stated so that another 

researcher will arrive at a similar conclusion if they review the data. An audit trail is a 

strategy to ensure dependability in a qualitative research study. An audit trail involves 

keeping records of the study process and will include everything the researcher does, 
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sees, hears, and thinks during the process (Forero et al., 2018). The journal I kept during 

the study provided information to increase the dependability of the results.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability refers to the confidence that the study results will be confirmed by 

other researchers (Forero et al., 2018). To establish confirmability in this study, I 

documented the research procedures in a journal and reflected on those notes, ensuring 

that bias was not present during the process. I also reported the checking and rechecking 

of data throughout the data collection and analysis process. Clear documentation is 

provided on the themes and patterns identified in the data analyses. The audit trail that 

was used to ensure dependability also aided in guaranteeing confirmability by 

acknowledging and examining any preconceived notations throughout the research 

process.  

Ethical Procedures 

This study was conducted within the parameters set forth by the Walden 

University IRB to ensure the protection of all research participants. I took the steps 

necessary to ensure all participants’ information was kept confidential and secure. I spoke 

with the school district’s high school principal to find out if any written permission would 

be needed before approaching school officials to ask for their participation in the study. 

Permission was obtained in writing before proceeding with the study.  

At the beginning of each recorded interview, the consent form, previously sent to 

each participant by email for review concerning the purpose of this study, was read aloud, 

and verbal consent was obtained from each participant before proceeding. No questions 
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on the interview questionnaire asked for parents’ or school officials’ names or personal 

identifying information. Because all participants were from the same rural school district, 

based on the parameters of this study, there was no reason to ask for any school 

identification information. Each participant was asked to identify as one of the two 

categories of parent or school official to ensure that the data was kept separate for later 

comparisons.  

The interview was recorded using a digital audio recorder, and the audio file was 

later downloaded to my laptop, which was password- and biometrically protected. Once 

the download was verified, the original recording on the recording device was deleted. 

Each recording was saved on the laptop with a code title, such as Parent 1 or School 

Official 1. Each recording was transcribed into a Word document with the same code 

title. An Excel spreadsheet, saved with a password requirement, was created so that I 

could link each recording and transcript with participant names and email addresses. This 

linking process ensured that the correct transcript was emailed to the corresponding 

participant for their review. Transcripts were generated as quickly as possible after the 

conclusion of each interview and emailed to the participant before the following 

interview was conducted. I was the only person with access to my personal laptop, where 

the data collected for this study will be stored for a minimum of five years before 

destruction.  

Summary 

The goal of this chapter was to outline the research method chosen to answer the 

research questions of this study. A discussion of the population, sampling strategy, 
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participant selection criteria, data saturation, instrumentation, and data analysis plan 

outlined how the study was conducted and who participated. The chapter concluded with 

a discussion of trustworthiness and how the issues of credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability were addressed. Chapter 4 will report on the findings of 

the current study based on the analysis of data collected. I will discuss the data collected 

from the face-to-face interviews related to the participant perceptions of school safety and 

the demographic and historical data search on the school and the surrounding community. 

Chapter 4 will also contain the analysis of the data collected and answer the research 

questions of this study.  
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Chapter 4: Results  

The purpose of this nonexperimental qualitative descriptive study was to explore 

and compare the perceptions of parents and school officials on the current safety 

practices in a rural school district in North Texas. I wanted to learn how and why their 

perceptions differ to assist the administration in making informed decisions on the 

implementation of future safety policies that would be in the best interest of all 

stakeholders, with the limited financing available from state funding. I also examined the 

historical demographic and crime rate data for the rural school district and the 

surrounding community to compare similarities and differences, crime rate trends, and 

state school report cards.  

The research questions for this study were as follows: 

RQ1: What are the perceptions of parents regarding school safety in a rural school 

district in North Texas?  

RQ2: What are the perceptions of school officials regarding school safety in a 

rural school district in North Texas?  

This chapter includes information on the primary data used for this study. Chapter 

4 also provides the data analysis, results, and summary.  

Setting 

A small rural public secondary school district in North Texas with approximately 

206 students was chosen for this research. The study was conducted during the 2024–

2025 academic year, spanning the months of December through May. A small school 

district provides a more personalized environment that lends itself to deeper relationships 
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in close-knit communities. This fosters a stronger sense of community and support for the 

local school district. Rural school districts face distinct challenges, including limited 

resources with smaller budgets. A specific challenge for this school district over the 

previous 2 years was leadership changes. In the first year, the superintendent of the 

district announced his retirement plans. Although he worked until the end of the 

academic year, the announcement caused a stir within this close community. A new 

superintendent was hired and began over the summer between academic years. In the 

second year, the secondary school principal left the district in the middle of the year for 

another position. The assistant principal was then promoted to the position of principal. 

The transition between the two individuals in the middle of the year was pointed out in 

this study because it directly affected participants’ responses to the interview questions. 

References were made by participants that changes and enforcements in policies occurred 

during the transition of leadership of the secondary school. At the end of this study, the 

principal announced to the district that she would be leaving for personal reasons. A 

search for a new principal was conducted, and I learned that an individual had been hired 

to begin their new role the next academic year.  

A recent safety emergency incident occurred in this rural school district. A 

teacher was outside with children on the playground and heard what she believed to be 

gunshots. She moved her class inside and alerted the office of the situation. 

Administrators immediately locked the school building down and alerted local and 

county law enforcement as required by the procedures of the school’s emergency 

response plan. Local city and county law enforcement officers, surrounding city and 
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county law enforcement officers, surrounding fire departments, Texas game wardens, and 

representatives from the nearby air force base all responded and descended on this small 

rural school and surrounding community. At the end of the investigation that day, the 

gunshots the teacher heard were determined to be two transformers on a utility pole 

blowing due to a squirrel. However, the response to this emergency indicated to the 

school and the surrounding community that the school was prepared and ready. This 

confidence was evidenced by the responses given by participants to an instrument 

question with references to this safety emergency.  

Demographics 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the K–12 school district 

examined in this study had an enrollment of 501 students in the 2023–2024 academic 

school year. A rural school district is classified as having an enrollment of fewer than 300 

students or between 300 and the median district enrollment for Texas and a growth rate 

below 20% over the past 5 years (Texas Education Agency, 2017). Over the previous 5 

years, the total enrollment for this K–12 school district had remained steady at around 

500 students, with the highest enrollment year reported in 2021–2022 with 506 students. 

Therefore, with the growth rate below 20% over the past 5 years, this K–12 school 

district was classified as a rural district by the Texas Education Agency.  

This study examined and compared the perceptions of school safety between 

parents and school officials at the secondary level of this school district. The student 

population at the secondary level in this school district was 206 during the 2023-2024 

school year, as reported to the National Center for Education Statistics (2025). With the 
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number of full-time certified teachers at 27, this provided an average student-to-teacher 

ratio of 8:1. With the average student-to-teacher ratio in secondary public schools in the 

United States of 24.2, this 8:1 average denotes a smaller class size, providing more 

individualized attention per student in this rural school district. According to the 2024 

Federal Report Card, the current graduation rate for this school district is 90%, with 53% 

of high school graduates continuing into higher education.  

There were six school official participants interviewed for this study. Three of the 

school officials were classified as administrators, and three were full-time certified 

teachers at the school. Of the six participants, three lived within the small community 

where the school is located, and three lived in a neighboring city. Three of the school 

officials were female and three were male. Therefore, there was an even distribution of 

school official participants for this study.  

In examining historical report cards for the secondary level of this school district, 

prior to 2023, the number of students for in-school suspension was 28, with 24 male and 

4 female, and the out-of-school suspension was 8, with 6 male and 2 female. Beginning 

in the fall of 2023, these numbers showed a decrease to 13 in school suspensions, with 11 

male and 2 female, and an increase to 12 out-of-school suspensions, with 11 male and 1 

female. However, the total number decreased from 36 to 25. The rate of chronic 

absenteeism has also decreased from 22 students prior to 2023, to only 5 students in both 

2023 and 2024. During the summer between these two academic school years, I was 

informed there was a change in the secondary school principal’s role. A change in the 

principal directly affected the way in which attendance and discipline policies were 
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enforced. The 2022 Federal Report Card indicates no incidents were reported by the 

district concerning violence or bullying. However, beginning with the 2022-2023 

academic year, the 2023 Federal Report Card showed zero incidents of violence and two 

incidents of bullying, with one based on sex and the other on the bases of sexual 

orientation. Another change in the secondary principal role occurred in the summer of 

2024, as well as a change in the district superintendent. The new district superintendent 

had a renewed interest in ensuring the safety and security of all students and a focus on 

fair and equitable discipline policies.  

The demographic breakdown of the secondary level of this school can be found in 

Figure 1. The school consisted of 52% female and 48% male, with 79.5% of students 

reported as White. The school demographics were a direct reflection of the demographics 

of the community where the school is located. As reported by the Census Reporter of the 

U.S. Census Bureau (2023), the surrounding community consisted of 1,453 residents, 

with 50.4% female and 49.6% male, with 83.1% of residents reported as White (Figure 

2). The median household income for this rural community was showing as $58,607, with 

20.9% of the adult population with an educational attainment of a bachelor’s degree or 

higher.  

There were six parent participants interviewed for this study. All parents had at 

least one child enrolled in this rural school district. Of the six participants, three lived 

within the city limits of the small community where the school is located, and three lived 

within a twenty-minute drive from the school. Four of the parents were female and two 
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were male. With the higher percentage of residents being female, the parent group of 

participants was a good representation of the demographics of the local community.  

Figure 1 
 
Secondary School Demographic Breakdown Information 

 
 

Figure 2 
 
Community Information 

  
Based on the data gathered from the Texas Uniform Crime Reporting System, the 

community where this rural school district resides had a 2024 crime rate of 30, which was 

7 times lower than the U.S. national average. Table 1 shows the crime rate trends for this 

small community over the past five years. Crimes Against Persons have declined while 
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2 or More Races
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Hispanic
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Crimes Against Property and Society have remained steady. Overall, this small 

community boasted a secure and attractive residential destination and emphasized its 

dedication to resident safety and community involvement.  

Table 1 
 
Reported Crime Rate Data 2020–2024 

Offense category 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 
Crimes against 
persons 

9 4 3 1 1 

Crimes against 
property 

18 12 17 12 16 

Crimes against 
society 

22 26 30 23 13 

Year total 49 42 50 36 30 
 

Data Collection 

Only school officials who were currently listed as employees with this rural 

school district at either the junior high or high school were invited to participate in this 

study. Everyone was sent an invitation to participate in the study with the statement of 

purpose attached to their school email address. They were each directed to reply to the 

email if they agreed to be a participant. Once an agreement was received, they were 

contacted to set up a time to meet for a recorded interview.  

Only parents who had a child enrolled in junior high or high school in this rural 

school district were invited to participate in the study. I spoke to parents who fit the 

verified criteria to inform them of the study and asked if they would consider becoming 

participants. Everyone was sent an email invitation to participate, with the statement of 

purpose attached, and asked to reply if they agreed to participate. Once an agreement was 

received, they were contacted to set up a time to meet for a recorded interview.  
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After school officials and parents were invited, they either replied to the original 

email or contacted me by telephone to agree to participate in an in-person interview. 

Overall, there were six school officials and six parents who were interviewed, for a total 

of 12 participants. I met each participant in a private setting for an average time of 45 

minutes per interview over the 2024 – 2025 academic school year. I explained to each 

participant that this study was part of the requirement for my doctoral studies. Next, I 

asked if they had any questions about the consent form they received by email, or the 

subject matter being covered, and received verbal consent before continuing.  

At the beginning of each interview, I informed participants that I was recording 

the interview for later transcription and asked once more if they had any questions. Next, 

I began to ask the instrument questions. Each semistructured interview began with the 

open-ended questions found in Appendix A; however, the in-person format allowed me 

to ask further questions to probe the participant for additional details to the answers given 

when necessary. The interview was recorded on my personal, password-protected 

handheld digital recorder, and I took notes in a small notebook for later reflection. The 

recording was then uploaded to my password-protected laptop for transcription and later 

uploaded into NVivo for data analysis.  

At the conclusion of the interview, I informed each participant that they would 

receive a copy of the transcript for their review for accuracy and encouraged them to 

enter any additional comments they would like to add to their previous answers before 

verifying the information. Six out of twelve participants replied confirming the transcript 

was correct, three participants verbally confirmed accuracy, and three did not reply.  
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Data Analysis 

This qualitative study used a thematic analysis method to identify patterns and 

themes found in the data. First developed and defined by Braun and Clarke (2006), 

thematic analysis is a six step process that includes; familiarization of the data, generating 

initial codes and collecting data relevant to each code, grouping codes into potential 

themes, reviewing the themes to ensure they reflect the entire data set, refining specifics 

of each theme to generate clear definitions and names, and then writing the report.  

According to Ahmed et al. (2025), familiarization of raw data by researchers 

immersing themselves into their dataset to build the initial understanding of the breadth 

and depth of the data is the foundational stage of thematic analysis. The analysis of the 

data collected in this study began with transcribing recorded interviews. After the initial 

transcript, I re-listened to each recorded interview while reading the printed transcript to 

ensure accuracy and capture the nuances of the conversation. Next, I read through each 

transcript, making notes in the margins of repeated ideas and recurring patterns that stood 

out in the data. The re-reading of transcripts was a continuous process throughout data 

collection and helped me to improve my skills for the remaining interviews. Being a 

continuous process, this allowed me to recognize when data saturation was achieved by 

the lack of additional topics and insights, and the data obtained repeated itself based on 

participant type.  

The next step in thematic analysis involves working through the data to identify 

codes that summarize segments of information (Ahmed et al., 2025). The transcripts were 

separated into 2 groups and uploaded into the NVivo data analysis program to begin this 
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step in the process. The placement of the participant types into 2 groups assisted in 

answering the research questions for this study. Parent participants were labeled as Group 

1, and School Official participants were labeled as Group 2. The group number was 

linked to the research question and the folder created in NVivo. Based on the initial 

analysis during the collection process, a list of anticipated codes was developed to use as 

the coding framework. After all the data was imported into NVivo, the auto-coding 

feature was used to generate codes for segments of data for each group of transcripts. The 

use of the NVivo program generated more codes than originally anticipated, offering a 

more in-depth analysis than what manual coding alone provided.  

The third step in thematic analysis is the search for themes. Once all codes were 

recognized for each group, they were entered into an Excel database for further analysis. 

Once entered, I began to combine similar codes together based on their similar meanings 

and patterns that emerged, which led to the creation of four categories for each 

participant group based on levels of support. Each category clustered several codes 

together, which led to the discovery of four common themes for each participant group. 

Once potential themes have been identified, the next step in thematic analysis is the 

review of themes to ensure they accurately represent the original dataset. For this phase 

of analysis, I revisited the transcripts, the codes, and categories to ensure these themes 

correctly reflected the original dataset.  

The next step in thematic analysis is the defining and naming of themes to create 

a clear analytical structure for presentation (Ahmed et al., 2025). The purpose of this step 

is to ensure the themes accurately represent the data and effectively address the research 
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question. For this study, each theme was analyzed to ensure it provided an accurate 

narrative of the data and contributed to answering the research questions. Each theme was 

then named and described based on the definitions used in generating the categories 

developed from codes created from the data.  

The final step in thematic analysis is writing the report. For this study, I ensured 

that each step in thematic analysis was followed to confirm the development of a 

coherent narrative that would provide a sound presentation of the final analysis. The 

common themes that emerged for each group reported next are later compared to explain 

similarities and differences in the perceptions of current safety practices and policies in 

place in this rural school district in North Texas.  

Parent Perceptions of School Safety Practices and Policies 

When analyzing the codes from the parent interview transcripts concerning their 

perceptions of school safety practices and policies, four categories of perceptions 

emerged from the data (Table 2). The first category, “Broad Support,” emerged from the 

analysis of codes from the interview questions concerning the use of closed-circuit 

television (CCTV) cameras, the level of engagement of law enforcement, visitor 

screening, and the arming of teachers. The use of CCTV cameras was seen as a “great 

thing” for monitoring, acting as a “silent witness,” providing “documentation” of 

incidents, aiding in “evidence collection,” and enhancing “situational awareness” for the 

guardian team and first responders during emergencies. Participant 3 specifically noted 

that cameras helped the administration “keep an eye on all of the doors” and alerted 



78 

 

police more quickly. However, Participant 2 stated the school does not use cameras 

enough and there are “never enough cameras,” attributing this to potential funding issues.  

Participants generally viewed the presence of law enforcement at the school and 

school functions as positive, noting their “quick response” to incidents and “appreciated” 

their continued engagement with students and adults daily. Participant 5 reported that 

“law enforcement has given presentations on the “negative effects of drugs” and “social 

media” to the students. However, Participant 2 reported that significant “roadblocks” 

have been thrown up by the district that hinder law enforcement’s efforts to enhance 

security, such as proper caulking of safety window film or “hiding children that have 

threat assessment issues” by not releasing the information to law enforcement personnel 

promptly.  

The current process used for screening visitors was largely viewed as positive 

when it was rigorously followed. Parents appreciated that visitors must report to the 

office, “present ID for scanning,” and receive a sticker with their picture and the 

destination location of their visit. Participant 3 noted that this process was “more in line 

with what the larger school districts do now.” Participant 6 expressed their support for 

this procedure because the process ensures that visitors are “safe to be in the building 

around children.” However, inconsistencies were also expressed in the screening process 

for visitors.  
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Table 2 

Parent Perceptions of School Safety Data Analysis 

Code Category Theme 
Great thing 
Silent witness 
Documentation 
Evidence collection 
Situational awareness 
Quick response 
Appreciated 
Present ID for scanning 
Another layer of safety 
Seconds versus minutes 
Ample training 
Mentally stable 
Guardian program 

Broad support There is broad support for the use of 
cameras, the level of engagement 
between law enforcement and the 
school, the visitor screening process, 
and the arming of teachers on school 
grounds. 

Great if used 
Facial recognition of known 
parents 
Small town politics 
Disproportionate 
Discrepancies 
Biasness 
Labeled sticker 
Family status 
Inconsistent usage 

Consistency concerns There is some concern for the 
potential for bias or uneven 
application of rules. 

Could be better 
Blind spots 
Bullying 
Do what they can with the 
staff they have 
Parent Square program 
Never hear anything 
False sense of security 
Not enough staff 
High costs of equipment 
Good  
Appropriate 
The school is too small 
Very timely 
Terrible 
Another layer of security 
Hallways during and between 
classes 

Mixed satisfaction There are mixed feelings on the level 
of supervision of students, the level 
of engagement between the school 
and parents, and the implementation 
of metal detectors. 

Well prepared 
Good job 
Training drills, lockdowns 
Emergency plan in place 
Guardian Program 
Very ready 

Confidence There is general confidence in the 
school’s readiness for a safety 
emergency. 
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The arming of teachers on school grounds was viewed as a “great thing” to 

provide “another layer of safety” during an emergency, where it is “seconds versus 

minutes.” Participant 1 pointed out that as long as the teachers received continued “ample 

training” and were considered “mentally stable,” the “benefits of having them armed 

outweighed the loss of life that could result” from waiting for law enforcement’s arrival. 

Participant 4 raised one concern about the potential for a weapon to be misused or 

“accessed if not handled responsibly.” However, all participants stressed the importance 

of having properly trained armed officials on campus to enhance safety for everyone. 

Although there was support for this practice, an interesting fact was that only one 

participant referenced the school having the guardian program. In contrast, all others 

acknowledged only other rural schools that have armed their teachers. The theme that 

emerged from this category was that there is broad support for the use of cameras, the 

level of engagement between law enforcement and the school, the visitor screening 

process, and the arming of teachers on school grounds.  

The category of “Consistency Concerns” emerged from the codes of 

inconsistencies in the visitor screening process and the school’s response to incidents of 

student misconduct listed in Table 2. Although supported, the visitor screening process 

was also viewed as inconsistent due to staff using “facial recognition” and waving some 

parents who are “known” through without asking for their ID to be scanned. The 

observed “inconsistent usage” of the computer system by some participants placed this 

practice as supported, but with concerns. Participant 2 stated they have “never had to 

actually check in” or show their ID, despite frequent visits to the school, stressing that if 
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the system “is not used, then there’s no point to it.” Codes concerning the inconsistencies 

and “biasness” in the administration’s responses to student misconduct were also placed 

in this category. These codes included “discrepancies” and “disproportionate” in 

punishments while also citing “small town politics” or “family status” as reasons for the 

observed inconsistencies. Participant 4 noted their observations of “discrepancies 

between the punishments between kids for the same incident,” and these were often 

attributed to “small town politics” or “family status.” However, most participants 

reported they have observed a decline in “discrepancies.” Participant 3 pointed out the 

recent change in administration that occurred and that “they appear to be moving toward 

more fair and uniform practices.” The theme that emerged from this category was that 

there is some concern for the potential for bias or uneven application of procedures and 

rules.  

The next category of “Mixed Satisfaction” emerged based on responses given 

concerning the safety practices for the level of student supervision/monitoring provided 

by the school throughout the day, the level of parent and school engagement, and the use 

of metal detectors (Table 2). Although some parents found the level of supervision as 

“good” and “appropriate,” others stated that the school “could do better.” Specific areas 

of concern mentioned included the “halls during classes,” where monitoring has fallen off 

due to closed and locked classroom doors, and “blind spots” where cameras cannot see. 

This is particularly true for the bathrooms, where “bullying” is reported to occur. 

Participant 4 noted they had heard that “bathroom doors now have to stay open to help 

address issues of bullying.” Being a small school, concerns were expressed about “not 
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enough staff” to sufficiently supervise everyone. Participant 6 expressed that “they do 

what they can with the small number of teachers they have.” Participant 2 pointed out 

that the absence of an “assigned school resource officer” and “reliance on periodic walk-

throughs by law enforcement officials” was an indication of a potential gap in 

supervision.  

The level of engagement between the school and parents regarding safety issues at 

the school also received mixed reviews. Some participants found the communication to 

be “good” and “very timely” during incidents, citing receiving messages through the 

Parent Square program for parent communication. Participant 4 shared that these 

notifications “help to prevent panic” by informing parents of a current incident and “what 

is being done.” However, Participant 2 found communication to be “terrible,” and 

Participant 6 said they “never hear anything” from the school promptly, and “the district 

should communicate through as many types of digital platforms as possible.” Another 

safety measure that received mixed reviews was the use of metal detectors in the school 

for safety. Participants who indicated communication as “good” all referenced the Parent 

Square program within their responses, whereas participants who did not agree did not 

reference this program within their responses.  

Although metal detectors were considered “another layer of security” and were 

being used in other larger schools, this “school is too small,” citing the “high costs” of 

implementation due to “staffing” and the “false sense of security” that metal detectors 

may provide. Participant 1 stated that “if there is a particular threat, I would support it.” 

Participant 5 relayed their worry that metal detectors could make students “feel less safe.” 
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And present the image that “school is not really a safe place.” All participants regarded 

this being a small rural school district, and it is not cost-effective to purchase this type of 

equipment. The theme that emerged from this category was that there are mixed feelings 

on the level of supervision of students, the level of engagement between the school and 

parents, and the implementation of metal detectors.  

The last category of “Confidence” emerged from the coded responses to the 

school’s readiness for a safety emergency (Table 2). Most participants stated that the 

school was “well prepared” and “very ready” for safety emergencies. Participants cited 

various drills (fire, tornado, lockdowns, school shooter) that take place during the year. 

Participant 4 expressed that “I believe they would be ready to handle whatever happens.”  

Most participants stated that the administration has done a “good job” at ensuring there is 

an “emergency plan in place.” Participant 5 specifically noted the existence of a 

“Guardian Program” at the school and indicated that it enhanced their “confidence in the 

ability of the school to keep students safe.” The theme that emerged from this category 

was that there is general confidence in the school’s readiness for a safety emergency. 

School Official Perceptions of School Safety Practices and Policies 

When analyzing the codes from the school official interview transcripts 

concerning their perceptions of school safety practices and policies, four categories of 

perceptions emerged from the data (Table 3). The first category, “Broad Support,” 

emerged from the analysis of codes from the interview questions concerning the use of 

CCTV cameras, the visitor screening process, the level of student supervision/monitoring 

provided by the school during the day, the level of engagement with law enforcement, 
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and the arming of teachers. According to all participants, the use of CCTV cameras was 

seen as “beneficial” and “important” to provide “video evidence” and “real-time” 

tracking during emergencies. Participant 1 shared they appreciated the role of cameras in 

helping to “solve problems through video evidence.” Participant 2 pointed out that “we’re 

able to use those cameras to find out their exact location” of an intruder, should 

something like that happen on campus. Although there are currently cameras installed 

around the outside and throughout the inside of the building, they can always “use more” 

to cover the “blind spots” as they are discovered. Participant 1 stated they are “actually 

installing like forty more cameras” around the school to help eliminate as many blind 

spots as possible.  

The current process for screening visitors to the school was largely viewed as 

overwhelmingly positive and “robust.” All visitors must show a “picture ID” that is then 

scanned into a computer system that runs a “background check” to ensure the individual 

is fine to be around children. Participant 3 mentioned that the procedures for screening 

had changed during the past academic year, where only “facial recognition was no longer 

acceptable for entry.” According to Participant 2, we “run the IDs, whether I know who 

you are or not.” As Participant 1 stated, “I don’t know all these parents and I don’t know 

their history.” The current procedure requires all visitors who walk enter the foyer to 

present picture identification to be scanned into the computer system before they are 

granted access to the school building. The visitor screening process was considered the 

first line of defense in keeping students safe by all participants.  
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Most participants viewed the level of supervision and monitoring of students 

throughout the day as “generally good.” Participant 1 reported that there is a rotation of 

“assigned teachers” to monitor “key times of the day,” such as breakfast, lunch, and 

hallways between classes. Although they do their best to cover a much as possible, they 

do recognize there are “blind spots” where monitoring may be less consistent, such as 

private areas like bathrooms. Participant 3 shared, “kids figure out where those blind 

spots are, like bathrooms,” and that is “where things usually happen.” Participant 2 

shared that “we have different checks that go on” during the week, such as exterior and 

interior checks of rooms, doors, and common areas. Participant 6 indicated that they felt 

“very satisfied we are doing the best we can to supervise and monitor our students” 

throughout each school day.  
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Table 3 

School Official Perceptions of School Safety Data Analysis 

Code Category Theme 
Good  
Beneficial 
Real-time 
Important 
Video evidence 
Love it 
Require picture ID 
Run background checks 
Blind spots 
Robust 
Assigned teachers 
Very good 
Responsive relationship 
Quick response 
Safety meetings 
Presence 
Immediate 
Seconds versus minutes 
Another layer of security 
Feel safer 
Guardian program 
Extensive training 

Broad support There is broad support for the use of 
cameras, the visitor screening process, 
the level of supervision/monitoring, the 
level of law enforcement engagement, 
and the arming of teachers on school 
grounds. 

Beneficial 
High costs 
Staffing 
Another layer of security 
Small school 
Good 
Confidentiality 
Privacy 
Investigative team 
Varying responses 
Severity level and age 
Codes of conduct 
Quick 
Appropriate 

Complexity concerns There is some concern over the 
complexities in responding to student 
misconduct incidents and the 
implementation of safety equipment in 
an area where no need or threat has been 
presented. 

Could be better 
Parent square 
Parents not engaging 
Need a clearer explanation of 
expectations 
Accurate information 
Technology barriers 
Work in progress 

Mixed satisfaction There are mixed feelings on the level of 
engagement between the school and 
parents, with an uncertainty of exactly 
how to improve. 

Emergency operations plan 
Professional development 
Regular drills 
Recent events 
Room for improvement 
Continued audits 

Confidence There is high confidence in the school’s 
readiness for a safety emergency. 
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There was a strong, positive agreement that the school has a “very good,” healthy, 

and “responsive relationship” with law enforcement personnel. All Participants 

mentioned their “quick response” to incidents, participation in regular “safety meetings,” 

and their continuous “presence” on campus, all provided a sense of safety and protection. 

Participant 2 indicated that law enforcement officials have “always come and done the 

safety on social media” presentations to students. Participant 1 pointed out that “they are 

great to work with us, and we work with them.” All six participants provided only 

positive answers regarding working with local law enforcement.  

There was strong support for the arming of teachers on school grounds. The 

primary rationale was the ability of an “immediate” response to an incident, where it 

might be a matter of “seconds versus minutes.” Although the local city police and county 

sheriff departments are located just minutes from the school, several participants 

mentioned that having a “Guardian Program” on campus adds “another layer of security” 

to help everyone “feel safer.” Participant 4 had mentioned they were “apprehensive” at 

first but has come to realize that it “gives us another sense of security because I do know 

that they would go above and beyond to protect the school and anybody in it.” As 

Participant 5 stated, “a good guy with a gun can stop a bad guy with a gun a lot better 

than a good guy with nothing.” Participant 6 pointed out “a weapon might deter” an 

individual with ill intentions “if they know teachers are armed.” The theme that emerged 

from this category was that there is broad support for the use of cameras, the visitor 

screening process, the level of supervision/monitoring, the level of law enforcement 

engagement, and the arming of teachers on school grounds.  
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The category of “Complexity Concerns” emerged from the codes concerning the 

use of metal detectors for safety and the school’s response to student misconduct, which 

are listed in Table 3. Although all participants acknowledged that metal detectors could 

be “beneficial” in preventing concealed weapons and “another layer of security,” the 

primary barriers to implementation were the “high costs” associated with the equipment 

and the lack of “staffing” to man them. According to Participant 2, being such a “small 

school, we haven’t had a treat like that,” or a need presented for this type of equipment to 

be considered. Participant 1 stated that “we don’t have the staff to take care of it,” so it 

would require another staff position to be created. As Participant 6 pointed out, “even if 

we did have one, that doesn’t mean that it would pick up on a concealed weapon 100% of 

the time.” Although not seen as a necessity for a small rural school district, it was 

expressed that they could provide a potential enhancement to current safety practices.  

The codes concerning the complexity of responding to student misconduct were 

also placed in this category. The school’s response to student misconduct was seen as 

generally professional and based on established “Codes of Conduct” by both the state of 

Texas and the school district. According to Participant 2, they “go by the Texas Code of 

Conduct” based on the offense committed and will then refer to “our own student code of 

conduct” to determine the level of punishment given. The “confidentiality” nature of 

disciplinary actions prevents school officials from sharing “private” details with others, 

recognizing that this can lead to misconceptions about effectiveness by outsiders. 

Participant 4 stated, “There is a privacy factor” that must be considered, and “I believe 

they handle every issue professionally and in the right manner.” There are also “varying 
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responses” to the misconduct due to the “severity level” of the incident and the “age” of 

the student. According to all participants, each incident case is handled by an 

“investigative team,” and decisions were considered “quick” and “appropriate.” The 

theme that emerged from this category was that there is some concern over the 

complexities in responding to student misconduct incidents and the implementation of 

safety equipment in an area where no need or threat has been presented.  

The category of “Mixed Satisfaction” emerged during coding from the analysis of 

answers to the interview question concerning the level of school and parent engagement 

(Table 3). Parent engagement with the school is crucial; however, it is a “work in 

progress.” Although communication channels, such as “Parent Square,” are recognized as 

the main source of information available, “parents are not engaging” with this platform. 

Participant 4 stated that the district understands that low engagement could be caused by 

“technology barriers” for some parents; however, Participant 3 stated that “they need to 

provide a clearer explanation of expectations” of engagement to parents concerning the 

usage of this program. Participant 2 indicated that “the district understands the 

importance for parents to have up-to-date and accurate information,” especially during an 

emergency. Although they communicate through many platforms, there could always be 

more. All participants expressed their concern over the current level of engagement 

between the school and parents, and are working to make improvements. The theme that 

emerged from this category was that there are mixed feelings on the level of engagement 

between the school and parents, with an uncertainty of exactly how to improve.  
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The last category of “Confidence” emerged from the codes in responses to the 

school’s readiness for a safety emergency (Table 3). School officials expressed 

confidence in their readiness for safety emergencies, citing an established “emergency 

operations plan,” ongoing “professional development,” and “regular drills.” Participant 4 

reported that “during the school year, the district conducts many different types of drills,” 

which include fire, lockdown, active shooter, disaster, and reunification. All participants 

stated that during “recent events that have happened,” they demonstrated a quick and 

effective response. However, according to Participant 1, “they continue to find areas that 

need to be addressed through regular audits,” so there is always “room for improvement.” 

The theme that emerged from this category was that there is high confidence in the 

school’s readiness for a safety emergency.  

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Credibility 

In research, credibility is the confidence that the findings of a study are accurate 

(Bingham, 2023). Member checking was one strategy used in this study to establish 

credibility. Each recorded interview was transcribed into a Word document and emailed 

to the participant for review. Nine out of 12 participants confirmed that the transcript was 

accurate, with no discrepancies noted. This provided me with a 75% response rate in 

confirmation of transcript accuracy. Using a reflexivity strategy to ensure credibility, I 

kept a journal during the research process to document any assumptions or biases that 

could have impacted the research. I had originally assumed that school officials would 

view all safety practices in place positively, believing they were doing an excellent job 
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overall. As noted previously, there were some issues they presented where improvement 

was needed. This was the only assumption I had made during the research process. 

Saturation of data is a critical strategy used in this qualitative research study. As each 

interview was collected, the transcript was reviewed and analyzed. The data was then 

compared to the transcript before for additional information not yet received. After 

conducting the fifth interview in each group, I found no additional information to be 

added to the already existing data. However, to ensure saturation, a sixth interview was 

conducted for each group. Because no additional information was found after this final 

interview, I felt confident to signify that the saturation point had been reached. 

Credibility was established in this current research study, ensuring the findings of this 

study were accurate.  

Transferability 

Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings of a study can be 

transferred to another context, situation, or population (Nassaji, 2020). The steps used for 

the current study, which included interviews and assumptions, have been documented 

throughout the process. School districts across the United States will vary based on their 

locations. A rural school district is smaller than a suburban or metropolitan school and is 

contained within smaller communities. A school’s size and location will determine what 

safety practices and policies can and cannot be implemented. Because the K–12 school 

district being studied in this research was located in a small, rural area, transferability can 

only be made to other school districts that are similar in size and demographics.  
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Dependability 

Dependability in a qualitative research study is a measure of the consistency and 

reliability of the findings and their replicability (Bingham, 2023). The process used in 

this research has been well-documented and transparent to ensure the dependability of the 

findings. An audit trail of the study process was documented in my journal to ensure the 

research process was recorded correctly and thoroughly. There were no changes in the 

procedures detailed in Chapter 3 regarding the collection of data. I had originally 

anticipated 10 to 15 participants, with an equal number of parents and school officials. 

The data saturation point was reached after 12 participants, having an equal number of 

six participants in each group.  

Confirmability  

Confirmability is the confidence that the results of a study will be confirmed by 

other researchers (Forero et al., 2018). Confirmability of a research study ensures that the 

findings are reached based on the data and not because of the researcher’s bias or 

assumptions. A journal was kept during the research process to write down any notes for 

later reference. This allowed me to write down information during the interview for 

further review without making those thoughts or assumptions known to the participants. 

During the analysis process, I documented the checking and rechecking of data during 

and after the collection process. The codes and categories as they related to the overall 

theme were identified in the data analysis process. Only one assumption was made when 

data collection began. This assumption was kept private and did not present itself when 
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conducting interviews with school officials. Therefore, the results of this study are 

accurate and grounded in the data.  

Results 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive research study was to explore and 

compare the perceptions of parents and school officials on current safety practices at a 

rural school district in North Texas and learn how and why they differ to assist the 

administration in future decisions on safety policies that would be in the best interest of 

all stakeholders. This section will cover the interview questions asked to each group of 

participants and several of their key responses to answer each research question.  

Parents’ Perceptions of School Safety 

Parent participants of the study answered open-ended semistructured questions 

during individual face-to-face, digitally audio-recorded interviews to answer the 

following research question:  

RQ1: What are the perceptions of parents regarding school safety in a rural school 

district in North Texas?  

Interview Question 1 

Are you a school official or a parent of a child in attendance at the school? 

At the beginning of each interview, the first question on the School Safety Survey 

Interview Guide (Appendix A) aimed to identify whether the participant was a parent of a 

child attending the school or a school official employed by the school district. Six 

participants interviewed were identified as parents of children attending the school. The 
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remaining interview questions provided results on parents’ perceptions of current school 

safety practices and policies in this rural school district being studied.  

Interview Question 2 

How do you feel about the use of CCTV cameras in the school of safety? Why? 

The responses from all six parent participants indicated their support for the use 

of CCTV cameras in helping to keep everyone safe. The responses included statements of 

support and acceptance. Participant 1 stated, “I think it is important to be able to see what 

is going on,” and “it helps administration keep an eye out for things.” Participant 2 

reported, “I am happy with it, but I don’t feel there’s ever enough cameras.” All 

participants gave detailed feedback as to why they believed the cameras were ‘Very 

Positive.” One subject that was mentioned by five of the participants involved the 

possibility of an active shooter on campus. Cameras can provide real-time information to 

school officials and local law enforcement during a safety emergency. Real-time data can 

help to “alert police quickly” and “help save lives” when there is someone closely 

monitoring the situation (personal communication, April 18, 2025). Participant 4 

mentioned that cameras help with “aspects of theft” and “disciplinary actions.” A camera 

recording can provide evidence of an event or a concern to aid administration in decisions 

on many subjects. Even though there were many cameras around the school, inside and 

out, all participants mentioned that there should be more. They recognized that some 

areas may not be covered by a camera, leading to potential safety concerns.  

Interview Question 3 

How do you feel about the use of metal detectors in the school for safety? Why? 
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The answers to this interview question given by parent participants were mixed. 

Because this rural school district does not use metal detectors, many participants used 

their prior experience from other schools to provide feedback. Participant 2 stated that 

they “have never been a big advocate for metal detectors.” This statement was primarily 

because, in their experience, “detectors do not always pick up on the items they need to 

pick up on” (personal communication, December 18, 2024). Participant 3 reported that 

metal detectors “present an image that this school is not really a safe space,” especially 

because they are “a very small rural school.” Three parents mentioned the costs of such 

equipment. Participant 6 expressed that it was not cost-effective because “our district has 

a small budget and that money could be put to better use.” Two parents discussed the fact 

that the school district is small. They would rather have teachers or administrators at the 

door in the mornings because “teachers know the kids and know when they are acting 

odd or peculiar one day” (personal communication, May 4, 2025). Overall, the use of 

metal detectors in this rural school district was received as positive for some and negative 

for others. The concerns expressed were about the costs of the equipment and the costs of 

hiring another staff member to monitor it throughout the day.  

Interview Question 4 

How do you feel about the screening process for visitors? Why? 

The answers given by parent participants concerning the screening process for 

visitors were also mixed. Based on all responses, it was stated that most participants did 

not believe they were doing a good job at screening everyone who entered the building. 

With this rural school district being very small, it is easy to become familiar with the 
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parents and “just go on facial recognition” (personal communication, December 18, 

2024). However, this recognition should not prevent these officials in the school office 

from requesting identification. Participant 2 stated, “We go in and they are familiar with 

me, so they would just waive me through.” Participant 4 pointed out that “I would hope 

they are as familiar with parents who should not be allowed inside the school in order to 

stop them from coming in beyond the office.” Participants 3 and 6 both stated that “the 

system has changed.” Over time, they recognized a change in the screening process from 

just “facial recognition”, as some participants mentioned, to “scanning IDs.” This would 

show the recognition by parents that a shift in policy has occurred. However, the majority 

of parents reported the screening process to be “Inconsistent,” and the school’s system 

needed to be upgraded to what the larger schools use for screening visitors.  

Interview Question 5 

How do you feel about the level of supervision/monitoring provided by the school 

throughout the day over students for safety? Why? 

Of the six parent participants, all expressed that the school could do better with 

monitoring throughout the day. Three participants indicated that it was their 

understanding that monitoring did not occur in the hallways during classes, with very 

little in between classes. Participant 3 referenced “doors are closed and locked during 

class times,” so “checking halls during class time has fallen by the wayside.” However, 

incidents happen during those times when no one is looking. Three participants believed 

the cameras were helpful with supervising and monitoring the hallways, but mentioned 

that cameras do have “blind spots.” Participant 4 referenced the bathroom as a “blind 
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spot,” stating, “that’s where things occur more so because there is not a monitor in the 

bathroom.” Participant 5 also referenced “blind spots,” stating, “this is where bullying 

occurs,” and where “bad things can happen.” It is important for the coverage of cameras 

to be assessed to find these blind spots and have a plan to monitor them throughout the 

day. Participant 2 pointed out that this is especially true because the school district “does 

not currently have an assigned school resource officer” to help with monitoring. Overall, 

the participants believe the level to be “Adequate,” with each parent pointing out that it 

could be better.  

Interview Question 6 

How do you feel about the school’s response to incidents of student misconduct? 

Why? 

All six parent participants mentioned the issue of inconsistencies in the school’s 

response to misconduct. Participant 2 stated, “I’ve heard that there’s instances where they 

are appropriate and swift. But I have also heard that there’s instances where it’s been 

swept under the rug.” The major point all participants mentioned was the fact that the 

school is small, and, in a small town, everyone knows everyone. Participant 2 reported 

the “playing of favorites” when it came to disciplinary action for misconduct committed, 

Participant 4 reported direct observation of “varying responses to misconduct,” and 

Participant 3 shared they had “heard there were definitely discrepancies between the 

punishments between kids for the same incident.” A change in leadership did occur 

during this academic year. This change could make a difference in the future in how 

parents will view school responses to student misconduct. Participant 3 mentioned this 
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change and reported “the discrepancies have declined” with the new leadership in place. 

Overall, all the parent participants in this study indicated the school’s response to the 

misconduct of students to be very “Inconsistent.” Three participants were very involved 

with volunteering in the school district and expressed that some administrative decisions 

could look inconsistent to another student or parent who is not directly involved in the 

situation. The discipline or punishment of a child is only known to the child and the 

parent due to privacy concerns. Participant 5 stated that “parents will see inconsistencies 

when they believe that no action was taken, or the punishment was not seen as equal or 

comparable to the offense that was committed.” Due to privacy and confidentiality 

concerns for the students, a punishment given cannot be disclosed to the general public.  

Interview Question 7 

How do you feel about the level of engagement between the school and parents 

regarding safety issues? Why? 

Overall, the feeling of parents on the level of engagement between them and the 

school was “Inconsistent.” Two of the parents stated that the communication was terrible. 

Participant 2 stated, “We never hear anything from them,” and “I want all aspects of 

notification” for safety incidents. Participant 6 reported, “they don’t update us in a timely 

manner,” and “I always find out about things at the last minute.” At the time of this study, 

the school communicated using the program Parent Square. However, parents must first 

have the program downloaded onto their phone and have alerts turned on to receive 

timely notifications. The remaining four participants indicated they received messages 

through this program. Participant 1 stated, “They tell you about an incident and that it is 
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being checked,” and “they have been very timely on their notifications.” Participant 5 

pointed out that “they use many programs to communicate with parents.” Based on 

responses, some parents want information faster than the district can provide. However, 

as Participant 1 referenced, during a safety emergency, “I want their first notification to 

be to law enforcement.” Most parent participants interviewed for this study referred to 

wanting timely notifications for basic information or current events, not just in an 

emergency.  

Interview Question 8 

How do you feel about the level of engagement between law enforcement and the 

school? Why? 

All six parent participants observed the level of engagement between law 

enforcement and the school as “Positive.” Law enforcement has been seen at the school 

building during the day and at after-school events, such as football or basketball games. 

All participants stated that they consistently observed the presence of law enforcement at 

the school and school functions. Being always present, Participant 4 stated that “they can 

react in a positive way to any incidents to handle the situation in a calm manner” to show 

they are not bad guys. Participant 3 mentioned, “They have a constable that will come by 

and visit with the younger kids.” However, Participant 2 reported that they have spoken 

to the constable and “they don’t feel that the district is doing enough.” All participants 

were asked a follow-up question regarding the level of engagement they knew of between 

law enforcement and the students. Only Participant 5 mentioned their student saying they 

had an assembly where “the cops talked about bullying and using social media.” 
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Although the level of engagement was considered “Positive,” it was about their presence 

on campus and outside activities rather than engagement directly with students.  

Interview Question 9 

How do you feel about the school’s readiness for a safety emergency? Why? 

All six parent participants responded that they were “Confident” that the school 

was ready for an emergency. According to Participant 4, “The administration has 

demonstrated with their responses to past incidents that they are trained and prepared to 

handle many different emergencies.” Participant 4 stated that “the procedures they use, 

they confined, they alerted… and then proceeded to find out the actual incident that had 

occurred.” Three of the participants referred to an incident where an elementary teacher 

was outside for recess and heard what she believed to be gunshots. The teacher followed 

school procedures and immediately alerted school officials in the office. They then 

locked down the building and sent a message out through Parent Square to alert parents 

of the lockdown. In following protocol, local law enforcement within their city and 

county, law enforcement from an adjacent county, Texas Park Rangers, and local fire 

departments were dispatched to help secure the school and the city. According to 

Participant 3, “what was thought to be gunshots was found to be a transformer blowing” 

on a utility pole. Since this incident happened within the past year, this may have 

positively influenced the answers given by participants for this study. Most participants 

expressed that the school had a good emergency plan where everyone had been trained to 

know what they were supposed to do and how they were supposed to do it. However, 

Participant 2 expressed concern about the school’s emergency readiness plan because 
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they want to know if “they are doing enough” of the state-required drills during the year 

to ensure they are ready. Overall, the parent participants interviewed for this study 

expressed that the school had a good plan in place in the event of any type of emergency 

that may arise.  

Interview Question 10 

How do you feel about the arming of teachers on school grounds? Why? 

The topic of arming teachers while on school grounds has been highly debated in 

the state of Texas. Many rural school districts across the state have publicly announced 

that their teachers are now armed, believing this to be a deterrent to someone who might 

want to come into the school and do harm. The overwhelming response to this question 

from all parent participants placed this safety measure under the category of “Broad 

Support,” with conditions. Three participants responses included conditions such as: 

“there are pros and cons to arming teachers” (personal communication, May 4, 2025), “as 

long as teachers are being psychologically screened first” (personal communication, 

December 18, 2024), and “as long as the teachers are comfortable enough and stable 

enough” (personal communication, January 22, 2025). Participant 4 voiced a concern 

over “if a student knows that the teacher has a handgun,” and if they would have easy 

access to get that handgun and were not happy with the teacher. However, all participants 

stated that the arming of teachers on school grounds would be “another layer of safety.” 

Participant 1 pointed out that “an incident could be over in a matter of a few minutes,” so 

having some teachers “armed and trained and ready to respond” could be a critical 

component to school safety. Participant 3 also pointed out that “law enforcement may 
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only be two to three minutes away, but kids could die in those two to three minutes.” A 

trained teacher with a gun could help prevent that loss of life. Three participants reported 

that they knew for certain this rural school district had a team of teachers who were 

armed; however, they did not know who they were and did not want to know. Overall, all 

parent participants agreed that arming teachers would be a “good thing” if the teacher has 

gone through the proper training and can do what needs to be done, should a violent 

incident occur during school.  

Interview Question 11 

Would you like to share anything else regarding your feelings on the school’s 

safety? 

When asked for their opinions and concerns, all parent participants in this study 

responded that this school district was doing the best it could with their available 

resources. Participant 3 indicated the move to a small school because “the small schools 

have fewer problems with safety than their mega counterparts.” Participant 4 stated, “I 

feel more comfortable in this rural community than I would in a larger school district.” 

Participant 5 shared that “we moved our child to this rural school district due to the 

problems we observed at the larger schools.” Overall, the participants expressed their 

support for the current safety practices in place.  

Participants provided suggestions for possible improvements that could enhance 

safety. Currently, this rural school district has not purchased metal detectors to screen 

individuals who enter the building. Participant 2 expressed that metal detectors provide a 

“false sense of security.” However, they did suggest an alternative. With artificial 
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intelligence, they “now have AI detectors that are out there that the children could walk 

right through and just keep on going.” This could eliminate a bottleneck of individuals 

from having to wait in line for a metal detector scan. This participant also suggested 

upgrading the school’s window film. At present, the district has installed the 3M window 

film on all windows; however, the installation is not complete until the window caulk 

around the film has been done by a trained person. To their knowledge, this has not yet 

been done.  

Two participants expressed that the district could be doing more to obtain grant 

funding from the state to help pay for security enhancements. Participant 3 pointed out 

that because the “smaller schools don’t get as much funding as their mega counterparts,” 

it is essential to apply for any grants that the state offers to school districts. Participant 5 

shared their concern over cameras, stating, “They have some cameras, but they need 

more to cover everywhere.” Overall, participants shared that the school continues to 

improve its safety policies and is trying to bring technology up to date. 

Parents expressed positive perceptions of the use of CCTV cameras, the visitor 

screening process, the level of engagement of law enforcement, and the arming of 

teachers. There were consistency concerns shared by parents in their perceptions of the 

screening process for visitors at the school and the school’s response to student 

misconduct, citing a bias or uneven application of the rules by school officials based on 

familiarity. Parents indicated that they had mixed perceptions on the level of supervision 

of students during the day, the level of engagement between the school and parents, and 

the implementation of metal detectors in this small school. Parents provided confidence 
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in the school’s readiness for a safety emergency, citing incidents where the emergency 

response plan was utilized. Overall, parents’ perceptions of the safety practices and 

policies in this rural school district were positive, with strong support for the current 

safety measures. However, concerns were raised over the non-transparency and 

inconsistencies of policy implementation and the need for more proactive engagement 

between the school and parents. 

School Officials’ Perceptions of School Safety 

School official participants in this study answered open-ended semistructured 

questions during individual face-to-face, digitally audio-recorded interviews to answer 

the following research question:  

RQ2: What are the perceptions of school officials regarding school safety in a 

rural school district in North Texas?  

Interview Question 1 

Are you a school official or a parent of a child in attendance at the school? 

At the beginning of each interview, the first question on the School Safety Survey 

Interview Guide (Appendix A) aimed to identify whether the participant was a parent of a 

child attending the school or a school official employed by the school district. Six 

participants were identified as school officials currently employed with the school 

district. The remaining interview questions provided results on school officials’ 

perceptions of current school safety practices and policies in this rural school district 

being studied.  
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Interview Question 2 

How do you feel about the use of CCTV cameras in the school of safety? Why? 

The responses from all six school official participants indicated they believed the 

use of CCTV cameras was very beneficial to keeping everyone safe. The reactions 

included statements of support and acceptance, with “I think it’s great” and “I think it is a 

good idea to keep everyone safe.” Overall, the participants believed this practice to be 

“Very Positive.” Participant 1 stated, “there are currently sixty cameras in and around the 

school building.” The district received additional funding, so they have purchased forty 

more that will be installed over this upcoming summer break. All participants believed 

that having the cameras in all the common areas was very beneficial; however, two of the 

school officials had very mixed feelings about having them inside each classroom. 

Participant 3 mentioned that they may not necessarily be needed in every classroom in 

the building, whereas Participant 5 was more concerned with common areas, stating, “the 

common areas are where things happen, if they are going to happen.” Participant 3 has 

been teaching for between 5 to 10 years and has never had an incident in their classroom. 

Therefore, they believed that the camera that could be placed in their classroom would be 

more beneficial in another area where incidents are known to occur. Participant 4 shared 

that the cameras also “protect me as a teacher” if an incident were to occur in my 

classroom. All six school officials held the view that cameras are evidence. It is 

“evidence of something that went on,” evidence that “protects me as a teacher,” and 

evidence to know “where an intruder is in real-time.”  
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Interview Question 3 

How do you feel about the use of metal detectors in the school for safety? Why? 

The answers given by all school official participants concerning metal detectors 

were “Positive.” Participant 1 stated that metal detectors can offer “another layer of 

protection” and provide an additional deterrent, but it does come at a cost. All 

participants believed that the school district’s budget could not afford to purchase this 

type of equipment because it also comes with the cost of an additional employee to 

oversee monitoring it throughout the entire school day. Participants 2 and 6 had previous 

experience with a larger school district that had metal detectors at the front door that 

everyone had to walk through at the beginning of the day. Participant 2 indicated they 

“did feel safer,” because it was such a large population, but “it slowed things down in the 

morning” with everyone trying to enter through one set of doors. Participant 6 expressed 

that “since this district is so small, a “slow down would not necessarily be a concern.” 

Although metal detectors can be beneficial for some schools, ‘we cannot afford it,” and 

“just too small to justify the cost” were the common responses of all school officials who 

participated in this study.  

Interview Question 4 

How do you feel about the screening process for visitors? Why? 

The responses from all six school official participants were “Very Positive” when 

discussing the current screening process for visitors at the school. Three school officials 

indicated that for many years, the school did not really have a good system for screening 

everyone who came through the door. They would do checks on individuals who were 
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hired to do work at the school by scanning their picture IDs. Participant 3 reported that 

the computer will check the person’s information and flag them if they have any felonies 

or crimes that would ban them from coming onto school grounds. Being such a small 

district, they would not ask every parent to show their picture ID when they recognized 

them. However, with the change in the administration that occurred this year, all 

individuals must show their picture ID before proceeding further into the school. Now, all 

picture IDs are run through the computer system looking for any flags. According to 

Participant 1, they now have “a camera at the front door, a vestibule you have to go into, 

you have to give them your ID and get a printed name tag.” They now have a very robust 

screening procedure for any individual who is not a current employee of the school 

district.  

Interview Question 5 

How do you feel about the level of supervision/monitoring provided by the school 

throughout the day over students for safety? Why? 

All school officials believed the level of supervision and monitoring of students 

throughout the day to be “Very Positive”. Four participants made the statement, “I think 

we do a pretty good job.” All participants stated they did a good job with monitoring. 

Still, three of the participants expressed, “but we could do better.” As Participant 1 

pointed out, “There is always room for improvement.” When an incident happens, it 

provides an opportunity for them to find any areas where they did not realize that 

supervision was not present (personal communication, March 24, 2025). There are 

supervisors during the morning arrival times, during lunch, and during afternoon release. 
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Participant 1 reported that these “supervisors are alternating teachers who will take turns 

helping out during those times,” and they “are always in the hallways between classes.” 

Participant 6 mentioned they had recently lost their school resource officer, who left for a 

higher-paying position. Because of that, many of the teachers have had to cover 

additional times and areas throughout the day. Unfortunately, as a small district, it can be 

difficult to keep someone in this position when surrounding local law enforcement 

agencies will pay more. Overall, all of the participants expressed that they are doing the 

best they can with the available resources they have. They all pointed out that the 

cameras have helped with supervision and monitoring because they unfortunately “cannot 

be everywhere all the time.”  

Interview Question 6 

How do you feel about the school’s response to incidents of student misconduct? 

Why? 

The responses from all six school official participants view the school’s response 

to incidents of misconduct as “Adequate.” As Participant 2 pointed out, the school is held 

to the Texas Code of Conduct, so they are required to follow certain procedures and 

punishments for specific types of incidents. This is the starting point before they “look at 

our own student Code of Conduct” before deciding to either stay with the punishment 

recommended by the Texas code or go harsher (personal communication, May 23, 2025). 

Both Participants 1 and 3 pointed out that administrators need to know that something has 

happened for it to be addressed. According to Participant 3, being such a small school, 

many students often do not report an incident of misconduct, such as bullying, “for fear 
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of retaliation.” All the participants in this study stated they would report an incident if 

they were to witness it happening. But Participants 5 and 6 did recognize there could be 

other school officials who look the other way. They hoped “they were not teachers here at 

this school,” but it does happen in many schools across the country. With discipline and 

punishment being a sensitive topic, it can be difficult for some parents to believe that no 

punishment was given, but it may not be a punishment that can be seen very easily. 

Participant 3 gave an example of the policy on dress code. Although it was not an 

immediate disruption to the school day, the dress code violation was addressed and 

handled swiftly in a manner that worked for both the school and the parents of the 

student. However, at first glance, other students would not have seen any response or 

action that took place, leading them to believe that nothing was done and the 

administration was playing favorites.  

Interview Question 7 

How do you feel about the level of engagement between the school and parents 

regarding safety issues? Why? 

All the school official participants interviewed for this study expressed that 

communication between parents and the school is a “Work in Progress.” The primary 

program the school used for communication at the time of this study was Parent Square. 

According to Participant 3, “for as many parents who are on Parent Square, there are just 

as many who are not.” Participant 5 shared that for those who are not, “I think it’s a 

mixture of not wanting to have to deal with more” technology. Because the program was 

still new to the district, only two years in use, it does take time for parents to actively get 



110 

 

on these systems. Participants 3 and 5 reported that they will hear from parents 

throughout the year, who will say they didn’t receive any notifications. Sometimes, it 

could be as easy as an administrator correcting a parent’s email or phone number in the 

computer system. Other times, it could be that the parent did not read the material sent 

home to download the program to get signed up to receive messages. All participants 

reported that the school will send home paperwork at the beginning of each year 

concerning Parent Square and how to access it. Participant 1 shared that the athletic 

department sends home paperwork concerning the program they use to communicate all 

game information. Participant 2 pointed out that information is posted on the school’s 

website for important dates and events scheduled for the year. The school has a Facebook 

page where general information is posted that may or may not have already been sent 

through the other two programs first. Participant 2 also pointed out that there are “many 

different ways we now have to communicate here. If we don’t use it, that’s on us.”  

Interview Question 8 

How do you feel about the level of engagement between law enforcement and the 

school? Why? 

Being employed by the district, school officials have a better view of the 

engagement between law enforcement and the students. All school official participants 

interviewed regarded the engagement as “Very Positive,” with statements of “very good,” 

and “I believe it is great.” Participant 2 stated that “We have a very healthy relationship 

with our law enforcement.” A follow-up question was asked of all participants as to how 

they saw law enforcement engaging with students. Participant 2 mentioned that law 
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enforcement has come and given talks to students on current issues, such as bullying and 

their use of social media. Participants 1 and 5 mentioned a constable who would visit the 

school regularly, walking through the halls and visiting with students and teachers. All 

participants reported that they have seen law enforcement actively talking to students at 

different times in the hallways, at sporting events, and during interactive presentations. 

Participant 3 reported that they “have three required safety meetings a year, one in fall, 

one in spring, and one in summer,” and that law enforcement will attend. The common 

view expressed by all participants was that the school and law enforcement have a good 

relationship and communicate well with each other continuously. 

Interview Question 9 

How do you feel about the school’s readiness for a safety emergency? Why? 

The school official participants interviewed for this study displayed “High 

Confidence” in the school’s preparedness for a safety emergency. All participants 

reported that they do professional development and training before the school year begins 

and have drills during the school year. The safety drills involved tornadoes, fire, and 

active shooter scenarios. Three participants stated that the teachers “have been great 

about preparing the students.” According to Participant 1, during a recent lockdown 

incident that was believed to be gunshots outside, the principal walked to the cafeteria to 

check on the students at lunch and stated later, “There wasn’t a soul to be found.” The 

teachers and students put their training and drills into use and went to a location in the 

school where they could not be seen or heard. As reported by Participant 6, not only are 

the teachers properly trained, but the students have participated in safety drills to the 



112 

 

extent that they know what they are supposed to do and do it quickly and quietly. 

Participant 2 reported that they will practice their reunification plan twice a year. “If we 

have to leave the school, where we go, how we get there, how parents will come and get 

their kids, the communication that goes out” (personal communication, May 23, 2025). A 

reunification plan involves the scenario that if they ever must leave the building for any 

reason during the school day, they have a step-by-step plan on what to do, how to do it, 

and how to get information to parents quickly. Although the school is very prepared, 

there are still some small nuances that could be better. All participants stated, “We are 

trained for an emergency,” but there can always be room for improvement as new 

concerns arise.  

Interview Question 10 

How do you feel about the arming of teachers on school grounds? Why? 

All school officials who participated in this study had a “Very Positive” view of 

the arming of teachers on school grounds. Five of the school officials were very quick to 

respond with answers such as, “I am all for it,” “I love it,” and “100% for it.” Participant 

4 expressed that they were very hesitant about the idea when they first started at the 

school, but after learning what training was involved and the sense of security knowing 

those teachers “would go above and beyond to protect the school and anybody in it,” they 

are now a full supporter. It was reported by all participants that the school did have a 

guardian team of teachers/administrators who were armed on school grounds. These 

individuals go through extensive training to continue to be eligible to be a member of the 

team. Participant 1 reported that some examples of the training would include weapon 



113 

 

qualification and school shooter drills with law enforcement when students are out of 

school. Participants expressed that the arming of teachers on campus was great because if 

you are in a fight for your life, “you’re not counting minutes, you’re counting seconds.” 

Participant 5 expressed that if someone can distract a gunman with a “good guy with a 

gun,” and can save a student’s life, “then it is absolutely worth it.” Being such a small 

rural community, Participant 2 stated that they are lucky to have law enforcement close 

by to respond to an emergency quickly. However, according to Participant 3, quickly 

would be in a matter of minutes, but the response by a member of the guardian team 

would be seconds, and can help save lives.  

Interview Question 11 

Would you like to share anything else regarding your feelings on the school’s 

safety? 

The responses of school official participants in this study have safety as a top 

priority all of the time. According to Participant 3, “it doesn’t matter if they are in the 

classroom, in the hallway, in the cafeteria, or at a sporting event.” With all the incidents 

that have occurred over the years, participants pointed out that you have to be very 

diligent. Overall, all participants expressed that the world is not the same as it was when 

they were in school. As Participant 6 stated, the “worries and fears of today are so much 

different” that you must plan and be prepared for anything and everywhere. We now 

“have to keep our doors locked during class,” according to Participant 1. No one can just 

walk into a classroom unless they have a key. Participant 3 reported that there were 

weekly checks by the superintendent to ensure all doors are locked when students are 
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present. It is also important not to become complacent because it is “very scary to be 

complacent” (personal communication, May 23, 2025). Being a small community where 

nothing exciting happens, you begin to believe that a violent incident would never occur 

at this small school. Being complacent can lead to not following practices or procedures 

thoroughly, allowing a way into the school. All participants agreed that it is very 

important to have continuous training with teachers and drills with students to reinforce 

the importance that following procedures will make it very difficult for someone with bad 

intentions to get in and be successful. 

School officials expressed positive perceptions for the use of CCTV cameras, the 

visitor screening process, the level of supervision of students during the school day, the 

level of engagement between the school and law enforcement, and the arming of teachers 

on school grounds. The school officials expressed complexity concerns with responding 

to student misconduct and the implementation of metal detectors inside this small school. 

Although they perceived the response to student misconduct to be swift and appropriate, 

they recognized that it may not be viewed the same by others due to privacy and 

confidentiality requirements. School officials expressed mixed satisfaction with the level 

of engagement between the school district and parents, pointing out that they are working 

on making it better. School officials expressed high confidence in the school’s readiness 

for a safety emergency, citing continued drills and recent events. Overall, school officials 

reported positive perceptions of the safety practices and policies in this rural school 

district, describing them as proactive and multifaceted.  
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Summary 

Chapter 4 covered the results of the current research study and the research 

process. The chapter detailed the data collection from parents of students currently 

enrolled in this school district and school officials currently employed by this school 

district. Using a thematic analysis in this qualitative research study, this chapter has 

detailed the steps used to answer the following two research questions.  

RQ1: What are the perceptions of parents regarding school safety in a rural school 

district in North Texas? 

Parents reported positive perceptions of the use of CCTV cameras, the visitor 

screening process, engagement of law enforcement, and the arming of teachers, with 

broad support for these practices. They provided additional interesting points on the 

arming of teachers, choosing to focus on the conditions and qualifications of the teacher 

before providing a positive or negative viewpoint. There were consistency concerns 

reported in parents’ perceptions concerning the screening process and the school’s 

response to student misconduct, for the potential for bias or uneven application of the 

rules by school officials. Parents reported mixed perceptions on the level of supervision 

of students during the day, the level of engagement between the school and parents, and 

the implementation of metal detectors. Mixed perceptions were based on each parent’s 

experience and interaction with existing policies. Parents provided perceptions of 

confidence in the school’s readiness for a safety emergency, with reported incidents 

where the school’s emergency response plan worked well.  
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RQ2: What are the perceptions of school officials regarding school safety in a 

rural school district in North Texas?  

School officials reported positive perceptions for the use of CCTV cameras, the 

visitor screening process, the level of supervision of students, the level of engagement 

with law enforcement, and the arming of teachers on school grounds, with broad support 

for these practices. There were complexity concerns reported in the perceptions of school 

officials in responding to student misconduct and the implementation of metal detectors 

when a threat has not been presented. They perceived the response to misconduct to be 

swift and appropriate, but also recognized that the perceptions of parents may not be the 

same due to privacy and confidentiality requirements. School officials reported mixed 

satisfaction with the level of engagement between the school and parents, indicating that 

it could be better. School officials acknowledged they could be doing more with 

communication; however, they are unsure what else can be done. School officials 

provided perceptions of confidence in the school’s readiness for a safety emergency, 

citing recent events that have instilled trust in their emergency response plan.  

In Chapter 5, I will describe the interpretations of findings based on the results of 

the study, provide recommendations for future research, and discuss social implications 

for future policy decisions for the school district administration.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and compare the perceptions 

of parents and school officials on the current safety and security practices at a K–12 rural 

school district in North Texas. The study sought to learn these perceptions and compare 

them between groups to address the gap in research on the understanding of how these 

perceptions may differ and how they directly or indirectly affect the implementation of 

specific safety policies and practices by the administration in creating a safe learning 

environment. The instrument used for this study was a set of open-ended questions asked 

during each semistructured interview that allowed for additional follow-up questions 

when needed to obtain a deeper understanding of participants’ perceptions of school 

safety practices. The study was designed to answer the following two research questions:  

RQ1: What are the perceptions of parents regarding school safety in a rural school 

district in North Texas?  

RQ2: What are the perceptions of school officials regarding school safety in a 

rural school district in North Texas?  

Key findings revealed that parents’ and school officials’ perceptions of most 

safety practices and policies were given positive yet conditional support, with certain 

areas seen as inconsistent or needing improvement. Parent participants provided positive 

support for the use of closed-circuit television (CCTV) cameras, the level of engagement 

between the school and law enforcement, and the arming of teachers. Positive support 

was also given to the visitor screening process; however, consistency concerns were also 

raised with uneven application of procedures with this process and with the school’s 
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responses to student misconduct. Parents expressed mixed satisfaction with safety 

practices involving the level of supervision of students by school personnel, the level of 

engagement between the school and parents, and the incorporation of metal detectors 

inside the small school. Finally, parents reported a high level of confidence in the 

school’s readiness for a safety emergency should one occur.  

School official participants also provided positive support for the use of CCTV 

cameras, the level of law enforcement engagement with the school, and the arming of 

teachers. Additionally, school officials also provided positive support for the visitor 

screening process and the level of supervision of students by school personnel. School 

officials expressed complexity concerns with the responses of the school to student 

misconduct, citing privacy and confidentiality as primary factors. School officials also 

expressed mixed satisfaction with the level of engagement between the school and 

parents, indicating they were unsure as to how to improve communication overall. 

Finally, school officials reported a high level of confidence in the readiness of the school 

in responding to a safety emergency, citing continued training and drills. This study 

included a qualitative generic design, with a focus on the participants’ experiences with 

current safety policies and practices and their perceptions of their effectiveness and 

efficiency. Chapter 5 provides an interpretation of the findings, limitations, 

recommendations, implications, and a conclusion of this study.  

Interpretation of Findings 

The themes that emerged from this study provided an understanding of parents’ 

and school officials’ perceptions of school safety policies and practices within a rural 
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school district in North Texas. These themes highlighted the multifaceted nature of safety 

practices, revealing how their consistency, complexity, and confidence directly 

influenced the experiences and perceptions of stakeholders. Reynolds and Astor (2022) 

stated that examining school culture and climate at the local level will help ensure that 

district administration will make safety policy decisions that will benefit all stakeholders 

due to disparities across schools of different sizes. Through an in-depth examination of 

the perceptions of parents and school officials, the current study highlighted the 

relationship between safety practices, school culture, and individual experiences in 

shaping the overall perception of safety within a small rural school district. This insight 

deepened the understanding of how safety policies and practices were perceived by 

stakeholders and highlighted the implications for policy development and improvement 

in this school environment.  

Previous studies had been conducted to explore parents’ perceptions of specific 

safety practices and scenarios. Kent and Curran (2021) asked parents about their views on 

student resource officers and the arming of teachers. Visone (2021) examined how 

current events impacted parents’ perceptions of current safety practices, while Billingham 

et al. (2020) asked parents to evaluate a hypothetical set of schools based on their level of 

security and racial composition. Other studies have been conducted to gather school 

officials’ perceptions of specific safety practices and scenarios. Cobb (2021) reported that 

the continued incidents of violence did not negatively impact school officials’ 

perceptions of current safety practices, and Carter et al. (2019) discussed school 

counselors’ recommendations of a multitiered safety approach when they were asked to 
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examine school shooting prevention procedures. Pyo (2020) highlighted the importance 

of school principals’ perceptions of the crime risks and academic climate in developing 

and implementing effective safety practices.  

In conducting the literature review, studies were examined that provided parent 

perceptions and school official perceptions on various incidents, safety practices, and 

school types. However, perceptions of both parents and school officials were not gathered 

within the same location. This qualitative research study contributed to the existing body 

of knowledge on school safety by examining both parents’ and school officials’ 

perceptions within the same school district to learn how they are similar and different, to 

help the administration with future policy decisions. Two research questions guided this 

qualitative study to address the problem that it was unknown how parents and school 

officials perceived current safety practices and procedures within a rural school district in 

North Texas.  

Findings on Parent Perceptions 

RQ1: What are the perceptions of parents regarding school safety in a rural school 

district in North Texas?  

To answer this question, data were gathered from parent participants’ responses to 

eleven open-ended questions during individual semistructured interviews. Four themes 

emerged from the analysis of the data. The first theme presented was that the study 

showed there is broad support for the use of cameras, the level of engagement between 

law enforcement and the school, the visitor screening process, and the arming of teachers 

on school grounds. The installation of security cameras, restriction of access to buildings, 
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and the arming of teachers were measures mentioned by Curran et al. (2020) that have 

been implemented nationwide to increase safety and decrease the risk of violent behavior. 

Although this rural school district does not have a School Resource Officer, the city and 

county law enforcement departments are located within the community where the school 

is located. Since law enforcement officers are within minutes of the school, their 

continued presence outside and inside the building during the school day and at school 

functions provided the perception to parents that there is a high level of engagement. 

Although law enforcement is located within minutes of the school, all parents were 

supportive of the arming of teachers. As with routine activity theory, the presence of a 

capable guardian can deter criminal behavior. This presence may be a law enforcement 

officer or a teacher with a gun. Although 100% of the parent participants in this study 

supported the arming of teachers, provided they were given the proper training, this is 

dramatically different than national polls conducted in both 2021 and 2022, where the 

percentage of parents that opposed the arming of teachers was 63% and 77% respectively 

(Kent & Curran, 2021; Phi Delta Kappa International, 2022). However, Shamserad et al. 

(2021) stated that the level of opposition to the idea of arming teachers varies based on 

demographic characteristics. Within this small rural school district, the conditional 

support was based only upon the training and psychological evaluation of the teacher, 

with no general opposition to the additional layer of safety to protect students.  

The next theme revealed that there is some concern about the potential for bias or 

uneven application of rules when discussing the visitor screening process and the 

school’s response to student misconduct. The process of screening visitors is one of the 
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easiest security measures for restricting access to a building. According to Cornell et al. 

(2021), this screening process has become a standard practice across the United States. 

However, to prevent an intruder from doing harm, screening must first be standard 

practice. Administrators should not rely on just the facial recognition of an individual for 

access to the building. The screening of visitors by scanning their picture identification 

into a computer system is a target hardening measure under routine activity theory by 

limiting access to only those eligible to enter. The response by the administration 

concerning student misconduct is an area seen as problematic by the parent participants 

in this study. It became obvious that, being a small school within a small community, 

everyone is aware of incidents that happen, either from another parent or from their 

student. However, parents will hear of an incident and will only have a view from the 

outside looking in if it does not involve their student. This view can create the perception 

of discrepancies and disparities, leading to mistrust in the administration and the 

punishment process. Due to privacy and confidentiality issues, there may not be common 

ground that could be reached to promote trust and faith in the disciplinary process. It is 

important to note that the school’s code of conduct is one of the documents parents are 

presumed to read at the beginning of the school year for their child to be able to check out 

their Chromebook for the year.  

The study discovered there are mixed feelings on the level of supervision of 

students, the level of engagement between school and parents, and the implementation of 

metal detectors at the school as the third theme. Parent participants referenced the 

existence of blind spots inside the school as one of the main reasons for their mixed 
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responses to the interview question. They supported the use of CCTV cameras, yet do not 

believe there is enough to adequately cover every area, creating locations that are not 

supervised during and between classes. According to routine activity theory, areas not 

supervised can provide suitable locations for a willing offender to commit an offense. 

When a communication breakdown occurs, the parents are the first to voice their 

concerns. However, to be informed, parents must engage. The school district currently 

has a Facebook page, a website, and the Parent Square program for engagement. The 

parent participants interviewed referenced not receiving basic information and current 

events going on at the school promptly as their primary reason for mixed feelings. Basic 

information included the notification of drills and the training of teachers. At the same 

time, the parent participants expressed that communication was very good during a safety 

emergency. Metal detectors are considered target hardening measures under routine 

activity theory, yet they can present the image that the school is a dangerous place (Moen 

& Freng, 2019). Using their past experiences, participants did not view this small district 

as presenting a risk where the cost of such equipment would be necessary.  

For the final theme, the study showed that there is general confidence in the 

school’s readiness for a safety emergency. This confidence could be based on recent 

incidents where the school has experienced safety emergencies and the administration’s 

responses to the emergencies, as well as their quick notification to parents during those 

situations. Parents’ perceptions of the readiness of the school district to handle an 

emergency will influence their choice of enrollment for their student (Billingham et al., 

2020). The level of confidence expressed by participants concerning the readiness of the 
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school for safety emergencies provides evidence that the school has a good emergency 

plan in place where everyone is trained and always ready.  

The overall global theme regarding parents’ perceptions of the safety practices 

and policies in this rural school district is conditional, yet strong support for the current 

safety measures. The conditional support is coupled with significant concerns about 

inconsistencies, incomplete or non-transparency of policy implementation, and a desire 

for more proactive parent-school engagement with the better utilization of resources 

based on budget concerns by the school district.  

Findings on School Official Perceptions  

RQ2: What are the perceptions of school officials regarding school safety in a 

rural school district in North Texas?  

To answer this question, data were gathered from school official participants’ 

responses to eleven open-ended questions during individual semistructured interviews. 

Four themes emerged from the analysis of the data. The first theme presented was that the 

study showed there is broad support for the use of CCTV cameras, the visitor screening 

process, the level of supervision/monitoring, the level of engagement between law 

enforcement and the school, and the arming of teachers on school grounds. Under routine 

activity theory, conducting threat assessments of the inside and outside of the building 

can identify locations where there are blind spots that are outside of the view of a camera. 

Threat assessments are regularly conducted by the school administrators to reveal blind 

spot locations. The school administration is currently directing the installation of more 

cameras to cover these identified blind spots. Cameras have been able to provide 
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recorded evidence in the case of an emergency and serve as a deterrent to potential 

offenders.  

The visitor screening process would also be a deterrent measure for target 

hardening by restricting access to the building (Curran et al., 2020). Participants reported 

the screening process to have improved and become more robust for any individual 

entering the building, known or unknown. If the screening process is used correctly, there 

is a higher probability that a potential offender with ill intentions will be stopped before 

they can enter the main building. The presence of a guardian may also stop a willing 

offender. As routine activity theory predicts, the lack of a guardian can provide a suitable 

target. The school presents the supervision and monitoring of students during the school 

day as a priority. Students will see guardians before school with morning arrivals, during 

the school day, and at school release at the end of the day. Because they are a small 

school, they do have limited resources available. Therefore, the cameras do aid in 

supervision and monitoring throughout the day as another set of eyes watching.  

Law enforcement officers have been seen to interact positively on a continued 

basis with everyone, providing evidence that the school culture and climate have 

developed a positive relationship with officers, as suggested by Robinson et al. (2021). 

Because the school does not currently have a School Resource Officer due to budget 

constraints, this relationship helps to fill the gap by having law enforcement officers 

interact with students in the role of a school official and provide lectures on safety to the 

student body. A target hardening measure used by the school concerns the arming of their 

teachers and staff. The school does have a guardian team of individuals who participate 
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in continued extensive training with local law enforcement and weapon qualifications. 

Being a small school district, participants expressed the arming of teachers as another 

layer of security for everyone.  

The study revealed there is some concern over the complexities in responding to 

student misconduct incidents and the implementation of safety equipment in areas where 

no need or threat has been presented as the second theme. The response to student 

misconduct was seen as a complex topic due to privacy and confidentiality issues that 

arise when working with minors. The school does have an investigative team of 

individuals who may be called upon during student misconduct. Similar to a threat 

assessment team, they will investigate reported incidents and submit a recommendation 

to the administration based on the seriousness of the threat and the needs of the student 

involved (Cornell, 2020). The responses to the use of metal detectors echoed past 

research in that it does not deter or prevent a violent incident (Cornell et al., 2020). 

Although a beneficial target hardening measure, a threat to safety has not been found by 

the school district that would justify the cost of purchasing this type of equipment.  

The third theme that emerged was that the study discovered there are mixed 

feelings on the level of engagement between the school and parents, with an uncertainty 

of exactly how to improve. The primary program used for teacher and administrator 

communication is Parent Square. Unfortunately, it was reported that not all parents have 

accessed this program to receive school communication. Being a work in progress, 

information is given out at the beginning of each school year, and reminders are sent 

during the school year concerning the usage of this program of communication. This 
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engagement should not be surprising because a study conducted in the fall of 2021 

indicated that only 4% of parents nationwide stated they had attended a school board 

meeting in the prior six months (Safarpour et al., 2021). Therefore, the question remains 

as to how to get parents more engaged with the school district to ensure they receive 

communication being sent out by the district on various digital platforms.  

The fourth theme that emerged was that the study showed there is high confidence 

in the school’s readiness for a safety emergency. With professional development and 

training throughout the year, they continue to upgrade and revise their emergency plan as 

needed. As Cobb (2021) stated, examining past incidents and drills will help ensure that 

current practices stay up to date to deter potential threats to safety and security. 

Administration will have the principal quickly address any issues or concerns found to 

ensure that doors stay locked and safety protocols work effectively and efficiently. Past 

incidents have provided evidence that the emergency response plan does work the way it 

was intended. Although the administration does recognize that there will always be room 

for improvement.  

The overall theme regarding school officials’ perceptions of the safety practices 

and policies in this rural school district is a proactive and multifaceted positive support 

for safety. This view was influenced by recent events, along with the acknowledgement 

of the ongoing challenges and areas where improvement is needed.  

Comparing Parent and School Official Perceptions 

The study revealed there are similarities and differences in perceptions of current 

safety practices and policies in place within this rural school district between parents and 
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school officials. Both groups reported broad support for the use of the target hardening 

measures of CCTV cameras, the level of law enforcement engagement with the school, 

the visitor screening process, and the arming of teachers on school grounds. Although 

parents presented consistency concerns in the visitor screening process, many mentioned 

the recent changes in leadership and procedures they had encountered and how it had 

become more robust. The responses from school officials placed the level of supervision 

and monitoring into the category of broad support; however, parents placed this practice 

in the category of mixed satisfaction. School officials stated they are doing the best they 

can with the available resources they have, and they expressed that they continue to work 

to improve. Parents reported the level of supervision to be adequate, but pointed out that 

incidents continue to occur where monitoring does not exist.  

The categories of consistency concerns for parents and complexity concerns for 

school officials both contain replies to the school’s response to student misconduct. 

Where parents reported inconsistencies, school officials reported the response to be 

complex due to privacy and confidentiality restrictions. Because of these complexities, 

the differences in responses make sense for the current study.  

Both groups reported mixed satisfaction with the level of school and parent 

engagement. Where parents expressed concerns over not receiving enough 

communication, school officials shared their concerns over the lack of engagement of 

parents. Although parents are given information on the digital platforms the school is 

using for communication, they are not using the platforms. School officials pointed out 

that they now use many ways to try and communicate with parents to keep them 



129 

 

informed. Unfortunately, both groups do not appear to be communicating effectively with 

each other to understand what is and is not working for everyone.  

The use of metal detectors in this rural school district was not fully supported by 

either group. Parents shared their concerns about the cost-effectiveness of the equipment 

and that the school is not large enough to warrant the purchase. School officials provided 

more complex responses. Although school officials recognized that metal detectors 

would be beneficial and provide an extra layer of security, the cost of the equipment, the 

maintenance of the equipment, and staffing for monitoring the equipment posed concerns 

for them because they are a small school district with a small budget.  

Both groups expressed confidence in the school’s readiness for a safety 

emergency. They both mentioned recent incidents and the quick response by the school 

district to those incidents. School officials pointed out the training and professional 

development that everyone participates in throughout the year. Parents pointed out that 

the response to recent incidents demonstrated that school officials were properly trained 

and prepared to handle emergencies. Both groups shared that the school had a good 

emergency plan and were confident they could do what is needed to be done if a violent 

incident were to occur.  

Limitations of the Study 

This non-experimental qualitative research study had one limitation. Because 

participants were chosen based on their affiliation with this rural school district and not 

randomly from the population, generalization of the findings was one such limitation. 

The findings were limited to a small public school district located within North Texas, 
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classified by the Texas Education Agency as rural based on the size of enrollment. 

Therefore, the findings can only be generalized to a similar population in public K–12 

education with a similar size and geographic location, and not to school districts with a 

larger enrollment, nor private or charter schools.  

A potential limitation mentioned in Chapter 1 concerned the availability of 

participants. However, the collection of data began after the beginning of the fall 

semester and concluded before the end of the spring semester. The availability of 

participants did not present itself as a challenge or limitation.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings of this study offer valuable insights into the perceptions of safety 

practices among parents and school officials, highlighting areas of support, concerns, and 

practices that need improvement. Based on these insights, this section outlines 

recommendations meant to enhance the effectiveness of safety practices and address the 

concerns raised by both parents and school officials. These recommendations are 

intended to support district administration and stakeholders in creating a safe learning 

environment. Based on the study’s criteria for participation, this research obtained 

perceptions from six parents and six school officials associated with a rural school district 

in North Texas.  

My recommendations for future research, based on the results of this study, are to 

replicate the study on a wider scale, encompassing different sizes and types of school 

districts. Based on the literature, several scholars have examined perceptions of school 

personnel, parents, and teachers regarding specific safety practices among various school 
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districts. However, learning perceptions of all stakeholders within the same school 

district on current safety practices will provide a better comprehensive report of the 

concerns of all stakeholders and the community to the administration and offer 

suggestions for creating a positive learning environment. There is a need for the 

community and all stakeholders within a school district to collaborate to ensure that 

safety practices are effective and efficient in helping to deter school violence. By 

implementing this strategy, schools can strengthen the trust and confidence between 

parents and educators while enhancing the safety of students, as it provides a valuable, 

comprehensive report of community concerns and tools needed for positive change.  

Implications 

This study has positive social change implications for the implementation of 

successful and affordable safety policies and practices within a K–12 rural school district. 

The study’s direct implication is providing administrators with valuable, local data on 

which safety policies are effective and efficient within their unique rural context. If the 

school administration better understands the perceptions of its community of stakeholders 

on current safety and security policies in place, they are better equipped to revise or 

implement future policies that will be the most cost-effective in ensuring a safe learning 

environment. This knowledge is especially important when considering the high costs of 

new security equipment and personnel that have been recommended by the U.S. 

Department of Education. This research could inform the administration about the 

perceptions of their stakeholders and the community regarding the effectiveness and 
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efficiency of current safety policies and practices, before considering higher budget 

allocations for new programs and equipment.  

This study reported the perceptions of school officials and parents on current 

safety practices and policies implemented by the K–12 rural school district and shared the 

similarities and differences between the two groups. This study showed that parents and 

school officials do have support for the current safety practices and policies within this 

school district. Both groups also reported concerns about inconsistencies and the need for 

more proactive engagement between the school and parents in reference to the exchange 

of information. The purpose of this study was to give parents and school officials a voice 

in the policy process to open a line of communication with school administrators on 

implementing safety practices that will provide a positive and safe school environment 

for student learning. By listening to the opinions and recommendations from the 

community and stakeholders, school administrators will begin to build trust in the safety 

policies and procedures among everyone and provide community cohesion. This 

cooperative approach to safety policy implementation could serve as a model for other 

school districts to build trust and contribute to the goal of ensuring the safety of school 

officials, students, and the surrounding community.  

Conclusion 

This dissertation was the first qualitative study to examine both parent and school 

official perceptions within the same school district concerning current safety policies and 

practices. Perceptions are the state of awareness of someone or something through 

experience and knowledge that can change over time or be based on a set of 
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circumstances within a culture or climate. The perceptions of stakeholders and the 

community where a school is located will influence how a school functions (Reynolds & 

Astor, 2022). Therefore, both parents and school officials within the same school district 

should be heard regarding safety policies because their perceptions are formed based on 

their direct personal experiences with current safety practices. The findings of this study 

provided an analysis of stakeholder perceptions to inform school district administrators 

on the level of support for current practices and areas where improvement may be needed 

to increase safety and instill trust in the administration. To strengthen and expand the 

findings of this study, future research is recommended with other school districts of 

different sizes and locations. School safety strategies are not a “one-size-fits-all” and 

must be dynamically tailored to the unique demographic, cultural, and financial realities 

of a specific school community, relying heavily on perceived trust and transparency 

between stakeholders. In essence, the study concludes that providing a safe learning 

environment requires administration not only to implement measures that address routine 

activity theory, such as strong guardianship through armed teachers and target hardening 

through visitor screening, but also to foster community buy-in through a transparent, 

collaborative process that addresses specific local concerns about policy fairness and 

communication effectiveness.  
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Appendix A: School Safety Survey Interview Questions 

1. Are you a school official or a parent of a child in attendance at the school? 
2. How do you feel about of the use of CCTV cameras in the school for safety? 

Why? 
3. How do you feel about the use of metal detectors in the school for safety? 

Why? 
4. How do you feel about the screening process for visitors? Why? 
5. How do you feel about the level of supervision/monitoring provided by the 

school throughout the day over students for safety? Why? 
6. How do you feel about the school’s response to incidents of student 

misconduct? Why? 
7. How do you feel about the level of engagement between the school and 

parents regarding safety issues? Why? 
8. How do you feel about the level of engagement between law enforcement and 

the school? Why? 
9. How do you feel about the school’s readiness for a safety emergency? Why? 
10. How do you feel about the arming of teachers on school grounds? Why? 
11. 11.) Would you like to share anything else regarding your feelings on the 

school’s safety? 
 
Encourage participants to explain why they feel this way and to share stories for 
context.  
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