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Abstract

Mass shootings in schools generate both widespread public concern and a demand to
“do something.” Among the most controversial of responses are policies permitting
teachers and staff to conceal carry firearms at school, which have gained traction
since the 2018 shooting in Parkland, FL. Polls regularly find that the public broadly,
and teachers, students, and administrators specifically, do not support such a policy,
but have failed to consider perceptions from law enforcement. Using a nationally
drawn sample of law enforcement, the present study finds that officers overwhelm-
ingly support armed teacher policies, but such support is contingent upon concerns
related to training. School resource officers are less likely than those in other roles
(e.g., patrol) to support arming teachers, as are individuals in supervisory positions.

Keywords Armed teachers - Law enforcement - School shootings - Public opinion -
Gun policy - School safety

Introduction

High-profile mass shootings in U.S. K-12 schools—including at Columbine High
School in Jefferson County, CO (1999) and Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School
in Parkland, FL (2018)—routinely spark national dialogue about school safety in
their aftermath (Madfis 2016). The nation’s educational institutions remain among
the safest places for students to be (Fox and Fridel 2018) and mass shootings, both
in and out of schools, are statistically rare in the context of the national crime picture
(Schildkraut 2021). These events, however, have led to renewed calls for policies
and practices aimed at preventing such tragedies or, if one does occur, minimizing
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the loss of life. While the proposed solutions run the gamut, from emergency prepar-
edness practices (e.g., lockdown or active shooter drills) to target hardening options
like bulletproof glass and entry control access (see, generally, Schildkraut and
Muschert 2019), one of the most controversial and polarizing measures proposed is
arming teachers.

Armed teacher policies gained traction following the Parkland shooting when,
during a meeting with families of the deceased and survivors, President Donald
Trump spoke at length about permitting teachers to carry concealed weapons (Tay-
lor 2019); the next day, he publicly supported a position statement from the National
Rifle Association (NRA) touting the policy as an effective strategy to defend against
school shooters (American Bar Association [ABA] 2019). Less than a month after
the shooting, Florida governor Rick Scott signed the Marjory Stoneman Douglas
High School Public Safety Act (Fla. S.B. 7026 2018) into law. Among its included
provisions was the establishment of the Coach Aaron Feis Guardian Program, named
for one of the victims. This program enables qualified school personnel to carry fire-
arms after undergoing 144 h of training as well as extensive psychological and drug
screenings (Florida Department of Education n.d.). At least eight other states have
authorized similar programs, albeit with varying requirements (Erwin 2019). As of
January 2020, armed teachers are permitted in some form or fashion in 28 states
(RAND Corporation 2020) and around 500 school districts (Owen 2019) nation-
wide, despite that, with few exceptions (see 18 U.S.C. § 922(q)(2)(B)), schools are
designated “gun free zones” under federal law (see also Giffords Law Center n.d.).!

To date, no evidence exists to support the claim that armed teacher policies
achieve their intended goal of bringing school shootings to an end more quickly
(ABA 2019; Minshew 2018; Rajan and Branas 2018). In fact, data collected by the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (2002, 2019) indicate that no active shooter situa-
tion in a school occurring between 2000 and 2019 was stopped by an armed civilian.
Public opinion on armed teacher policies remains divided (Jonson et al. 2021; Man-
cini et al. 2020), with a narrow majority of the general populace indicating that they
do not support such programs (see, for example, Baranauskas 2020, 2021; Horowitz
2017). Further, while public opinion polls and researchers both have sought to better
understand support for armed teacher policies among various segments of the popu-
lation, including principals (Weiler and Armenta 2014), students (Sides 2018), and
teachers (Brenan 2018; Willner 2019), one key group of stakeholders—Ilaw enforce-
ment officers—is largely absent from this discussion.

Incorporating law enforcement into the conversation is imperative as they not
only have the arduous task of responding to school shootings, but armed teacher
policies also may directly impact their ability to do their job. Among other consid-
erations, for example, is the fact that officers responding to a school shooting would
have to determine who is the perpetrator and who is the Good Samaritan (armed
teacher) and do so with precision in a split second to minimize increased casualties
(see, for example, DeMitchell and Rath 2019). Accordingly, understanding whether

! The Gun-Free School Zones Act of 1990 was passed as part of the Crime Control Act of 1990 (see §
1702). The Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 was passed as part of the Improving America’s Schools Act of
1994 (see § 14601).

¥



Should firearms be allowed in K-12 public schools? An analysis. ...

these policies have the support of law enforcement is critical. The present study
seeks to fill this gap by examining whether support for armed teachers exists among
a national sample of law enforcement officials.

Arguments for and against arming teachers

Some proponents of armed teacher policies argue that “the only thing that stops
a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun” (NRA executive vice president
Wayne LaPierre as quoted in Overby 2012). Following the 2012 shooting at Sandy
Hook Elementary School in Newtown, CT, for example, the NRA advocated for
putting armed officers in all schools nationwide (Rostron 2014; Weatherby 2015).
The rationale behind the recommendation is that hardening schools makes them less
attractive to potential shooters, who may be deterred by having to encounter armed
personnel (Campbell 2016; DeMitchell 2014; DeMitchell and Rath 2019; Wallace
2019). An additional draw of arming teachers is that doing so would be considerably
less expensive than hiring school resource officers (SROs; Nedzel 2014), which can
cost upwards of $11 billion annually to have one in each of the nation’s more than
130,000 public K-12 schools (Hill 2013). Moreover, having armed teachers means
that in an active shooter event, the response is nearly instantaneous, which can help
to neutralize threats more quickly and save lives (Campbell 2016; DeMitchell and
Rath 2019; Drake and Yurvati 2018; Wallace 2019). This is especially critical as
most active shooter events are over by the time law enforcement arrives on scene
(Blair and Schweit 2014), but even more so in rural communities where responses
may be further delayed due to fewer resources and larger geographical jurisdictions
(Buerger and Buerger 2010).

Those in opposition of arming teachers base their arguments on three broad areas:
(1) preservation of the educational environment, (2) liabilities and costs associated
with these policies, and (3) the likely ineffectiveness of the solution at meeting its
intended goals. Concern exists that introducing firearms in schools and classrooms
can adversely impact relationship building between students and their educators
(Ciamacca 2018; Husser et al. 2018) and may signal to students that, contrary to the
evidence, they are not actually safe at school (Minshew 2018). In turn, this can pro-
mote feelings of fear, resentment, and aggression as well as anxiety and depression
(Marchbanks et al. 2018; Rajan and Branas 2018). Concerns also exist related to
the physical security of schools were teachers to be armed, such as the potential for
guns falling into the wrong hands (Drane 2021; Drake and Yurvati 2018; Weiler and
Armenta 2014), accidental discharges (Hansen 2018; Weatherby 2015), or increases
in targeted violence (Frederick 1999). Weatherby (2015) further contends that the
armed teacher model exposes schools and districts to legal liabilities stemming from
third parties, from which they would otherwise be shielded, as a government-cre-
ated risk (see also DeMitchell and Rath 2019; Rogers et al. 2018). The impact of
such liabilities is compounded by insurance companies’ hesitancy to issue policies
to offset the heightened risk (Rostron 2014). In cases where policies are issued, they
usually involve hefty premiums (McCausland 2018) that must be factored in with
other financial costs associated with arming teachers including (but not limited to)
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background checks, mental health screenings, licensing, training, weapons (if pro-
vided by the school or district), and storage (United Educators 2020).

Moreover, there is no evidence to suggest that armed teacher policies would
reduce the occurrence or lethality of school shootings (Minshew 2018; Rajan and
Branas 2018); conversely, there are reasons to believe that their presence could
increase the damage associated with such events. For example, there is a lack of a
standardized training curriculum, with decisions often left to the states or even the
school districts (Richmond 2019); this leads to disparities within the skills being
taught and the number of hours of instruction required. One of the many impor-
tant skills taught to law enforcement during firearms training is the ability to shoot
their weapons during stressful situations (sometimes referred to as mindfulness or
combat breathing). To achieve the steadiness and hand—eye coordination needed to
fire a gun, significant demands are placed on an individual’s nervous, muscular, and
skeletal systems, which are further heightened in stressful situations such as active
shooter events (Vila and Morrison 1994). As a result, shooting accuracy can be
adversely affected by stress, anxiety, and other negative reactions (Landman et al.
2016; Nieuwenhuys and Oudejans 2010).

Hit rates for police officers range between 23% and 54% in both real-world sce-
narios (Gillespie 2013; Lombardo 2016; Morrison 2006; Richards et al. 2016;
White 2006) and active shooter training simulations (Hansen 2018). They also are
found to be lower in situations where gunfire is being returned (Rotsker et al. 2008).
Arguably, civilians, like teachers and school staff, who undergo far less extensive
training would likely have even lower accuracy rates (Downey 2018; Hansen 2018;
Weatherby 2015) and missed shots can lead to increased harm for those who may
be caught in the crossfire (DeMitchell and Rath, 2019; National Association for
School Resource Officers [NASRO] 2018). Similar concerns over collateral injuries
and fatalities have been raised related to armed teacher responses to active shooter
events, as even considerable training does not always translate into practiced skills
in a real situation (Weatherby 2015). Moreover, it is possible that additional injuries
and fatalities can result from friendly fire in cases where police cannot accurately
determine who is the shooter and who is the armed teacher assisting with response
as both will be carrying a gun, which is what the responding officers will be focused
on (Buerger and Buerger 2010; DeMitchell and Rath 2019; NASRO 2018).

Support for armed teacher policies

Despite fervent arguments for and against such policies, the public remains
almost equally divided on whether to permit educators to be armed in schools.
Numerous polls have found that opposition for such policies (ranging from 48
to 59%, depending on the source) only slightly edges support for them (Bonn
2019; Horowitz 2017; Lima 2018; Montanaro 2018; Newport 2018; Rasmussen
Reports 2018; see also Jonson et al. 2021; Mancini et al. 2020). Differences in
support, however, are more pronounced among certain groups. Mancini et al.
(2020) found that males and respondents identifying as White were signifi-
cantly more likely to support teacher-carry policies comparative to females and
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individuals identifying as races other than White (see also Baranauskas 2020,
2021, who found that Blacks specifically were significantly less likely to sup-
port armed teacher policies than Whites). Moreover, racial resentment—or
symbolic views held by White Americans that Black Americans are given spe-
cial treatment because of their race (e.g., Filindra and Kaplan 2016; O’Brien
et al., 2013)—has been found to be positively associated with support for armed
teacher policies (Baranauskas 2021; Burton et al. 2020; Jonson et al. 2021).
Attitudes also have been found to vary based on individuals’ political party affil-
iation (Bonn 2019; Lima 2018; Newport 2018), gun ownership status (Horow-
itz 2017), educational attainment (Baranauskas 2020), and income (Jonson et al.
2021).

Significant opposition to armed teachers has been found among groups most
likely to be impacted by such policies. Sides (2019) found that upwards of 70%
of teenagers thought having their teachers be armed would make schools less
safe; other polls found that teachers shared similar beliefs (albeit at slightly
lower frequencies, ranging from 58% to 66%; see Brenan 2018; Walker 2018).
Teachers overwhelmingly oppose policies that would permit themselves or their
peers to carry firearms in schools (Brenan 2018; Teach Plus 2018; Walker 2018;
see also Willner 2019). Moreover, even if permitted to be armed, more than 80%
of educators—including 63% of those identifying as gun owners—have indi-
cated they would not do so (Walker 2018; see also Husser et al. 2018). Bre-
nan (2018) also found that more than 70% of teachers did not believe that such
a policy would be effective at limiting casualties in a shooting if one were to
occur at school. Principals have weighed in as well, with a majority indicating
that they would not feel comfortable with anyone other than a SRO being armed
in their buildings (Chrusciel et al. 2015; Weiler and Armenta 2014), and edu-
cational organizations including the National Educators Association (Maiers
2018), American Federation of Teachers (2018), NASRO (2018), National
Association of School Psychologists (2018), National Association of Elemen-
tary School Principals (2012), and National Association of Secondary School
Principals (Waples 2018) also have released statements condemning policies to
allow armed teachers in schools.

Less is known about support for armed teacher policies among law enforce-
ment. One study by Chrusciel et al. (2015) found that while police executives
support the placement of SROs in schools nearly unanimously, they were less
likely to endorse armed teacher policies. In fact, just one out of every four offic-
ers in their sample expressed support for arming teachers, while a majority disa-
greed that it would benefit the schools. It bears noting that this study analyzed
only officers in executive positions and may not be reflective of those individuals
in non-supervisory roles. Still, given law enforcement’s unique position as first
responders to incidents of school violence, including (but not limited to) active
shooters, additional inquiry is needed not only about whether they support
armed teacher policies but also what factors may be influencing such attitudes.

e



J. Schildkraut, M. H. Martaindale

Method

The present study is guided by two research questions. First, do law enforcement
officers support armed teacher policies? Based on previous research assessing sup-
port among the public and law enforcement alike, coupled with the potential tactical
challenges for response to active shooter events outlined, we hypothesized that the
officers in our sample would not generally support such a policy. Second, what fac-
tors influence officers’ support for armed teacher policies? Drawing upon the find-
ings from Mancini et al. (2020), we hypothesized that males and Whites would be
more supportive of arming teachers than females and officers identifying as races
other than White. The exploratory nature of our study also allowed us to consider
potential differences based on other factors, including the officers’ assignment and
region where the department is located, not previously examined in other studies.

Data for the present study were collected as part of a larger cross-sectional web-
based survey delivered to law enforcement officers (LEOs) via Qualtrics. Upon
receiving IRB approval in the Fall of 2020,> a national law enforcement train-
ing center provided a random sample of LEOs from a list of previous nationwide
trainees who had attended some form of instructional session in the previous three
years. Invitations to complete the survey were sent via email to approximately 3900
potential participants. Following the initial invitation, two additional reminders also
were sent via email and the survey remained open for collection for one month. Par-
tially completed surveys were received from 405 LEOs, with 375 answering ques-
tions related to the primary dependent who were included in the subsequent analy-
sis. Post hoc power analysis conducted via G¥Power 3.1.9.7 revealed that a sample
of 375 respondents was sufficient to detect an effect within our model (f2:0.25,
Power=1.00).

Participants

Table 1 presents the descriptive data for both the dependent and independent meas-
ures. The majority of respondents (92%) were male and identified as White (82%).
Although demographically similar, both groups were slightly overrepresented com-
pared to LEOs nationally (88% male, 73% White; see Hyland and Davis 2019). The
mean age of respondents was 42.88 years. Respondents were predominantly from
local law enforcement offices (n=295 or 82%, as compared to 80% nationally per
Hyland and Davis 2019), while the remainder worked for state or federal agencies.
The majority of respondents (56%) served in a patrol or school resource officer
(SRO) capacity, and there was wide variability in the department sizes represented.
A slight majority (55%) were current supervisors (i.e., oversaw at least one other law
enforcement officer). Approximately, one-third worked in urban agencies, and sur-
veys were completed by respondents from 44 states representing all four geographic
regions as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.® It bears noting that the South was

2 This project was approved by the Texas State University IRB under proposal # 7382.
3 The following states were not represented in the sample: CT, NM, ND, SD, VT, WY.
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Table 1 Descriptive data

Mean (SD) n (%)
Age 42.88 (9.90) 365
Male 336 (92.05)
White 296 (81.54)
Current supervisor 201 (55.52)
Job duty
Patrol 171 (47.24)
SRO 32 (8.84)
Other 159 (43.92)
Department size
<10 22 (6.38)
10-49 96 (27.83)
50-99 50 (14.49)
100-249 58 (16.81)
250-749 57 (16.52)
750+ 62 (17.97)
Geographic region
Northeast 71 (19.94)
South 187 (59.53)
Midwest 53 (14.89)
West 45 (12.64)
Urban 129 (35.64)
Favorability scale 43.39 (13.55) 375
Training considerations 7.59 (2.48) 375

slightly overrepresented in the present study, due in part to a strong response from
individuals in Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia.

Although the overall response rate in the survey was approximately 10%
(3900/375), we believe this randomly drawn sample provides improved generaliz-
ability when contrasted against a convenience sample from a single agency with a
higher response rate. Specifically, by including respondents from 44 states, multiple
job duties, and agencies of varying sizes and urbanicities, we believe our sample
is better representative of the nation’s LEOs. Moreover, our response rate is in line
with other web-based surveys of law enforcement professionals utilizing samples
from multiple agencies (e.g., Nix et al. 2019).*

4 Nix et al. (2019) state that there is no accurate metric of what constitutes a good or acceptable
response rate for law enforcement surveys. They further caution that survey findings from law enforce-
ment samples should not be dismissed due to what is traditionally considered a low response rate (Nix

et al. 2019, p. 542).
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Measures

The primary dependent variable, favorability scale, is a six-item composite meas-
ure of LEOs’ support for arming teachers. Respondents were asked to rate their
agreement for each item on a scale of 0 (Completely Disagree) to 10 (Completely
Agree). All six item were correlated with each other (r>0.4). A subsequent princi-
pal components analysis with oblimin rotation® showed that these six items loaded
onto a single factor (Cronbach’s a=0.89). Table 2 presents the scale items and their
respective loadings. The composite scale was additive, and values ranged from 0 to
60 (x = 43.39, SD=13.55), with higher values representing greater support for arm-
ing teachers.

To capture how LEOs felt about the state of active shooter training for teach-
ers, we included a variable subsequently titled training considerations. Respond-
ents were asked to rate their agreement on a scale of 0 (Completely Disagree) to 10
(Completely Agree) to the statement “Teachers do not generally have the necessary
training to respond to an active shooter.” Descriptive analysis indicates that respond-
ents tended to agree with the statement (x = 7.59, SD=2.48).

To better understand whether an officer’s job function impacted their view of
arming teachers, we included a measure based on their self-reported primary assign-
ment. Respondents indicated whether they worked as patrol, SRO, detective, admin-
istration, or a member of a specific full-time task force (e.g., narcotic or gang).
Responses then were aggregated and trichotomized to a variable consisting of patrol,
SRO, and all other assignments, with the latter serving as the reference group. SRO
specifically was included as these individuals would likely have the most frequent
engagement with armed educators and therefore are uniquely positioned to assess
the policy. We also asked respondents whether they served in a supervisory role and
included this dichotomous variable in the model.

Other descriptive variables were included in the model, including the self-report
measures for age, sex, and race. Age was included as a continuous measure. Sex and
race both were dichotomized, with officers identifying as females and races other
than White serving as the reference groups.® Respondents provided information
regarding the state in which they work, which was recoded based on the Census
region. This then was included in the model, with the Northeast region serving as
the reference category. Finally, a measure of urbanicity was included to determine if
working in a densely populated area (where backup may be close) affected favorabil-
ity of arming teachers; for this, non-urban served as the reference category.

Data analysis

For each item included in the analysis, data first were screened for out-of-range val-
ues (e.g., skewness, kurtosis). Missing data in the present study ranged from O to

> Oblimin rotation was chosen over Varimax as it does not force factors orthogonally (which is some-
times an unrealistic assumption for factors).

% The race variable was collapsed to two categories (White [n=296; 81.54%] and Other than White
[n=67; 18.46%]) due to low numbers of “Other” races present in the sample.
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Fig. 1 Favorability scale distribution

5.1%. Little’s Test of Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) was used to assess
patterns of missing data (Little and Rubin 2002; Rubin 1976). The results indicated
that the data were missing completely at random (MCAR: »*>=82.90, p=0.22).
Rather than imputing data to fill the missing datapoints, we excluded responses
where predictors were absent as listwise deletion is recommended as a less biased
and appropriate way to handle missing data (Allison 2014). The final dataset yielded
341 responses. All analyses were conducted in Stata 16.1.

Results

Figure 1 presents the distribution of scores along the favorability scale. As the find-
ings indicate, LEOs in the present study overwhelmingly support the idea of arming
teachers. In fact, approximately 82% of respondents indicated that they held favora-
ble views toward arming teachers (i.e., favorability scale>30), which is counter to
our initial hypothesis as well as support levels reported by Chrusciel et al. (2015).
It also differs from previous research on attitudes among the public that indicates a
lack of general support for arming teachers (e.g., Baranauskas 2020, 2021; Horowitz
2017; Jonson et al. 2021). Baranauskas (2020), for example, found approximately
45% of respondents opposed arming teachers while only 34% supported the idea,
and both Mancini et al. (2020) and Jonson et al. (2021) found similar levels of
support.

Next, we considered which factors predict how favorably LEOs view the idea of
arming teachers. Table 3 presents the OLS results, including the coefficients, stand-
ard errors, and standardized coefficients for all independent measures. The OLS
model explains 18% of the variance. This is likely because respondents overwhelm-
ingly supported arming teachers. Simply put, the high level of support leads to less
variation in the favorability dependent variable to explain. The strongest predictor
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Table 3 OLS regression

predicting favorability for b SE) p
arming teachers Training considerations —0.25 (0.05)*%#* -0.27
White 0.72 (0.33)* 0.12
Age —0.03 (0.01)* -0.12
Male 0.29 (0.51) 0.03
Supervisor —0.75 (0.27)** -0.17
Assignment
SRO —1.21 (0.54)* -0.15
Patrol —0.32(0.28) —-0.07
Other®
Geographic region
West 0.98 (0.43)* 0.14
Midwest —0.20 (0.41) -0.03
South 0.27 (0.30) 0.06
Northeast®
Urban 0.00 (0.25) 0.00
Adjusted R? 0.18
n 341

*p<0.05, ¥¥p <0.01, ***p <0.001.

*Reference group

of support is the training considerations variable (f=—0.27, p<0.001). This
item indicated that LEOs do not agree that teachers have the necessary training to
respond to an active shooter event in general. As a result, those who feel teachers
lack the necessary training to respond also express less favorable attitudes towards
arming them.

Three items related to demographic factors of the respondents (Race, Age, and
Sex) were included as possible explanatory measures. White respondents indicated
significantly higher support for arming teachers compared to respondents identify-
ing as races other than White (f=0.12, p<0.05), which supports our hypothesis
and is consistent with previous research findings among the general public (e.g.,
Baranauskas 2020, 2021; Mancini et al. 2020). Conversely, age exhibited a nega-
tive slope of similar magnitude to the other variables (f= —0.12, p <0.05), such
that older respondents were less likely to express favorable attitudes toward armed
teacher policies. Counter to our initial hypothesis, there were no statistically sig-
nificant differences in support for armed teacher policies based on the sex of the
respondent.

There were two items specific to respondents’ job duties (Supervisor and Assign-
ment). LEOs in supervisory positions were less likely to support arming teachers
(f=—-0.17, p<0.01) compared to those who were not. One of the most interesting
findings relates to job assignment. School resource officers were less likely to have
favorable views towards arming teachers than respondents with different job duties
(f=—0.15, p<0.05). Patrol officers, however, did not significantly differ from those
in other roles like administration, detective, or special unit.
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Two additional items were used to examine geographic factors (Geographic
Region and Urban) as potential predictors of support for armed teacher policies. We
found no difference between respondents who worked in urban and non-urban based
agencies, and this item displayed a small standardized coefficient. Regarding geo-
graphic regions, the West region showed an increase in favorability towards arming
teachers when compared to the Northeast region (f=0.14, p <0.05). This could be
because the West includes sparsely populated and heavily conservative states such
as Montana, Idaho, Alaska, and Wyoming.

Discussion

Despite their statistical rarity, tragedies like Columbine and Parkland have led to
renewed focus and discussion about how best to protect America’s schools. Numer-
ous policies, procedures, and products have been introduced in the aftermaths of
these attacks (Schildkraut and Muschert 2019), most of which have been met with
little resistance even with a lack of empirical support of their effectiveness in pre-
venting or mitigating harm related to active shooter events. No such proposed solu-
tion, however, has been as controversial as armed teachers. Despite that more than
half of states have implemented such policies in some form (Owen 2019; RAND
Corporation 2020), particularly in the wake of Parkland, the public remains divided
over the idea of introducing firearms into schools as a way to counter violence
(e.g., Jonson et al. 2021). Yet one body of voices that has been largely (though not
entirely; see Chrusciel et al. 2015) absent from this discussion is law enforcement,
who would be charged not only with responding to active shooter events but also
encountering armed teachers were they to be present in such situations.

Accordingly, we sought to fill this gap by assessing whether, and under what con-
ditions, law enforcement officers support armed teacher policies. Specifically, we
find that among LEOs, such a policy is overwhelmingly supported. In fact, the data
show that more than eight out of every ten officers surveyed favor arming teachers
(>50th percentile) and more than half strongly support such a policy (>75th per-
centile). Such a finding not only counters our initial expectations but is particularly
surprising given the potential challenges officers could encounter when responding
to an active shooter situation in which teachers are armed, such as having to differ-
entiate between the perpetrator and the “good guy with the gun” (DeMitchell and
Rath 2019; NASRO 2018), in addition to the more general concerns related to such
policies (e.g., misplaced firearms, accidental injuries). This finding also counters the
support, or rather lack thereof, found by Chrusciel et al. (2015). It is possible, how-
ever, that the differences in support between the two studies is the function of differ-
ences in sampling (drawn from a single state vs. nationally); future research should
explore this further.

Notably, however, SROs differ in their level of support for armed teacher poli-
cies comparative to patrol officers or those individuals serving in another capacity.
In fact, SROs generally held unfavorable views of the policy, which is particularly
important as they would be the initial law enforcement contact with armed teachers
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on their campuses. One potential reason for this lack of support is that SROs have a
greater familiarity with the teachers in their school(s) as they typically are assigned
to one or just a few campuses within a district. This provides them with insight into
who may (or may not) be capable of responding in an active shooter event or possess
the necessary skills for responsible firearm carrying that otherwise would be absent
to an officer who never visits the school or does so only for an isolated callout.

A supplementary analysis of an open-ended question completed by 189 of the
respondents (asking if they would like to comment further for added context) may
provide further insight.” One SRO serving an urban community in Ohio, for exam-
ple, noted that “I spent 18 years as an SRO, a lot of teachers have a hard enough
time keeping track of phones and flash drives let alone a firearm. They do not have
the training and are panicky at best.” Another SRO, who worked in a rural South
Carolina district, similarly noted that “Many of the teachers I've worked with are
either uncomfortable around guns and/or don’t want the responsibility of having one
on campus.” While not all SROs shared these perspectives, their direct working rela-
tionships with teachers provide a unique position through which to assess the policy,
as well as its potential benefits and/or barriers to success. These points also mirror
the position taken by NASRO (2018), the nation’s leading resource in school-based
policing, who instead argue that more funding should be made available to staff
SROs instead of arming teachers.

Despite the overwhelming support among officers in the present study for arming
teachers, it is not without conditions. Specifically, support for such policies is con-
tingent on training for teachers that would enable them to be able to respond most
effectively in an active shooter situation. In other words, the greater the concern
the officer had about training levels, the less likely they were to support an armed
teacher policy. In the same group of open-ended responses, 63.5% (n=120) of the
officers specifically referenced training—either the need for it (e.g., scenario-based
training, practicing with law enforcement) or the potential impacts of not having it.
One patrol officer from a rural department in Ohio, for example, noted that “With
proper training ... I feel armed teachers can be a valuable asset. Without adequate
training, they can be a serious liability.” Another officer, who worked for a sheriff’s
department serving a suburban community in Maryland, responded that

Blue on blue shootings happen on occasion. And that is with all the train-
ing, communications, and identification that is available to us. How will we
train, communicate, or identify teachers under the extreme stress of an active
shooter? IF we are to arm teachers, it should be defensive in nature and not
have them moving about the building “hunting” the shooter. I also have huge
concerns about security of the weapon(s). Lastly, tactical skills are perishable
and ever changing. There is a lot more to this than point and shoot. (Emphasis
in original)

Thus, as the above quotes and subsequent results highlight, there are important con-
siderations that must be addressed when deciding not only whether such a policy
should be implemented, but also how.

7 Open-ended responses were coded dichotomously for any reference to training.
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It is important to underscore that despite the concerns over training and the meas-
ure’s relationship with support for the policy, general backing still remained high.
Accordingly, there may be other factors that influence law enforcement’s decision
about whether to support armed teacher policies. One such consideration is the
potential for armed educators to bring an event to conclusion faster since they would
already be on scene when the incident began, thereby cutting down on the response
time and potentially minimizing the number of casualties. Future research should
explore this possibility further.

Taken together, the findings of the present study provide important considera-
tions for the future of armed teacher policies. While the support of law enforcement
for such programs may advance their adoption in school districts across the nation,
policymakers and administrators must carefully weigh all concerns when consid-
ering how to implement or who should be allowed to participate. For instance, as
noted, not all teachers will necessarily be capable nor want to carry a firearm at their
school. Careful screening procedures must be adopted to ensure that those who are
authorized under the program are in fact qualified. Similarly, teachers who wish to
participate in the program must undergo thorough, scenario-based training to ensure
that they have the skills necessary to respond accurately in stressful situations like
active shooter events. Such training may be provided by or in conjunction with local
law enforcement, which can improve collaboration and coordination between the
schools and departments that will respond in times of crisis. Additional considera-
tions, such as annual recertification, licensing, insurance, and safe storage, also must
be factored into any decision to implement an armed teacher program.

The present study is not without its limitations. First, while the sample consists of
officers from across the nation and represents many different types of agencies (e.g.,
both type and size of agency) and individual characteristics (e.g., demographics and
job duties), it is possible that these respondents are not fully representative of the
law enforcement perspective. We believe, however, that our diverse sample sheds
light on how our nation’s law enforcement officers perceive armed teacher policies
better than sampling from a single department. Second, as noted, the response rate
was approximately 10% but in line with previous research utilizing web-based sur-
veys and multi-agency samples of law enforcement officers. Nix et al. (2019), for
example, analyzed 497 police survey studies published across a nine-year period and
found response rates averaged around 64% with some as low as 5.2%. Web-based
surveys of LEOs were found to garner the lowest response rates, which also are sen-
sitive to the number of invitations sent (e.g., more invitations are correlated with
lower response rates; Nix et al. 2019). Future research may consider utilizing other
collection techniques (e.g., mail or telephone questionnaires) to increase response
rates. Third, our question regarding training considerations did not specifically ask
about firearms instruction, which would be most relevant to an armed teacher policy.
Future research should consider a more directed measure of training relative to sup-
port for arming teachers.

Finally, this survey did not ask law enforcement officers personal questions
that may have an impact on results. Specifically, there was not a question asking
officers if they had school-aged children, which researchers (Baranauskas 2020;
Mancini et al. 2020; Jonson et al. 2021) have identified as influencing support for

¥



Should firearms be allowed in K-12 public schools? An analysis. ...

arming teachers. We also did not ask about political affiliation or ideology, educa-
tional attainment, income, or racial resentment, each of which also have been found
to be correlated with such attitudes (Baranauskas 2020, 2021; Burton et al. 2020,
Jonson et al. 2021). For instance, police officers often vote along the Republican
party line (e.g., Griffith 2016; Oriola 2020) and conservatives are more likely to
support gun rights over restrictive measures (Schaeffer 2021), which may explain
the overwhelming support of officers in our sample for arming teachers. Moreover,
Baranauskas (2021) suggests that racial resentment also may be linked to conserva-
tive support for arming teachers, and that the implementation of such policies could
disproportionately impact students of color and further this divide (see also Jonson
et al. 2021). Such questions likely have important implications for contextualizing
our findings and therefore should be included in future assessments of support for
arming teachers, particularly among law enforcement officers.

Conclusion

As schools continue to grapple with how best to prepare for the potential for mass
shootings and other forms of violence, the need for evidence-based responses
becomes all the more imperative. To date, however, there is no evidence to suggest
that armed teachers are an effective solution to either deterring an active shooter or
minimizing the loss of life if such an event were to take place. Instead, the perceived
efficacy of such a policy hinges largely on public opinion, which remains sharply
divided. Notably, research has found that despite being split on the prospect of arm-
ing educators, the public overwhelmingly support armed SROs at schools (Jonson
et al. 2021). This point, coupled with our findings about law enforcement’s concerns
over training and the unfavorable views of armed teacher policies by SROs in par-
ticular, may ultimately provide grounds for limiting the number of firearms intro-
duced into the educational environment or who is eligible to carry them if they are
(see also NASRO 2018). Future research should continue to assess not only percep-
tions of armed teacher policies, but also the impacts (e.g., fear, perceived risk, anxi-
ety) that the implementation of such programs has on members of the educational
community.
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