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This mixed method explanatory, sequential design began with a quantitative online questionnaire and
assessed the perceptions of crisis preparedness of 307 Rhode Island teachers. Survey data were enhanced
using qualitative data gathered from focus groups. Perceptions of school crisis preparedness were
examined using survey data. Patterns and themes in the perceptions of emergency preparedness emerged.
Barriers affecting teachers’ confidence in current safety plans were also identified. Implications for
collaborative efforts that include school and community involvement could result in a coherent plan
development. Strategies to improve communication, plan development, and build confidence are
discussed.

INTRODUCTION

The families of Newtown, Connecticut never suspected the children they sent to Sandy Hook
Elementary School on Friday, December 14, 2012, might not be returning home. On that December day,
20 children and six adult staff members at that elementary school were shot and killed before their
assailant committed suicide by shooting himself. This terrifying event is considered one of the deadliest
mass shootings at a high school or grade school in U.S. history. The Sandy Hook Elementary School
shooting is only one of many deadly school massacres in American history (Nicoletti, 2012).

Educators have a responsibility to provide students with rigorous curriculum in a safe learning
environment. Since Thomas Jefferson founded public education, schools have been charged with a duty to
protect. A review of school shootings since 1996 raises many questions about the safety of our children. If
children are dying in our schools, why aren’t active shooter drills treated like fire drills?

According to the United States Government Accountability Office, or USGAO (2007), there are no
federal laws requiring school districts to have an emergency management plan. However, 32 of 50 states
reported having their own laws or policies that made them a requirement (2007). The United States
Department of Education (USDOE) and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) do
provide guidelines that support the creation and implementation of emergency management procedures
(Allen, Lorek, & Mensia-Joseph, 2008). One of the selected practices that the USGAO (2007)
recommended districts implement was practicing their emergency management plans with first
responders on a regular (annual) basis. These drills afford school districts the opportunity to examine their
capacity to respond to an emergency, and allow rescue personnel to become familiar with the school
system and its personnel (Allen et al., 2008).

Since Newtown, the FBI, along with the Department of Homeland Security and other federal, state,
local, tribal and campus law enforcement agencies, has hosted hundreds of meetings, exercises, and
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presentations with citizen groups, private industry, and educational groups. These events have focused on
best practices and lessons learned from the school shooting in Newtown, Connecticut, the theater shooting
in Aurora, Colorado, and the Sikh Temple shooting in Oak Creek, Wisconsin, as well as the response to
the Boston Marathon bombing (Blair & Martindale, 2012).

Research Questions

The first two research questions addressed the quantitative portion of this mixed methods study. The

third question was designed to obtain qualitative data.

1. To what extent do RI teachers feel prepared for a major school crisis?

2. s there a significant relationship between teachers’ preparation for a school crisis and the
following demographic variables: grade level taught, years of teaching experience, and type of
community where the school is located?

3. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of school emergency drills to enhance
preparedness for a school crisis?

Problem Statement

Alba (2011) explored the perceptions of school crisis preparedness with respect to those in key
leadership positions responsible for planning, training, and implementation of these efforts in Rhode
Island schools. According to his research, there were differences noted among urbanicity and grade level
principal groups, as well as among district leadership and first responder personnel. Maintaining a steady
state of preparedness is necessary for an emergency response plan to be effective in schools (Alba, 2011;
Graham, Shirm, Liggin, Aitken, & Dick, 2006; Kano & Bourque, 2007). The ability to be prepared even
in times of no crisis is possible if school administrators collaborate and train with local first responders.
Alba’s (2011) research identified potential barriers to implementing training scenarios with regard to
administrators working with first responders. His study does not explore and correlate the perceptions of
teachers with regard to self-efficacy in school crisis situations, including the differences in perceptions
based on: type of school (i.e., urbanicity), grade level taught, and years of teaching experience.

By exploring the perceptions of crisis preparedness at the teachers’ level, the findings from this
research could be used to develop strategies that school leaders could implement to raise self-efficacy of
teachers, the true first responders. The FBI reports that the average active-shooter incident lasts twelve
minutes, and 37% percent of them less than five minutes (Nicoletti, 2012). For 43% of the time, the
crime is over before police arrive. In 57% of the shootings, an officer arrives while the shooting is still
underway (Blair & Martaindale, 2013). This means that teachers are responsible for much more than just
teaching reading and writing.

METHODOLOGY

The study utilized an explanatory, sequential, mixed method design beginning with a quantitative
online questionnaire followed by focus groups. The qualitative data were used to further understand the
quantitative data. The rationale for using this strategy was “to use qualitative data to provide more detail
about the quantitative results and to select participants that can best provide this detail” (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2007, p.122). Since the intent of the study was “not to merge or compare the data”, the sample size
of the qualitative data collection was much smaller than the quantitative data collection (Creswell &
Plano Clark, 2007, p.122).

Research Questions

The first two research questions addressed the quantitative portion of this mixed methods study. The
third question was designed to obtain qualitative data.

1. To what extent do RI teachers feel prepared for a major school crisis?
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2. Is there a significant relationship between teachers’ preparation for a school crisis and the
following demographic variables: grade level taught, years of teaching experience, and type of
community where the school is located?

3. What are the teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of school emergency drills to enhance
preparedness for a school crisis?

Research Methodology

The invited sample consisted of N=682 teachers from three different school districts in Rhode Island.
In the quantitative component of the study, demographic data were collected on teachers in the three
Rhode Island school districts and their perceptions of the effectiveness of school emergency drills to
enhance preparedness for a school crisis. Qualitative data were collected from N=5 volunteer teachers
from the rural and suburban districts and N=9 urban school volunteer teachers using focus groups to
explore the perception of the effectiveness of school emergency drills to enhance preparedness for a
school crisis (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002).

Instrumentation

Quantitative data were gathered through the use of a cross-sectional, self-administered, internet-based
questionnaire using SurveyMonkey. This method was used for ease of delivery, participant response, and
data collection (Green & Salkind, 2008). Data were downloaded to Statistical Software for Social
Sciences 21.0 (SPSS) for statistical analysis (2008).

The survey instrument measured the perceptions of teacher preparedness for a school crisis. The
survey questionnaire, entitled Teachers’ Perceptions of School Safety and Preparedness Survey
(TPSSPS), was a modification of Alba’s Principals’ Perceptions of School Safety and Preparedness
Survey (PPSSPS). Questions that were targeted toward administrators and first responders were deleted
from Alba’s instrument. The modified instrument contained 42 items within seven dimensions. Content
validity of the survey instrument was based on support from the literature on crisis preparedness and
included the recommendations of N=5 content experts on school safety survey development. In addition,
an Internet version of the survey instrument using SurveyMonkey was piloted by N=8 RI teachers, who
examined the instrument directions, item content, and rating format for readability and ease of
understanding. Revisions to the survey were made based on the feedback from the pilot administration.

Data Collection

Approval to survey the teachers in the three Rhode Island districts was sought by personally meeting
with the superintendents to inform them of the purpose of the study. After approval from the
superintendents of the three Rhode Island public school districts, an email was sent to those three
districts’ principals and invited them to preview the survey, and encouraged their teachers to complete it.
To increase response rate (Huck, 2012), respondents were invited to enter a raffle at the completion of the
survey for a $100 Visa Gift Card.

Data Analysis

For Research Questions 1-2, descriptive statistics (i.e., frequencies, percentages, means, and standard
deviations) were calculated for the data from the survey items (Huck, 2012). Data analysis for Question 3
was presented utilizing the framework developed by Creswell (2009) and Krueger and Casey (2011).
Data were reduced, inductively coded, and cross-case analyzed according to themes and patterns that
emerged and were present in narrative text (Kreuger & Casey, 2011). The use of exact detail to describe a
phenomenon allowed for conclusions to be drawn and transferred to other settings of “proximal
similarity” (Trochim, 2006).

Summary

The purpose of this study was to utilize an explanatory, sequential, mixed method design beginning
with a quantitative online questionnaire assessing the six domains of crisis preparedness. The survey data
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were enhanced using qualitative data gathered using focus groups. The survey participants were N=683
elementary, middle, and high school teachers from an urban school district, a rural district, and a suburban
district. The focus group members participated in the first phase of the study and reflected on the six
domains of crisis preparedness. Data analyses included descriptive statistics, ANOVAs, and thematic
analysis.

By exploring the perceptions of crisis preparedness at the teachers’ level, the findings from this
research can be used to develop strategies that school leaders could implement to raise self-efficacy of
teachers, the true first responders.

RESULTS

The purpose of this research study was to explore the perceptions of Rhode Island teachers with
regard to crisis preparedness within their schools. The results of the study may be utilized to create a
context for addressing perceived barriers in addition to validating the need to develop future collaborative
training efforts. The implications of this study could also outline steps to improve the organizational
development and science of crisis management within schools.

Summary of the Results: Quantitative

The Teachers’ Perceptions of School Safety & Preparedness Survey (TPSSPS) contained 42 items
within six sections that assessed school demographics, building access and identification, internal security
measures, safety preparedness development, safety preparedness activities with regard to students, safety
preparedness activities with regard to teachers’ perceptions of levels of preparedness, and influences on
school safety and security. The perceptions of Rhode Island teachers were explored using RQ1: To what
extent do RI teachers feel prepared for a major school crisis?

Notable, were descriptive data across dimension means for Access and Identification. A total of 72%
of the teachers reported always to Visitors report to the main office (M = 4.67, SD = .57), and 71%
responded always to All use a buzzer to gain access (M =4.37, SD = 1.25). Students and staff in a recent
study reported an increased feeling of safety when certain physical features were in place (Bosworth et
al., 2011). They cited features such as cameras, visitor passes, fences, monitors, and the physical location
of the school as important (2011).

The descriptive data across the Safety Preparedness Development dimension indicated that 43% of
respondents annually (and 22% bi-annually) refine their school crisis plans using USDOE guidance. The
data mean for Crisis preparedness training (self or staff), was 2.05, but review of the percentages across
the Likert-type scale noted 63% of teachers reported never or rarely (> 2 years) engage in Crisis
preparedness training. Data for Overall preparation was M = 2.73 (SD = 0.96), with 40% of teachers
responding neutrally. This response is consistent with Response training (41%) and Having a disaster
plan (38%). Additionally, 46% of respondents indicated either 1 or 2 (1 = not at all prepared). Contrary
to those findings, TPSSPS data showed that 66% of participants reported a 4 or 5 (5 = extremely well
prepared) to Conduct drills and exercises. Based on those findings, teachers might only consider fire
drills when they answered the survey question Conduct drills and exercises.

Review of the data specific to crisis events for which schools conducted drills indicated differences
between those conducted with students versus those with that are not. A majority of teachers responded
Constantly (>4 times annually) or Offen (2-4 times annually) for Fire (90%, M = 4.51, SD = 0.99) drills
with students. Additional review of the percentages across the Likert-type scale show 52% of teachers
reported that bomb incident drills were drilled with students Occasionally (annually) or Offen (2-4 times
annually), yet 45% responded Not in plan or In plan, never drilled. Similarly, while the mean for
conducting drills with regard to incidents of a hostage situation was 2.02, 27% of participants responded
it was In plan, never drilled, however 40% of teachers reported this activity was Not in plan.

A majority of participants reported that the following drills were either Not in plan or In plan, never
drilled: Hostages (67%, M = 2.02, SD = 1.11), Natural disasters (75%, M = 1.94, SD = 1.00),
Chemical/Radiological incident (85%, M = 1.70, SD = .85), Suicide (86%, M= 1.72, SD = .78), Terrorist
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Attack (94%, M= 1.63, SD = 1.01), and Pandemic flu (94%, M= 1.39, SD = .64). The data also indicated
that teachers responded similarly to Bomb across the Likert-type responses for In plan, never drilled
(26%), Occasionally (28%), and Often (24%).

These data are consistent with the 2007 Government Accountability Office National Report:
Emergency Management, which found that while 95% of districts in the United States had written crisis
plans; “more than 25% of districts have never trained, and over 66% do not train at least annually with
community partners on how to implement their school plans” (GAO, 2007, p. 21).

Urbanicity

The perceptions of Rhode Island schoolteachers were further explored utilizing the following research
question:

RQ2: Is there a significant relationship between teachers’ preparation for a school crisis and the
following demographic variables: urbanicity, grade level taught, and years of teaching
experience?

One-way analyses of variance were conducted to evaluate the relationship between urbanicity groups
and five dimension means of the TPSSPS. Significant differences were indicated for the Access and
Identification dimension mean such that suburban schools had a greater extent (° = 0.14, large effect
size) of implementing external building security measures than schools in urban and rural school districts
(S, M =4.13; R, M=3.45; U, M = 3.28). At the item level, differences among urbanicity groups were
found for all items in the Access and Identification dimension. Teachers from suburban and rural districts
indicated a greater extent of having Visitors report to the main office, keeping External doors locked,
using a Buzzer system, and using Visitor badges than urban districts. Teachers from suburban districts
indicated a greater extent of using External cameras than urban and rural districts (S, M = 4.02; U, M =
3.47; R, M = 3.16). However, urban schools had a greater extent of using Student badges (U, M = 1.22),
compared to suburban (S, M= 1.05) and rural (R, M= 1.15) districts.

The NCES survey (2013) reported that 88% of public schools installed locks or put in place a system
to monitor doors during school hours in an effort to control access to school buildings. The same survey
reported that more than 60% of public schools reported using security cameras to monitor school access
(2013).

Although not significantly different, examination of the 7PSSPS data show suburban school teachers
had a greater extent of perceiving they were prepared with regard to having a disaster plan than those in
both rural and urban districts (S, M = 2.88; R, M = 2.84; U, M = 2.70). A similar trend was noted for
Response training (S, M = 2.87; R, M = 2.72; U, M =2.85), and Overall preparedness (S, M = 2.80; R,
M = 275, U, M = 2.68). Data reviewed for Safety Preparedness Activities: Students and Safety
Preparedness Activities: Levels of Preparedness dimensions noted that urban teachers indicated that they
are slightly more prepared than their peers to conducting a variety of drills annually (S, M =3.87; R, M =
3.98; U, M=3.61), specifically fire drills (R, M= 4.39).

These data could support the idea that urban locations experience different levels and different types
of crime than rural and suburban locations. The urban district in this study consisted of one newly
constructed elementary school, in which policies and procedures were newly written and implemented to
meet the newly identified safety needs of students and staff. Perhaps, the participants in this district had a
heightened awareness of planning, compared with the other school districts at the time of the study.

Grade Level

One-way analyses of variance were conducted to evaluate the relationship between the grade level
groups and five dimension means of the 7PSSPS. Inspection of the ANOVA findings indicated significant
differences among grade level groups Access & Identification (p = .001). Elementary schools had a
greater extent (57° = .100, large effect size) of implementing building access and identification security
measures than high schools.

Visitors report directly to the main office, Locking external doors, Buzzer system, and Student badges
were implemented at a higher rate at the Elementary and middle school level, compared with the rate of
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high school implementation. Yet, all grade level groups reported high levels of implementation for
Visitors report directly to the main office. Ninety-five percent of teachers responded offen and always to
Visitors report directly to the main office.

No statistically significant differences were found among the grade level groups for Service personnel
badges, however, elementary teachers (E, M = 3.61) tended to report asking service personnel to wear
badges at a higher rate than middle school teachers (M, M = 3.35) and high school teachers (H, M = 2.68).
Elementary teachers reported asking visitors to wear badges while in the building at higher levels of
implementation than high school teachers (E, M = 4.52; H, M = 3.80). However, with regard to faculty
and staff wearing IDs, less than half of the respondents (47%) reported always implemented.

These differences could indicate that elementary teachers may perceive the need to more aggressively
implement the identification of adult visitors within the building due to the fact that their student
populations (ages five through 12) are more vulnerable to harm imposed by intruders.

The post hoc analyses in the Internal Security domain showed that the statistically significant group
differences were between high and elementary schools for Perform sweeps, Require clear, or ban, book
bags, Provide support staff with interior keys, Provide substitute teachers with interior keys, Universally
coded interior keys, Full-time Student Resource Officer (SRO), and Full-time nurse. Middle and high
school teachers indicated a greater extent of performing random sweeps for contraband (H, M = 2.13; M,
M = 1.80), requiring that students use a clear book bag, or banning book bags (H, M = 1.04; M, M =
2.40), and having a full-time Student Relations Officer (H, M = 3.64; M, M = 3.32), than at the
elementary level for all three items.

Providing substitute teachers with interior keys (E, M = 2.05; H, M = 1.83), and having a Full time
nurse (E, M = 4.83; M, H = 4.49) were the only two items with a significant difference in implementation
where elementary teachers reported a higher implementation rate than high school teachers. Provide
teachers with interior keys (M = 4.55) was reported at a high rate of implementation across all grade
levels, with 91% of ratings approaching often and constantly.

Internal security differences between high and elementary school teachers could indicate that
teachers’ perceive students ages 15 -18 have a higher likelihood of committing acts of crime, including
violence, than those of elementary schools. This is also reflected in the data from the 2008-09 report
Indicators of School Crime and Safety: 2009 (Dinkes et al., 2010), in which it was found that nearly 75%
of high schools reported to police violent crimes by students compared to only 20% of elementary
schools. These statistics could be the result of high schools and middle schools having more students who
are more likely to be challenging authority compared to their elementary school peers.

The Scheffé post hoc indicated that the statistically significant group differences were between high
(H) and elementary (E) schools, such that elementary school teachers reported a greater extent (5 =
0.152, large effect size) of crisis preparedness training for themselves or staff members (E, M = 2.28; H,
M = 1.78). Drills to prepare for Natural disasters, Chemical/Radiological incident, and Terrorist attack
(Level Red) were reported implemented at a higher rate at the elementary level than at the middle and
high school levels, with middle school teachers reporting the lowest rate of implementation. However, all
grade level groups reported low levels of implementing drills with response rates approximating Not in
plan or In plan, never drilled for the following drill types those same items: Natural disasters (75%),
Chemical/Radiological Threat (85%), Suicide (86%), Terrorist attack (DHS Level Red) (94%), and
Pandemic flu (94%).

These findings are consistent with those of the SSOCS (2009) in which principals surveyed reported
conducting specific student drills at lower rates across all these areas: a natural disaster (83.1%), a bomb
(58.4%), a shooting (52.5%), or a hostage situation (38.5%). While a majority of the 2,560 public schools
principals surveyed reported that they had written plans for a specific crisis situation, such as a natural
disaster (95.8%), a bombing (93.8%), a shooting (83.0%) or a hostage-taking (71.3%), only 40.0% of
them had plans for a threat on national security (SSOCS, 2009). Similarly, 36.1% had a plan for an
incident of the pandemic flu. The findings from these studies could be an indication that those involved
with writing plans might have more knowledge of what drills are in the plan, as compared with teachers,
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who rely on administration to communicate the procedures and details for conducting the drills in the
emergency plan.

Teaching Experience

While no statistically significant differences were found among years of teaching experience groups,
a trend was noted. For all four items in Safety Preparedness Development, teachers with 7-9 years of
experience (C) indicated the lowest rate of implementation in all four items. Teachers with 4-6 years of
experience (B) tended to indicate the highest level of implementation than their peers. Teachers with the
least amount of experience (1-3 years, A) followed the slightly more veteran first group, and teachers with
the most experience (10 or more years, D) followed the novice teachers (A).

Notable was that teachers with 1-3 years of experience indicated a higher level of implementation of
drills for Hostages (M = 2.45), Chemical/Radiological incident (M = 1.79), and Terrorist attack (Level
Red) (M = 1.47). 1t is possible that recent worldwide events and school tragedies are on the newest
teachers’ minds, or that new teachers are reviewing policy and procedures more carefully than teachers
who are more veteran. Teachers in all experience groups reported similarly to the implementation of
pandemic flu drills (A, M = 1.40; B, M = 1.42; C, M = 1.40; D, M = 1.39). The descriptive analysis
indicated that 66% of all teaching experience groups reported high levels of Conducting drills and
exercises by selecting 4 or 5 (5 = Extremely well prepared). However, Having a disaster plan, Overall
preparedness, and Response training approximated less than moderate levels of preparedness (38%, 40%,
and 41%, respectively). Sheltering students indicated that 60% of respondents selected / and 2 on the
Likert-type scale (1 = Not at all prepared).

At the item level, significant differences among teaching experience groups were found only for using
a Buzzer system. Teachers with 10 or more years of teaching experience indicated a greater extent of
using a Buzzer system than teachers with 1-3 years, 4-6 years, or 7-9 years.

It is possible that since the Newtown, Connecticut school shooting, the safety awareness of all
educators has been heightened by the FBI, the Department of Homeland Security, and other federal, state,
local, tribal, and campus law enforcement agencies. These organizations have offered hundreds of
meetings, exercises, and presentations with citizen groups, private industry and educational groups, and
provided teachers with opportunities to learn about school safety and best practices to keep themselves
and their students safe, regardless of teaching experience.

Summary of the Results: Qualitative

To explore teachers’ perceptions of crisis preparedness, qualitative focus groups were conducted
within each type of school district. Teachers were purposefully selected for the focus groups to address
Research Question 3: What are the teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of school emergency drills
to enhance preparedness for a school crisis?

Procedural Coherence
As policy and procedures were discussed, there were frequent references to a need for consistency,
both across grade levels and through the district.

Clear and Continuous Communication

The need for continuous communication between district leadership teams and teachers was a
common theme in the focus groups. Teachers across all urbanicities and grade levels reported that they
“don’t know what the other schools [in their district] are doing”.

Crisis Preparedness Training

Participants across all urbanicities cited value in multi-agency trainings in order to feel better
prepared for a crisis, yet varying degrees of school preparedness professional development existed within
districts. Police and fire presence during nonemergency times would be beneficial to the teachers, the
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students, and the police. One teacher commented that, “The police don’t know who we are and they don’t
know what our building looks like on the inside.”

Authentic Drills

Another theme that emerged through the focus groups was the need for a sense of realism when
conducting crisis drills at the school level. These findings are consistent with the comments made in the
open-ended response items to assess Influences on Safety and Security. Respondents indicated that a
variety of training is needed, including “scenario-based” multi-agency drills, “more frequent review of the
current plans”, “workshops on other drills besides fire, active shooter, and evacuations”. There were
multiple comments about the need for a “comprehensive plan” that includes practicing at “all times of the
day” and for all situations that are threatening. The importance of realistic drills was also supported by the
research of Allen et al, (2008). These researchers suggest that multi-agency drills should take place in
order for school personnel and emergency responders to organize their efforts before a crisis takes place

(2008).

Plan Development

Focus group conversation and comments in the 7PSSPS indicated that there was much confusion
about whether or not schools had a “safety team™ and what the specifics of that job were. It seems that the
teachers in this study understand the need for careful planning, clear communication, and evaluation of
the plan and its components. Teachers want to al the least “be informed of planning sessions” if not asked
to be a part of them. In the suburban and rural school districts, members shared the feeling that they are
expected to “carry out the plan” but not “create it”.

Influences on Safety and Security

Comments in the open-ended response item indicated a desire for the district to “properly train a
‘trainer’ who is very knowledgeable in the plan”. Respondents indicated that they want an individual who
can answer all their questions. It should be someone who can clearly and concisely teach and review
policy and procedure with all staff.” Similar comments include, “clear communication of the plans and
protocols in place”. This idea is consistent with the research of Gainey (2010) Hull (2010) and Nickerson
et al (2006). These researchers also cited challenges such as a lack of equipment and training for staff in
addition to lack of personnel with expertise in the area of emergency planning as obstacles to
implementing recommended practices.
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