
School climate, social emotional learning, and anti-bullying programs
Threat assessment (3) and related screening programs
Restorative practices/non-exclusionary discipline
Trauma-informed responses (4) and resilience orientation
Non-remedial after school and youth empowerment programs (5)

Lateral surveillance (i.e., reporting systems (6); Mental Health First Aid)
Active shooter training and other lockdown drills (7)
School resource officers (8) (SROs)
Door lock policies/signage/school-focused Crime Prevention through Environmental Design (9)
Coordination with law enforcement/first responders
Extreme Risk Protection Orders (ERPOs) - ERPO laws are largely considered to be a viable prevention
strategy. Studies have shown that ERPOs are being used in response to mass shooting threats.

Video cameras/metal detectors/other target hardening measures
Stop the Bleed/hemorrhage control training
Armed teachers/staff/security personnel (non-SROs)
Technology-aided identification/monitoring

The evidence base for school safety strategies is, unfortunately, mixed and underdeveloped. Prevention
strategies have the strongest evidence supporting their implementation and efficacy, followed by work focused
on recovery strategies, while time-of-incident strategies have the greatest need for developing evidence and
recommendations for best practices.  

School safety strategies with clear and consistent evidence bases and established best practices:

School safety strategies with developing evidence bases with need for clearer guidance related to best
practices (Note: this doesn't mean that these strategies will not be evidence-based once more data are
available):

School safety strategies with limited or no evidence base and no current evidence for best practice
recommendations:

E V I D E N C E  B A S E  F O R  S C H O O L  S A F E T Y  S T R A T E G I E S

Creating Safe Schools
Guided by a comprehensive school safety plan, we encourage a
combination of prevention, point of immediate response, and
recovery strategies to reduce the likelihood of violence occurring,
mitigate the effect of violent incidents when they do occur, and
attend to community needs following violence, respectively. This
plan should be put together by a multidisciplinary team based on
the best available evidence-based strategies (1) with input from the
school community and evaluated systematically. (2) 
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https://www.nc2s.org/training/essential-elements-of-school-threat-assessment/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kXDPFC
https://www.nc2s.org/resource/trauma-informed-resilience-oriented-schools-toolkit/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kTddWz
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pIoRmv
https://www.nc2s.org/training/getting-buy-in-for-anonymous-reporting-systems/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?D82hpn
https://www.nc2s.org/training/lockdown-drills/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZsCRiD
https://www.nc2s.org/resource/the-next-five-things-an-sro-should-do-school-resource-officer-video-series/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?pDCrj0
https://www.nc2s.org/resource/school-safety-crime-prevention-through-environmental-design-cpted-video/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?7lFgTT
https://www.nc2s.org/training/operationalizing-evidence-based-school-safety-programs/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yezPrs
https://www.nc2s.org/training/public-health-approach-to-evaluating-school-safety-initiatives/
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kTv3jT


Softening, hardening, and assessment & response approaches can be complimentary when
implemented in a thoughtful, developmentally mindful way.

E V I D E N C E  B A S E  F O R  S O F T E N I N G  &  H A R D E N I N G
S C H O O L S

 Softening techniques are, to date, the most evidence-based strategies showing effectiveness for
preventing school violence. Most softening techniques focus on upstream (i.e., primary) prevention and
promoting positive environments where violence is not necessary for defense, retaliation, grievance resolution, or
self-harm.
 Hardening strategies should be developmentally informed and paired with communication about their
use. A key concern rising from the limited research on hardening strategies is the negative effect they can have on
students’ psychological well-being. Researchers report that inconsistent and uninformed implementation can
create feelings of stress or anxiety, perceived insecurity, trigger trauma, and detract from learning.
 Softening and hardening strategies should be approached with a lens of equity. Hardening strategies are
disproportionately implemented in schools with larger racial/ethnic minority populations.12–14 
 The field needs more research on the implementation and efficacy of hardening strategies. Conducting
research related to hardening strategies is challenging; however, it is extremely important to do, as understanding
the implementation and efficacy of hardening strategies (i.e., establishing an evidence base) is necessary before
encouraging widespread use.
 Assessment & reporting strategies blend features of both softening and hardening strategies and
provide avenues to disrupt pathways to violence and retain students in their school communities. When
implemented with fidelity, assessment & reporting strategies are shown to: avert serious incidents of violence,
provide critical services to students in need, and reduce disciplinary disparities in students at the highest risk for
suspension or expulsion. 

The evidence for school softening and assessment strategies is better established than that for hardening strategies.
Whereas most evidence supporting softening and assessment strategies comes from research in education and related
fields, the implementation and efficacy of hardening strategies must be extrapolated from justice disciplines (e.g.,
criminology) which may or may not have schools in mind, or follow intuition as in the case of locked door policies.
Based on existing evidence:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

 

School softening:

a set of activities focused on
social-emotional and

psychological aspects of
school safety.

School hardening:

physical changes to school
environments to deter

violence offending.

Assessment & response:

methods for idenitfying
students at risk of harming
themselves or others and

identifying appropriate plans
to deter the behavior.

Website: firearminjury.umich.edu
Email: firearminjuryprevention@umich.edu

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PDQagj
http://firearminjury.umich.edu/
mailto:firearminjuryprevention@umich.edu


1. Masi, R., & Heinze, J. (2021). Operationalizing Evidence-Based School Safety Programs.
https://www.nc2s.org/training/operationalizing-evidence-based-school-safety-programs/ 
2. Heinze, J. (2020). Public Health Approach to Evaluating School Safety Initiatives.
https://www.nc2s.org/training/public-health-approach-to-evaluating-school-safety-initiatives/
3. Cornell, D. (2020). Essential Elements of School Threat Assessment. Webinar, National Center for School Safety.
https://www.nc2s.org/training/essential-elements-of-school-threat-assessment/
4. Black, P., Henderson-Smith, L., & Flinspach, S. (n.d.). Trauma-Informed, Resilience-Oriented Schools (TIROS)
Toolkit. National Center for School Safety. Retrieved December 22, 2021, from
https://www.nc2s.org/resource/trauma-informed-resilience-oriented-schools-tiros-toolkit/
5. Zimmerman, M. A., Eisman, A. B., Reischl, T. M., Morrel-Samuels, S., Stoddard, S., Miller, A. L., Hutchison, P.,
Franzen, S., & Rupp, L. (2018). Youth Empowerment Solutions: Evaluation of an After-School Program to Engage
Middle School Students in Community Change. Health Education & Behavior, 45(1), 20–31.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1090198117710491
6. Okuma, K., & Simpkins, A. (2020). Getting Buy in for Anonymous Reporting Systems. Webinar, National Center for
School Safety. https://www.nc2s.org/training/getting-buy-in-for-anonymous-reporting-systems/
7. Schildkraut, J. (2022). Lockdown Drills. https://www.nc2s.org/training/lockdown-drills/
8. Schweit, K. (2021). The Teen Brain (Vol. 1). Rocket Media Group. https://www.nc2s.org/resource/the-teen-
brain-school-resource-officer-video-series/
9. Koffkey, C., & Heinze, J. (2021). School Safety & Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (Video).
https://www.nc2s.org/resource/school-safety-crime-prevention-through-environmental-design-cpted-video/
10. National Center for School Safety. (n.d.). Crisis Timeline and Law Enforcement (No. 2).
https://www.nc2s.org/resource/crisis-timeline-and-law-enforcement/
11. REMS TA Center Website. (n.d.). Retrieved June 24, 2022, from
https://rems.ed.gov/K12GuideForDevelHQSchool.aspx
12. Toldson, I. (2011). Breaking barriers 2: Plotting the path away from juvenile detention and toward academic
success for school-age African American males. Congressional Black Caucus Foundation, Inc.
13. Mallett, C. A. (7). The School-to-Prison Pipeline: Disproportionate Impact on Vulnerable Children and
Adolescents. Education & Urban Society, 49(6), 563–592. eax. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124516644053
14. Pentek, C., & Eisenberg, M. E. (2018). School resource officers, safety, and discipline: Perceptions and
experiences across racial/ethnic groups in Minnesota secondary schools. Children and Youth Services Review, 88,
141–148. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.03.008

R E F E R E N C E S

School hardening:

physical changes to school
environments to deter

violence offending.

Assessment & response:

methods for idenitfying
students at risk of harming
themselves or others and

identifying appropriate plans
to deter the behavior.
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