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Abstract 

Background: Youth violence, victimization, and bullying are pervasive in schools across the 

U.S. and are detrimental for learning and healthy development. K-12 school safety is an 

increasingly urgent issue to research and understand from multiple perspectives. Physical and 
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psychological safety in school is linked to better student and school outcomes and is fundamental 

to fostering well-being and prosocial behavior.  

Contributions to Theory: Despite research demonstrating positive outcomes associated with 

school safety, there is no comprehensive conceptual model in the literature that considers 

precursors, strategies, mechanisms, and outcomes of school safety together. The current paper 

presents an equity-centered comprehensive model of school safety, which is intended as a 

holistic representation of the multiple factors and pathways that contribute to school safety and 

positive youth development.  

Implications for School Health Policy, Practice, and Equity: This model can guide research 

and practice through an equity-centered and comprehensive approach. This model can enable 

practitioners, researchers, and policymakers to make informed decisions and reach consensus 

regarding planning and decisions related to reducing violence and establishing supportive school 

environments.  

Conclusion: Our model suggests that a comprehensive approach can ensure the safety and well-

being of students and staff. By thinking ecologically, schools, communities, and stakeholders can 

ensure that all aspects of the school context are included in school safety.  

Keywords: school safety, school safety framework, positive youth development, 

conceptual model 

 

Positive Youth Development Approach to School Safety: 

A Comprehensive Conceptual Framework 

Youth violence, victimization, and bullying are pervasive in schools across the U.S. and 

are detrimental for learning and healthy development. K-12 school safety is an increasingly 
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urgent issue to research and understand from multiple perspectives. Research demonstrates that 

physical and psychological safety in school is linked to better student and school outcomes, and 

school safety is fundamental to fostering well-being and prosocial behavior. Despite the wealth 

of research that demonstrates positive outcomes associated with school safety, there is no 

comprehensive conceptual model in the literature that considers precursors, strategies, 

mechanisms, and outcomes of school safety together. A comprehensive model of school safety 

that considers the pathways through which inputs, programmatic activities or policies, and 

related outcomes, is needed to inform school safety research initiatives and violence prevention 

efforts. The current paper presents an equity-centered comprehensive model of school safety, 

which is intended as a holistic representation of the multiple aspects and pathways that contribute 

to school safety and positive youth development.  

Context of the Problem 

Youth violence is a significant social problem in the United States.1,2 Violent and 

aggressive behaviors (e.g., bullying, fighting, weapon carriage) cause emotional and physical 

harm to young people, and may lead to serious injury or death. In 2019, over 20% of youth 

reported being in a fight at school, 7.4% of high school students were threatened or injured with 

a weapon at school, and 8.7% of high school students did not go to school at least once in the 

past month due to safety concerns.2 As many as 1 in 4 teachers report experiencing violence from 

a student, colleague, or parent.3,4 School violence affects both physical and mental health, and 

has negative influences on educational outcomes.5, 6 

 Safe schools are fundamental to addressing and preventing youth violence and fostering 

academic achievement, well-being, and prosocial behavior because youth spend substantial time 

in school and interacting with other youth.7-11 We define a safe school as one that promotes 
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student mental health, fosters a positive social climate among students and staff, and is a place 

where psychological and physical violence and aggressive behavior is minimized. Researchers 

and practitioners working on creating safe schools have studied and implemented a wide range of 

strategies including deterrence measures (e.g., metal detectors, door locks), early detection 

systems (e.g., threat assessment, anonymous reporting systems), primary prevention (e.g., 

climate, social emotional learning), and secondary and tertiary measures (e.g., crisis intervention 

strategies, coordination with law enforcement, trauma informed response and recovery). With an 

increase in attention to school safety research, we propose a comprehensive model of school 

safety that provides a framework for how various approaches to school safety and violence 

prevention may operate to influence school safety with the goal of promoting positive youth 

development.  

Creating positive school environments and preventing school violence is vital for 

learning, healthy development, and mental health (i.e., emotional, physical, and social 

wellbeing).12 Mental health issues that go untreated are associated with future problems for 

youth, including increased likelihood of academic failure, dropout, substance use, relationship 

conflicts, violent behavior, and suicide.13, 14 A review of 113 papers on school climate and youth 

mental health outcomes demonstrated a deep, interconnected relationship between school 

climate, relationships at school, and overall well-being and mental health outcomes.13 Research 

demonstrates that supportive relationships with peers and teachers, and positive school 

environments, are among the most important ways to support well-being in youth.13 

 School safety requires a comprehensive, evidence-based approach taking multiple aspects 

into consideration.15 Most researchers agree that school safety cannot be achieved with a singular 

approach where one strategy will achieve the goals necessary to create a safe learning 



CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF SCHOOL SAFETY 5 

environment for youth. Yet, a conceptual framework integrating multiple perspectives across 

different strategies for school safety is lacking to guide research, practice, and policy 

initiatives.15 Rather, currently, school safety researchers may adopt an educational perspective 

and focus on social emotional learning or climate issues, while a law enforcement perspective 

might focus on training for school safety officers or other deterrence approaches. Similarly, 

mental health researchers might focus on threat assessment and early detection, trauma informed 

approaches, and mental health first aid, while public health perspectives might focus on an 

ecological approach involving multi-sectoral teams guiding school strategies and policy that 

involve parents and families, local community organizations, and students. Current frameworks 

of school safety often integrate only the physical and temporal aspects of school safety (e.g., the 

school building and instructors)16, but are limited as they do not adequately capture different 

strategies for school safety and violence prevention that have some level of evidence to support 

their use. 

 Addressing school safety requires a comprehensive, multi-faceted, and multidisciplinary 

approach. The need for integrating criminal justice, education, and public health approaches to 

school safety and violence prevention is widely recognized17, but without a clear conceptual 

framework for understanding how various strategies operate together, these approaches remain 

siloed and lack the connections necessary for successful prevention. Strategies for school 

violence prevention require evidence-based strategies, analysis of the contextual components 

including the associated or contributing aspects and potentially root causes, attention to school 

climate and learning context, early detection, and law enforcement involvement in all phases of 

school safety. Comprehensive school safety requires that policies and systems support all 

students, caregivers, staff, and administration, and others within schools15. Strategies also require 
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an understanding of and engagement with the communities where the school is embedded. A 

conceptual model that integrates multiple stakeholder perspectives and strategies may help 

schools develop comprehensive and locally tailored plans that address the complex nature of 

creating safe learning environments for our students.  

 With these considerations in mind, and building on the evidence base for school safety, 

we propose a comprehensive model of school safety to guide research and practice in the field. 

This model encompasses multiple disciplines (e.g., education, mental health, law enforcement, 

public health), considers multiple strategies (e.g., deterrence, early detection, primary 

prevention), and provides an ecological approach (e.g., schools, family, community) to 

understand and promote school safety. Our model fills a gap in school safety by creating a 

cohesive and comprehensive framework for integrating the many approaches to school safety 

and positive youth development. Our goal is to offer a conceptual model that helps practitioners, 

researchers, and policy makers make informed decisions and reach consensus regarding planning 

and decisions for reducing violence, establishing supportive environments, and contributing to 

positive youth development. This model may help reduce the research-practice gap by mapping 

how various strategies operate to influence school safety and elucidate where gaps exist when a 

comprehensive approach is not implemented.  

Proposed Model 

 Our proposed model of comprehensive school safety (Figure 1) attends to different 

school environmental contexts that are the focus of school safety strategies, and recognizes that 

both school policy and capacity, as well as parents, guardians, and caregivers and community 

stakeholders, play a vital role in what is possible for developing successful school safety 

strategies. Our model includes four key components: 1) Contextual Factors; 2) School 
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Environment; 3) Equitable Response; and 4) Outcomes. Our ultimate outcome is positive youth 

development, reflecting our underlying perspective that safety is a proximal outcome designed to 

create school climates whereby youth can develop to become healthy and productive adults. 

Contextual Factors  

The model begins with the contextual considerations influencing strategies any school or 

district chooses to address school safety. These are a necessary condition for schools to develop a 

comprehensive approach to school safety18. We denote these as school policies and capacity, and 

the community where it is located. 

Policy. This accounts for local, regional, and national legislations, policies, and 

regulations that can affect the implementation of school safety strategies. Local and state laws 

and political considerations may govern the focus or limitations of the enactment of school safety 

strategies in different schools. This is particularly important because we have no universal 

policies for school safety, paving the way for understanding how considerations beyond a 

school’s locus of control influence strategies selected and implemented for school safety. As one 

example, several states require all schools to use an Anonymous Reporting System (ARS), 

confidential tip lines students can use to report safety concerns, but such policies often do not 

include the necessary components to implement them successfully, including stakeholder 

training for them to be most effective.19 Recent research found that schools receiving ARS 

training were more effective in reducing school violence and improving students’ confidence in 

reporting and feelings of safety at school than schools that only implemented an ARS as required 

by state law.20 Similarly, several states require school safety officers (i.e., law enforcement 

presence in schools), while others have explicit legislation that does not allow law enforcement 



CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF SCHOOL SAFETY 8 

in the schools outside of crisis management. These different policy standards may define or drive 

the strategies schools implement. 

Yet, local school policy and school district policies are vital components of the policy 

context for school safety planning and implementation. These policies can be helpful for 

individual schools to implement evidence-based, comprehensive approaches or can hinder best 

practices by requiring no tolerance directives, ignore disproportionate effects of different 

strategies (e.g., school to prison pipeline), or allow just a single action so schools can check a 

box that some effort was made to ensure school safety.21 Policies under the control of local 

schools include support for development violence prevention teams, allowing staff time and 

training in safety-related strategies including skill building, supporting school staff to work on 

school climate issues, promoting policies of referral for help versus punishment-oriented 

approaches, and early detection teams. Local school policy could also include efforts engaging 

local community services and resources to be part of a referral system to reflect ecologically 

driven efforts for school safety. 

Capacity. The capacity of schools and districts to implement school safety strategies is a 

multidimensional construct comprising both tangible and intangible assets,22 and is a vital 

underlying condition that may drive the kind of school safety strategies implemented. Tangible 

assets include the number of school staff and relevant skills/experience, funding, and availability 

of time/space to plan and implement school safety strategies.22 Intangible assets refer to facets 

such as community and family support, social capital, opportunities for community and family 

members to engage with the school, and the infrastructure and leadership to maximize school-

community partnerships.23 Effective capacity requires staff with skills for intersectoral 

collaborations among stakeholders, and resources (e.g., time, space, leadership) to establish 



CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF SCHOOL SAFETY 9 

comprehensive school safety teams, develop and maintain partnerships with community 

agencies, engage with communities and families, provide opportunities for parent/community 

involvement, mobilize and manage external resources (e.g., funding), critically analyze and 

understand the evidence base for choosing a particular strategy, and access to enough staff time 

to organize, coordinate, and lead school safety efforts. 

Effective school safety may require schools to intentionally build capacity dedicated to 

the successful implementation of strategies with fidelity that may be beyond the typical skills of 

many school personnel whose training was focused on education, classroom management, 

learning, and motivation. Researchers suggest that school safety implementation efforts should 

focus on the main mission and purpose of schools, including by designated staff who are 

responsible for overseeing the implementation of school safety policies and programs, 

emergency management, and training within the site.16 Yet not all schools and districts have such 

capacity within their system, which may require initial training and ongoing strong and 

consistent leadership to support and maintain capacity building. Thus, a necessary condition for 

successful school safety implementation requires staff with the skills and supportive proactive 

leadership to implement comprehensive strategies. A qualitative study demonstrated that 

miscommunication between staff members and administrators was perceived as one of the 

greatest challenges to effective school safety implementation.24 Researchers described the 

importance of establishing a clear school safety philosophy and ensuring that the approach is 

tailored to all stakeholders who will work together to implement and sustain that strategy.24 

An additional component of school capacity is funding. School budgets vary widely,25 

and the amount that schools and administrators can allocate towards school safety 

implementation and violence prevention can influence what is possible for employing a 
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comprehensive approach.25 Not all schools or districts have the capacity for securing funding 

dedicated to school safety efforts through grants or other means, or to develop the best budgets 

necessary to carry out all the plans described in their proposals.  

Capacity also refers to the students, as they are a key asset in building school safety. 

Involving students at various stages of planning and implementation capitalizes the assets of 

youth by influencing school culture and their peers and as being the foci of specific strategies. 

Through student empowerment and student-oriented strategies (e.g., bystander interventions), 

students can make a difference in their schools and communities by actively leveraging their 

voices, perspectives, and experiences.26 

Communities and Caregivers  

Community and Caregivers, including parents, guardians, and members within the larger 

school community also play an important role in the choices of school safety strategies and any 

one school or district's ability to implement effective and sustainable school safety strategies. 

The capacity and opportunities within the community is an important precursor that often 

determines how school safety is established and implemented. Agencies in the community work 

collaboratively with school officials to improve school safety and prevent violence. This might 

involve participating in school safety committees or attending school board meetings to provide 

input and feedback. Caregivers and communities support the mental health of students by 

providing a source for referral for mental health services for youth in distress and their families, 

partnering with schools to provide mental health services in the school, or playing a role in early 

detection strategies (e.g., mental health first aid or triaging ARS instances). Developing 

sustainable partnerships within the community also provides advocacy opportunities for school 

safety concerns by establishing a reliable feedback loop. This requires intentionally building 
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cultural competence between the schools and the larger community to develop effective referral 

systems, open communications, and collaborative relationships. Understanding the norms and 

values of the community provides the opportunity for effective capacity building and alignment 

of the school safety strategies that are implemented within various contexts. It is vital that 

schools and law enforcement have positive and open communication for instances when there is 

an active violent event (e.g., shooting, group fight) that requires law enforcement intervention so 

the emergency response can be swift, appropriate, and coordinated. 

These three underlying components—school capacity, policies, and community 

engagement—set the stage for the kinds of school safety strategies that are selected for 

implementation and their potential for effectiveness. Thus, our model suggests that a critical first 

step in any approach to school safety befits from assessment of and attention to setting up the 

infrastructure necessary for developing a comprehensive evidence-based strategy for school 

safety and violence prevention. Researchers recommend applying readiness assessments to help 

support the implementation of comprehensive school safety,27 which helps define the kind of 

programs or approaches a school or district may choose to implement. We have conceptualized 

these programs and approaches as being focused on the social, attentive, and physical 

environment of the school. 

School Safety Environment and Strategies  

The social environment refers to the interactions between students, staff, caregivers, and 

the community at large. An attentive environment refers to what people are paying attention to, 

and how they become aware of threats within the school environment. The physical environment 

refers to the characteristics of the building access points and physical structures of the school 

building itself. We suggest that a comprehensive strategy to school safety requires attention to 
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these three these types of environments and that lacking some attention to any one of these may 

reduce the comprehensive nature of strategies for preventing violence and promoting safety. 

Additional information, including examples of strategies that fit within each of the environments, 

are provided in Table 1.  

Social Environment. Social environmental approaches include programs designed to 

create supportive school climates (e.g., restorative justice, social emotional learning). These 

programs and activities are implemented to improve the quality of social and emotional life for 

students and staff. A positive and supportive social environment helps to establish norms for 

behavior, expectations for handling conflicts, and values for behaviors that are (un)acceptable for 

students, teachers, and other stakeholders.28 When students and staff have access to social 

support systems, including counseling and mentoring programs, they are more likely to feel 

supported and connected within the school community,10 which reduces the risk of problem 

behavior, as individuals are more likely to cope with stress and adversity in healthy ways. An 

additional component that is necessary in the social environment is developing a positive culture 

that promotes respect, inclusion, and a sense of belonging, and both a sense of responsibility to 

each other and an understanding of the consequences for breaking that code.  

Examples of different strategies that can be implemented to support the social 

environment include social emotional learning,29 mentorship programs,30 relationship building,31 

and trauma-informed strategies.32 When students, teachers, and other staff members have strong, 

positive relationships, they are more likely to feel a sense of connection and support within the 

school as and greater community.33 This can help create a sense of safety and belonging, which 

can reduce the risk of violence and other forms of problem behavior. Restorative justice practices 

may also be part of the social environment, holding stakeholders accountable for engaging in 
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behaviors that break the code of respect and supporting and providing a means for retribution 

that respects everyone involved.34 Overall, the social environment plays a crucial role in shaping 

comprehensive school safety. 

Attentive Environment. An attentive school environment is one in which students, 

teachers, and other staff members are aware of their surroundings, recognize when a friend or 

colleague is in distress, and are able to refer the person to appropriate help before the distress 

grows into a more serious issue.35 An attentive environment, therefore, is one in which early 

detection approaches are implemented to help ensure students and staff receive the help they 

need to overcome their distress whatever the source.  

Constructing an attentive environment involves early detection aspects including 

recognizing signs of distress, encouraging ARS, enhancing response time, and fostering effective 

communication between stakeholders. Examples of strategies include universal screening, 

implementing ARS, mental health support, and data mining/searching technologies to monitor 

online activities of students. When students and staff are aware of their surroundings and are 

alert to potential threats or hazards, they are better able to take actions, such as reporting to 

responsible parties and referral to appropriate services. 

When students and staff feel comfortable reporting incidents or concerns to school 

officials, potential safety issues can be addressed more quickly. This can help prevent smaller 

incidents and early signs of distress from escalating into more serious self-harm or interpersonal 

violence and can improve the overall safety of the school. Early detection approaches require 

effective response time to ensure that potential threats or hazards are addressed quickly and 

appropriately to prevent escalation and demonstrate that such an early warning system can work 

effectively. This can be particularly important in emergency situations, where quick action can 
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save lives. Finally, effective communication between students, staff, and other stakeholders helps 

to facilitate seamless and coordinated response to potential safety issues.  

Attentive social environments require appropriate teams in place to handle referrals of 

early detection of distress. The triage system for these referrals is best when the teams include 

representatives with different perspectives (e.g., law enforcement, mental health, parents, 

teachers) to ensure the situation is diffused with the appropriate professionals involved. These 

teams should help ensure that threats or early reporting of distress are equitably implemented and 

avoid prejudice that may criminalize or exacerbate unconscious bias of youth based on race, sex, 

ability, or sexual orientation. When considering threat assessment, effective assessment and 

prevention approaches can be intentionally implemented in specific contexts to prevent violent 

incidents.36 As one specific example, youth who have experienced a brain injury may have 

difficulty controlling their behavior.37 Thus, sending them to detention may be the wrong 

approach for that child and suggests that universal screening for brain injury may be a useful 

strategy for early detection and helping youth suffering from the behavioral sequela (e.g., limited 

behavioral skills to avoid conflict) of a brain injury can get the psychological attention they need. 

Physical Environment. The physical environment of a school refers to building 

characteristics, including measures that schools may employ to keep a school free from violence. 

Factors of the physical environment that are taken into consideration of the implementation of 

school safety include deterrent measures such as building design, security measures (e.g., metal 

detectors, cameras, door locks), drills, and panic buttons. This may also include narrow 

applications of law enforcement presence (i.e., their only role is policing) and limiting access to 

the schools with rules for drop-off locations, fencing, and strict parking regulations. A well-

designed and maintained physical environment can help reduce the risk of violence and other 
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forms of problem behavior.38 We consider the building design, security measures, school 

resource officers with narrow law enforcement roles, and the physical safety of the school as 

aspects of the physical environment in our model. 

The layout and design of a physical school building and design may include having 

classrooms located away from entrances and exits to make access more difficult for intruders, 

and also includes clearly marked exits in case of an emergency and plans in the case of an active 

incident.39 Additional security measures and strategies, such as locks, metal detectors, cameras, 

and alarms can help prevent or deter potential threats, or help provide quick response by law 

enforcement during an active incident. A comprehensive approach to school safety requires 

maintaining the physical safety of the school and ensuring controlled access to the school 

building and having appropriate safety measures in place for an active situation.40,41 

Equitable Strategies and Reponse 

We include equitable response in our model to indicate that equity needs to be considered 

and continually evaluated throughout  school safety implementation to prevent differential 

effects across different groups. We consider the implementation of responses to include 

secondary and tertiary measures, ensuring equitable response toward school safety. This might 

include the use of trauma informed practices, restorative practices, crisis intervention strategies, 

and coordination with law enforcement. This is vital to ensure that strategies for school safety do 

not have unintended and disproportionate effects on students based various characteristics (e.g., 

race, LGBTQIA+, gender, disability, etc.). Our model suggests that school safety must consider 

how different groups of students may be affected by different policies and practices and take 

steps to address potential inequities in implementation. Failure to attend to equity issues may 

exacerbate school violence, as those differently affected by such approaches may feel victimized, 



CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF SCHOOL SAFETY 16 

which may make them withdraw further from the school community, feel alienated from teachers 

and peers, and contribute to stigma, distress, and isolation.  

One way to ensure equity in school safety approaches is for comprehensive strategies to 

involve students, teachers, and other stakeholders in the development and implementation of 

school safety policies and practices. Further, equity should include multi-sectoral violence 

prevention teams so multiple perspectives are represented in selecting approaches and creating 

attentive environments that treat everyone with respect and mitigate unconscious bias (i.e., 

preexisting bias or expectations of students from different backgrounds and experiences). 

If school safety strategies and respective response are not implemented fairly, it 

undermines efforts to create safe school environments for all students and individuals who are 

potentially impacted by the efforts. To implement them in less equitable ways may be less subtle 

and therefore more obviously observed by the many actors in a school setting, and perhaps less 

likely to occur. Yet, we can imagine some scenarios where it is important not to single out youth 

at the individual or group level as these approaches are implemented. With appropriate training, 

these kinds of overt behaviors by the adults implementing them may be more easily addressed 

than the more subtle factors that may come into play with social and attentive environmental 

strategies, so equity is central in these approaches.  

Outcomes  

Our model suggests both proximal and longer-term outcomes for the approaches 

employed. Proximally, comprehensive school safety strategies need to be designed to address 

psychological and physical safety of students and staff. It is vital that implementation ultimately 

helps schools create environments where students can thrive and develop into healthy and 

productive adults. Taken together, the overall outcome, supported by psychological and physical 
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safety, is positive youth development, which strives to support and empower the emotional, 

physical, and mental well-being and growth of all students. 

Psychological & Physical Safety. Psychological safety is the emotional and 

psychological well-being of students and other stakeholders in school, and is one in which 

students feel respected, supported, and valued, and where they feel comfortable expressing their 

thoughts, feelings, and concerns. This individual-level outcome can promote psychological 

safety by creating a supportive and inclusive school culture, and includes measures such as 

antibullying and harassment policies, providing mental health support services, and promoting 

diversity and inclusion. Our model also suggests, however, that psychological safety contributes 

to the physical health of a school. 

Physical safety is a critical outcome of comprehensive school safety. While this is the 

obvious goal of school safety and one that most people might consider the ultimate goal, our 

model acknowledges the vital role that psychological safety plays in creating a physically safe 

school as most physical threats emerge from psychological factors of isolation, discrimination, 

bullying, and disrespect. 

Positive Youth Development. We suggest that the overall intended outcome of all school 

safety approaches is positive youth development, which refers to various strategies and practices 

that support the growth and development of young people in a positive and healthy manner. This 

may involve providing students with opportunities to develop various skills and competencies, 

including social and emotional learning, leadership, and problem-solving, and promote a positive 

and inclusive school culture that values diversity and creates a sense of belonging and 

connectedness. Positive youth development in schools is associated with improved academic 

outcomes, enhanced social and emotional development, and a stronger sense of self-worth and 
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self-esteem.19,42,43 This can also help to prevent negative behaviors including bullying, substance 

abuse, and violence, and promote a positive and supportive school environment.44  

A safe and supportive school environment is essential for promoting positive youth 

development, which allows students to feel secure and supported as they grow and learn. It is 

important for schools adopt a comprehensive approach to school safety that considers both 

psychological and physical safety and promotes positive youth development as the overall 

intended outcome.45 Overall, a safe and supportive school environment is essential for promoting 

positive youth development and supporting the well-being and success of students. 

Implications for School Health, Policy, Practice, and Equity 

Our comprehensive model and approach to school safety considers multiple 

interconnected factors that affect the safety of a school community. Together, policy, capacity, 

caregivers, and communities affect what is possible and how we conceptualize our approach and 

ultimately implement a comprehensive strategy. This includes procedures, training, and other 

measures that can help prevent or mitigate potential threats and promote a safe and supportive 

learning environment for students. Our model is a tool to help direct practitioners and school and 

community leaders to consider multiple approaches and underscore how one single approach 

may not be enough to achieve the goal of school safety or positive youth development. We also 

maintain that efforts to improve school safety consider both physical and psychological safety. A 

comprehensive model of school safety must consider the needs and experiences of all students 

and requires attention to disproportionate effects of the approaches implemented as school safety 

also includes paying attention to diversity in all its manifestations.  

We argue that school safety requires attention to the social, attentive, and physical 

environments in schools and that these environments are interconnected. School climate and 
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assessment and response, and building security each affect physical safety, and need to be a part 

of a comprehensive school safety strategy. Also implicit in our model is that it is guided by an 

evidence-based comprehensive, multi-strategy approach. We offer this model with an 

understanding of the different capacity and contextual factors that may be present in any one 

school or district, and that this provides the opportunity to overcome barriers to implementing 

specific strategies that will suit the distinctive needs of each system, site, and school. Further, we 

understand that each school or district has a unique ecological system and set of nuanced needs, 

and offering a multiplicity of school safety strategies that can be implemented in a 

comprehensive manner will allow the site to have autonomy over their preferred application.  

This model can help guide schools and districts to address the barriers and identify the 

opportunities available to them to develop comprehensive evidence-based school safety 

strategies for their students and staff. Schools might utilize a needs assessment to identify 

vulnerabilities in current school safety plans to identify opportunities for more comprehensive 

approaches. This can involve recognizing which of the school environments their current school 

safety strategies affect and refining school safety plans with additional strategies to more toward 

more holistic approaches. Our model considers research that has identified different correlates 

including school climate, mental health, and anonymous reporting systems. We intentionally 

distinguish this from a conceptual model of school safety that would be used in response to a 

violent event in a school, such as a mass shooting. Rather, the focus of this model and its 

implementation is intended as primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention.  

As schools move upstream in school safety and violence prevention efforts, this model 

can serve as a useful and important tool to facilitate the process of moving toward 

comprehensive safety. Because school safety needs evolve quickly, it will be important to iterate 
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through future versions of this model to ensure it accurately reflects the current landscape of 

school safety. To understand how this model of comprehensive school safety captures the 

pathways represented, a future direction includes empirically testing the model across multiple 

school contexts to elucidate real-life understanding of how these theoretical constructs are 

enacted within diverse pedagogical settings.  

Conclusion 

Overall, a comprehensive model and approach to school safety can help create a safer, 

more supportive, and more positive learning environment for students and school staff. Our 

comprehensive model of school safety considers a wide range of factors that may affect the 

safety and well-being of students and other stakeholders within and beyond school. This 

approach considers both psychological and physical safety and recognizes that these factors are 

interconnected. Our comprehensive model of school safety also involves engaging a range of 

stakeholders, including students, teachers, parents, and community members, in the development 

and implementation of policies and practices. This helps to ensure that the needs and concerns of 

all members of the school community are considered, and that strategies are developed that are 

responsive to the unique needs and circumstances of the school or district. Our model suggests 

that the implementation of multiple school safety strategies is vital to ensure a comprehensive 

approach to ensure the safety and well-being of students and staff. By thinking ecologically, 

schools, communities, and stakeholders can ensure that all aspects of the school context are 

included in the school safety strategies being implemented. 
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 Table 1 
 
School Environments, Definitions, and Example School Safety Strategies  
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Environment 
 

Strategy 

Social 

Interactions between students, staff, caregivers,  

and the community at large 

Social Emotional Learning 

Mentorship Programs 

Trauma-Informed Strategies 

Attentive 

What people are paying attention to, and how they 

become aware of threats within the school environment 

 

Universal screening 

Threat assessment teams 

Physical 

Characteristics of building access points and  

physical structures of school building itself. 

 

Door Locks 

Crime Prevention Through 

Environmental Design 

 

 
Note. This table represents the three different school safety environments, and examples of some 

associated school safety strategies. Strategies provided do not represent an exhaustive list of all 

school safety strategies representative of each environment.  
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Figure 1  
 
A Positive Youth Development Approach to School Safety 

Note. This figure represents A Positive Youth Development Approach to School Safety, which 

reads from left to right, represents 1) Contextual Factors; 2) Environmental Factors and their 

associated strategies; 3) Equitable Response; and 4) Outcome. Taken together, the overall 

outcome is positive youth development, which strives to support and empower the emotional, 

physical, and mental well-being of all students. 
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