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December 14, 2013 marks the one-year anniversary of the
horrific shootings at Sandy Hook Elementary School in
Newtown, CT in which 20 young students and six adult
faculty and staff lost their lives. 

Schools across the country
have reacted to the tragedy
by stepping up security
measures, such as adding
school resource officers, se-
curity cameras and fortify-
ing school entrances. Some
of the strategies school
boards have employed cost
little or no money, such as
fostering the development
of trusting relationships be-
tween school personnel and
students, parents and com-
munity members. 

But other strategies require financial resources that
many schools simply do not have.  According to Ken
Trump, a Cleveland-based school safety consultant
who worked with the Connecticut Safety Council,

“Schools are trying to reassure
parents … but we haven’t seen a
substantial investment to re-
store the devastating cuts to
school resource officers and
restart coordination with local
first responders.”1

In order to develop a more
comprehensive picture of en-
hanced security measures in
New York’s schools, the New
York State School Boards Asso-
ciation (NYSSBA) conducted a
survey of school superintend-
ents across the state.2 Superin-

tendents were asked to provide information on what
additional security measures, if any, their school dis-
tricts and BOCES have taken to increase safety in the
12 months since the Newtown tragedy.  

According to NYSSBA’s survey, the security measure
most frequently taken by school districts was to im-
prove their emergency response plans (see Table 1,
page 3). More than three-quarters (78 percent) of su-
perintendents said they were beefing up their emer-
gency response plans, which ensure schools are
prepared in the event an emergency should occur.
Most, if not all, school districts already review and up-
date these plans on a regular basis. The next most
common measures – all implemented by more than
half of school districts that responded to the survey
– were installing security cameras (56 percent) and
buzz-in systems at school entrances (57 percent), and 
having a random police presence in their schools 
(56 percent). 

Just because school districts did not add security
measures since Newtown does not indicate a disre-

gard for safety, though. In fact, many superintendents
indicated that their districts already had certain secu-
rity measures in place. 

For example, while improved emergency response
plans, buzz-in systems at entrances, security cameras
and random police presence were the most com-
monly implemented security measures identified in
the survey, they were also the most likely to have al-
ready been in place before Newtown in districts that
did not add them. In fact, 92 percent of superintend-
ents who indicated they did not implement buzz-in
systems said it was because they already had these
systems in place, according to the survey. The same
was true for security cameras (85 percent), improved
emergency response plans (81 percent) and random
police presence (63 percent).

What’s new since Newtown? 

1 Maggie Clark, “Back to school: Security heightened after Newtown,” USA Today, August 14, 2013
2  NYSSBA conducted a survey of school superintendents from November 8 to November 18 and received 200 responses – about 28

percent of the 725 districts and BOCES surveyed.
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The survey included an open-ended question asking
superintendents to identify the single most effective
security measure in making their schools safer.
Forty-seven percent of superintendents who an-
swered the question (84 of 180) said that a security
presence in the form of school resource officers,
security guards or a random police presence would
be the most effective.  A large number of respon-
dents (43 of 180, or 24 percent) pointed to secure
entryways as the most effective solution.

Many superintendents said the benefit of school re-
source officers extends beyond just having an
armed police presence in the schools to building
positive relationships with students. Said one super-
intendent in response to the question about the 
single most effective school security measure: “A
school resource officer who develops relationships
with students and staff members. This way when

they (students) hear about something, they’re more
than willing to speak with the SRO about their 
concerns.”

Superintendents stressed heightened awareness of
school safety and the importance of keeping the
lines of communication open among students, par-
ents and staff. One superintendent remarked,
“While we have added many more security meas-
ures, the most important measures in making our
school safe is the heightened awareness of all of our
faculty and staff.” Another superintendent said that
a culture change is needed in every school building:
“Students and staff need awareness and training, to
create a school where no student goes unnoticed
and people feel safe reporting what they know to
adults.”

What works best? 

Table 1. NEW SECURITY MEASURES
Percentage of districts that adopted the following 
security measures within the past year.

Improved emergency response plan..........................................77.7%

Buzz-in systems at school entrances ........................................56.5%

Security cameras..........................................................................56.0%

Random police presence .......................................................... 55.8%

Key-card entry systems ..............................................................42.2%

Closed-circuit TV monitors........................................................ 32.3%

School resource officers ..............................................................17.9%

Bulletproof glass doors ..................................................................5.3%

Metal detectors ..............................................................................1.0%

Other ............................................................................................ 67.7%
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The survey found that the biggest obstacle to en-
hancing school security measures was cost. Many
school districts simply do not have the money to in-
vest in certain security measures. For instance, while
nearly half of superintendents identified school re-
source officers as the single most effective security
measure, more than four in 10 said they did not add
school resource officers within the past year be-
cause they could not afford the expense (see Table
2). One superintendent commented, “We had to cut
ours (school resource officer) three years ago for
budgetary reasons.” 

The survey also found that 46 percent of districts
did not implement bulletproof glass doors over the
past 12 months because their districts could not af-

ford them. In fact, more than eight in 10 superin-
tendents said their school districts incurred
$100,000 or less in additional costs in the past year
due to additional security measures (see Table 3,
page 5).

Despite these impediments, 59 percent of superin-
tendents indicated their district was safer than it
was a year ago.  Another 39.5 percent said their 
district was equally safe as a year ago. Only 0.5 
percent of superintendents thought their district
was less safe, while 1 percent were not sure. These 
results are emblematic of the importance and 
attention placed on school safety by New York’s
school districts even before the shootings at 
Newtown.

Impediments to school safety enhancements

Table 2. REASONS FOR NOT ADOPTING SECURITY MEASURES
If your district did not adopt the following security measures, what was the reason?

Already have/
did not need more   Could not afford   Didn’t need   Other

Bulletproof glass doors 1.3% 45.8% 29.4% 23.5%

Buzz-in systems 
at school entrances 91.5% 4.7% 0.0% 3.8%

Closed-circuit TV monitors 46.2% 24.2% 17.4 12.1%

Improved emergency 
response plan 81.4% 3.4% 6.8% 8.5%

Key card entry systems 71.8% 15.3% 8.1% 4.8%

Metal detectors 3.1% 7.5% 68.3% 21.1%

Random police presence 63.3% 6.1% 18.4% 12.2%

School resource officers 29.5% 42.3% 18.1% 10.1%

Security cameras 85.2% 10.2% 0.9% 3.7%
(Percentage of districts)
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Ensuring the safety of children is the most impor-
tant responsibility schools have. School boards are
entrusted by parents and the community to do just
that. NYSSBA recommends two solutions that will
help give schools the resources they need to ensure
the safety of their students and staff.

1. Enact legislation to ensure state and/or
federal financial support for efforts to en-
hance school safety. School districts are in
need of comprehensive solutions to keeping chil-
dren and school personnel safe. School resource
officers  are a proven means of accomplishing this
while also helping to prepare schools for emer-
gency situations. School psychologists and social
workers have also shown the ability to identify
and divert potentially violent behavior prior to
incidents. Just as important are efforts to make
school facilities more secure through monitors,
hardened doors, bulletproof glass, etc. NYSSBA
supports legislation that would provide a consis-
tent funding stream from the state for school 
resource officers, other safety personnel and 

security systems that would supply both school
districts and BOCES with the resources they
need to maintain these programs.While NYSSBA
has always strongly advocated that state aid 
come mostly in the form of unrestricted aid
rather than categorical aid, school safety is such
an important issue that a dedicated funding
stream is necessary. 

2. Enact legislation to exempt school safety-
enhancing equipment and school resource
officers from tax levy cap calculations.
Because the health and safety of students is of
paramount concern, the ability to pay for safety-
enhancing measures should be a high priority. The
capacity of school districts to implement safety
measures has been severely hampered by the loss
of state school aid (which remains below 2009
funding levels), as well as the tax cap on local
property tax levies.  An exemption of these costs
would ensure that school safety needs are not
pitted against instructional programs in the
budget development and approval process.

Conclusions and recommendations

Table 3. ADDITIONAL COSTS FOR SECURITY MEASURES
What additional costs has your district incurred this year 
due to additional security measures?
$0   .................................................................................................. 7.1%      

$1 - $100,000   ............................................................................ 75.1%      

$100,000 - $500,000   ................................................................ 16.2%      

$500,000 - $1,000,000 .................................................................. 0.5%      

More than $1 million .................................................................... 1.0%
(Percentage of districts)


