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Abstract

Arming teachers to protect students is an idea rejected by groups representing those who know
the most about student safety: teachers (Strauss, 2012), pediatricians (Nance, Krummel, &
Oldham, 2013), and law enforcement personnel (National Association of School Resource
Officers, 2018). It is, however, supported by the National Rifle Association (NRA) (Sperry,
2013), and thus must be taken seriously due to the NRA’s outsized political influence. Using a
scientific approach to firearm safety, and expertise from multiple professions, it is clear why this
proposition will actually result in more shooting deaths.
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Supporters of arming teachers would claim that placing more armed personnel in schools
will deter shooters because the school is now a “hard target.” If teachers could carry firearms, the
idea goes, a potential shooter would now perceive it as harder to target such a location where
armed individuals exist. However, the idea that more guns in a location results in decreased
crime via deterrence has been refuted in a report by the National Academies (Wellford, Pepper,
& Petrie, 2005). Any previously identified inverse relationships between firearms and crime
were found by the National Academies to lose significance once increased time periods were
examined or control variables were adjusted. Lacking peer-reviewed support for this concept, we
should not fall back on anecdotes to pick and choose the situations surrounding individual
shootings. Citing case-by-case, tit-for-tat incidents is not the way to produce scientific debate.
So, the position that a potential school shooter would be deterred by potentially-armed teachers
is not supported by existing literature.

Public health expertise and research demonstrates that bringing more firearms into
schools will result in more shootings. From injury epidemiology, we know that increasing the
source of an injury in the environment results in increased numbers of that injury. In mass
casualty events at American schools, the source of the injury is the gun. The United States has
the highest homicide rates of high income nations, and this is directly linked to firearm
ownership levels (Council on Injury, Violence, and Poison Prevention Executive Committee,
2012). Within the nation, homicide rates, suicide rates, and intimate partner homicides increase
in states where firearm ownership is increased (Anglemyer, Horvath, & Rutherford, 2014;
Santaella-Tenorio, Cerda, Villaveces, & Galea, 2016). A firearm in the home increases the risk
for homicide by three times (Kellermann et al., 1993).

If schools were to adhere to the child safety expertise of the American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP), safe storage of a firearm would entail keeping the firearm unloaded and locked
separately from the ammunition (Hagan, Shaw, & Duncan, 2017). Following the
recommendation of the AAP, teachers would have to unlock a gun safe, retrieve the firearm and
ammunition, then load the firearm before being able to confront a potential shooter with their
firearm. But this elongated reaction time is in opposition to what supporters of arming teachers
claim will happen. President Trump (Epstein & Sink, 2018), among others, touts the decreased
reaction time of armed teachers — versus relying on the arrival of law enforcement — as a reason
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why teachers should be armed. If a teacher is unable to access a firearm at a moment’s notice and
immediately confront a shooter, the idea of deterrence further falls apart. This delay in reaction
time raises the alternative that teachers should carry firearms on their person or store them in
their desks.

This alternative is actually far worse and could result in even more shootings. According
to Crime Opportunity theory from the criminal justice literature (Cohen & Felson, 1979), also
known as Routine Activity theory, all a potential offender needs to commit a crime is motivation
and a sufficient window of opportunity. Bringing a firearm into the classroom will open wide the
window for students and school personnel to commit fatal violence. If students know that a
firearm is held in a given classroom, or by certain teachers, will the student try to obtain that
weapon? We know that adolescents who have access to a firearm in the home are more likely to
die by suicide than those who do not have access to one in the home (Anglemyer et al., 2014).
Since fatal firearm suicides are such an impulsive act (Simon et al., 2001), a student or faculty
member exhibiting suicidal thoughts may attempt a rash and desperate act to obtain a teacher’s
firearm to attempt self-harm.

Further, if a student wants to threaten or commit violence on a teacher or other student,
would that student seek to access the known firearm? This would make the armed teacher a
target for assault and robbery. Further, if a teacher is armed, carrying a firearm doesn’t
necessarily even protect that teacher: a case-control study conducted in an emergency department
found that individuals carrying firearms are at 4-times greater risk of being shot than those who
were assaulted but not in possession of a firearm (Branas, Richmond, Culhane, Ten Have, &
Wiebe, 2009).

Finally, if the armed teacher were to lose possession of the firearm to an assailant, this
poses an immediate danger to him/her and anyone else present on campus. Being Killed in a take-
away homicide like this is a problem even for those trained in firearms safety and defensive
tactics: approximately 10% of all firearm homicides of American law enforcement officers are
committed using their own service weapon when an assailant is able to take it away from the
officer and use it to complete the homicide (Weiss, 1996). And the officers who are killed with
their own weapon were found to be in above average physical condition, making it unlikely that
teachers — who do not have any self-defense, physical fitness, or defensive tactics training
requirements — would be more successfully able to fend off assailants.

All the peer-reviewed literature on firearm violence tells us that the risk for intentional
and unintentional school shooting would increase if teachers were armed. However, we cannot
overlook a major implication of arming teachers: we would be imbuing teachers with the police
power of the state to take lives when they deem it necessary. We would be asking teachers to
potentially shoot and kill their own students to prevent crimes that currently are not being
stopped by modern police forces and tactics. This is not the job of teachers and teachers have
indicated that they do not want to be put in a position to make this judgment (Sperry, 2013).
Public health professionals must add our voices and evidence to oppose ideas that increase the
risk for firearm violence.



References

Anglemyer, A., Horvath, T., & Rutherford, G. (2014). The accessibility of firearms and risk for
suicide and homicide victimization among household members: A systematic review and
meta-analysis. Annals of Internal Medicine, 160(2), 101-110.
https://doi.org/10.7326/M13-1301

Branas, C. C., Richmond, T. S., Culhane, D. P., Ten Have, T. R., & Wiebe, D. J. (2009).
Investigating the link between gun possession and gun assault. American Journal of
Public Health, 99(11), 2034-2040. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2008.143099

Cohen, L. E., & Felson, M. (1979). Social change and crime rate trends: A routine activity
approach. American Sociological Review, 44(4), 588-608.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2094589

Council on Injury, Violence, and Poison Prevention Executive Committee. (2012). Firearm-
related injuries affecting the pediatric population. Pediatrics, 130(5), e1416-e1423.
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2012-2481

Epstein, J., & Sink, J. (2018, February 21). Trump suggests bonuses for gun-trained teachers,
praises the NRA. Bloomberg Politics. Retrieved from
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-02-21/trump-hears-stories-from-
shooting-victims-in-remarkable-meeting

Hagan, J. F., Shaw, J. S., & Duncan, P. M. (Eds.). (2017). Bright futures: Guidelines for health
supervision of infants, children, and adolescents (4™ ed.). Elk Grove Village, IL:
American Academy of Pediatrics.

Kellermann, A. L., Rivara, F. P., Rushforth, N. B., Banton, J. G., Reay, D. T., Francisco, J. T, ...
& Somes, G. (1993). Gun ownership as a risk factor for homicide in the home. New
England Journal of Medicine, 329(15), 1084-1091.
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJM199310073291506

Nance, M. L., Krummel, T. M., & Oldham, K. T. (2013). Firearm injuries and children: A policy
statement of the American Pediatric Surgical Association. Journal of the American
College of Surgeons, 217(5), 940-946.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jamcollsurg.2013.07.381

National Association of School Resource Officers. (2018, February 22). NASRO opposes arming
teachers: Organization advocates instead for carefully selected, specially trained school
resource officers [Press release]. Retrieved from https://nasro.org/news/press-
releases/nasro-opposes-arming-teachers/

Santaella-Tenorio, J., Cerd4, M., Villaveces, A., & Galea, S. (2016). What do we know about the
association between firearm legislation and firearm-related injuries? Epidemiologic
Reviews, 38(1), 140-157. https://doi.org/10.1093/epirev/mxv012

Simon, T. R., Swann, A. C., Powell, K. E., Potter, L. B., Kresnow, M. J., & O'Carroll, P. W.
(2001). Characteristics of impulsive suicide attempts and attempters. Suicide and Life-
Threatening Behavior, 32(Supplement to Issue 1), 49-59.

Sperry, T. (2013, February 27). Survey: Teachers don't want to carry guns, do support armed
guards. CNN Politics. Retrieved from https://www.cnn.com/2013/02/27/politics/teacher-
guns-survey/index.html

Strauss, V. (2012, December 20). Teachers unions reject arming educators in schools.
Washington Post. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-
sheet/wp/2012/12/20/teachers-unions-reject-arming-educators-in-schools

Weiss, D. R. (1996). Smart Gun Technology project. Final report. Sandia National Labs.



https://doi.org/10.7326/M13-1301
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2008.143099
https://doi.org/10.2307/2094589
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2012-2481
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-02-21/trump-hears-stories-from-shooting-victims-in-remarkable-meeting
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-02-21/trump-hears-stories-from-shooting-victims-in-remarkable-meeting
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJM199310073291506
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jamcollsurg.2013.07.381
https://nasro.org/news/press-releases/nasro-opposes-arming-teachers/
https://nasro.org/news/press-releases/nasro-opposes-arming-teachers/
https://doi.org/10.1093/epirev/mxv012
https://www.cnn.com/2013/02/27/politics/teacher-guns-survey/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2013/02/27/politics/teacher-guns-survey/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2012/12/20/teachers-unions-reject-arming-educators-in-schools
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2012/12/20/teachers-unions-reject-arming-educators-in-schools

Wellford, C. F., Pepper, J. V., & Petrie, C. V. (Eds.). (2005). Firearms and violence: A critical
review. Washington, DC: National Academies Press. Retrieved from
https://www.nap.edu/read/10881/chapter/1



https://www.nap.edu/read/10881/chapter/1

