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Abstract
During the past decade, the schoolchildren faced many disasters and emergencies originating from natural and man-made sources. The safety of schoolchild-
ren rests with school management and teachers. This study aimed to assess teachers' awareness with regard to disaster prevention and health, safety,
security, and environment (HSSE) policies at primary schools in Pakistan. In addition, it explores the suitability of teachers to perform as emergency handlers
in the absence of school nurses and resource officers (SROs). The study involved a qualitative study, based on open-ended interviews from a sample of 25
school teachers. Methodology triangulation was applied to reduce bias. Results revealed that the majority of teachers do not know about national policies re-
lated to school safety and security. Most of the teachers had been assigned additional roles as safety officers at the school, though they lack relevant training.
Moreover, neither safety nor security aspects are incorporated into national educational policy. This study was the first study on Pakistani teachers’ roles as
emergency first responders. With the highest rate of attacks on educational institutions globally, the region still lacks a coherent policy structure. The study
found numerous inconsistencies in public policies. It seeks to contribute to the literature to better understand the educational safety environment at both the
ground and policy levels.
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Introduction
There has been a recent surge in terrorist attacks on

educational institutions throughout the world, especially
in Pakistan. The highest number of terrorist attacks on
educational institutions in Pakistan were reported in
2010.1 These incidents have raised serious questions
about schoolchildren safety. Safety at schools is a com-
prehensive term and includes aspects of physical, social,
and emotional risk prevention and health education.2
The safety of students at schools can be shaken by viola-
tions of health, safety, security, and environment (HSSE)
practices or by the impact of disasters, e.g., student safety
at school can be jeopardized by disease (cholera, water-
borne disease, parasitic infection, dehydration, influenza,
hepatitis), or physical threats due to violations of safe
practices, e.g., traffic injuries while en route to and from
home,3 physical assault, injuries while at play, bomb
blasts, fire incidents, and sexual abuse.4 These incidents
can quickly turn disastrous.

Disaster is defined as a severe disruption of the func-
tioning of a society/community, involving extensive hu-

man, material, economic and/or environmental losses
and impacts, which exceed the capacity of the affected
society/community to cope using its own available re-
sources.5 The criteria for disaster is 10 or more deaths
and/or 100 or more people affected and/or declaration
of a state of emergency/call for international assistance.6
On the contrary, the term occupational safety and health,
also commonly referred to as occupational health or oc-
cupational health and safety, is a multidisciplinary field
engaged with the welfare of working people. Although,
HSSE laws are specifically made for workplace incidents,
the same laws apply to schools, in as much as children
are at least as prone to suffer harm or injury through an
incident or accident.7

Implementation of HSSE and disaster prevention
measures require specialized skills. For example, in the
USA, the concept of appointing school resource officers
(SROs) and school nurses is gaining popularity. School
resource officers are specialized persons performing dif-
ferent roles such as law enforcers, consultants, and edu-
cators. Their role is widely discussed in the literature.8
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However, in the event of SRO or school nurse absence,
the teachers must carry out the additional jobs of manag-
ing health and safety.9 Many countries have models in
which all teachers are required to be trained in emergency
and disaster management. For example, in Armenia, mili -
tary science teachers act as civil defense officers in school.
Their skills include triage, first aid, and post-disaster psy-
chological consultations.10 Previous studies have re-
vealed that teachers have inadequate knowledge in the
field of disaster management,11 first aid,12 and emer-
gency response. Researchers have proposed such training
for better school health systems.13

For successful safety policy implementation of newly
issued policies, school administrators must involve teach-
ers in the formulation of new plans.14 In the face of emer-
gencies, the teachers’ role has been defined as that of first
responder.15 Trained teachers can handle emergencies
effectively.16 In any situation, irrespective of impact and
type of crisis, school teachers and relevant stakeholders
act as first responders to access and notify the adminis-
tration to activate emergency plans. They have to do this
task for an extended duration of time as specialists when
law enforcement agencies and health professionals, for
example, are not readily available.15 Natural disasters
like earthquakes and floods,17 have a long history of pro -
perty as well as human damage. Natural disasters damage
schools as well as students. In addition to natural disas-
ters, the schools are also prone to manmade disasters, es-
pecially terrorist attacks. The most prominent of these
was the incident at the Army Public School (APS) in
Peshawar, Pakistan in 2014, where about 200 people in-
cluding 184 children were brutally killed. The incident
resulted in a paradigm shift in the country’s educational
safety program.18 Globally, Pakistan has suffered from
the highest number of terrorist attacks on educational in-
stitutions. Details of the top terrorist attacks on schools
worldwide, from 1970–2016 and 2010–2016, are shown
in Table 1.19

As is evident from Table 1, during the period from
1970 to 2016, Pakistan suffered approximately 300%
more attacks on its educational institutions compared to
the second country on the list, Thailand. However, if re-
searchers look at the later 2010–2016 period, most of
the attacks occurred during those years. Those comprised
some 80% of the total attacks on educational institutions
in Pakistan. Surge in these attacks clearly indicate the
need for a reassessment of the existing policies. 

Even beyond such disasters, the safety state at schools
less than satisfactory. Important HSSE facets are almost
neglected. Pakistan does not have a national survey ex-
plaining the level of HSSE. Therefore, authors are em-
ploying some anecdotal evidence to represent the sorry
state of the schools HSSE affairs. Numerous incidents in-
volving students, especially at the primary school level,

have been recently reported. The violation of poor HSSE
conditions may lead to serious incidents/accidents. For
example, 734 female students fainted during the fumiga-
tion process in a primary school in Attock.20 The same
incident was repeated in Jhelum, affecting more than one
hundred school girls,21 while one hundred twenty stu-
dents fainted from heatstroke in Dragai.22 In Lahore,
nearly 40 students fainted due to toxic fumes at their
school.23 Drinking water contamination has also been
reported, as in Sukkur, where approximately 40 students
were affected by diarrhea.24 These are some of the inci-
dents indicating the lack of HSSE measures in the educa-
tional sector in Pakistan. As one can observe, the policies
and measures came about mostly in response to external
stimuli rather than a well-thought-out plan. Due to the
various public stakeholders involved, there is no single
policy document catering to HSSE and disaster aspects
in educational institutions. 

This lack of clarity clearly raises questions regarding
the emergency response at schools. The teacher’s role has
been clearly indicated as that of first responder for emer-
gencies.15 However, ambiguous formal policies also leave
teacher roles somewhat ill-defined. Thus, they may not
respond to situations as expected. 

The objectives of this study are to determine whether
teachers in primary schools are aware of national policies
about child safety at school, whether they understand
their roles as first responders in emergency si tuations,
and to assess the HSSE/disaster prevention arrangements
at their schools. More precisely, research ers ask the
follow ing questions, such as ‘Do teachers have basic un-
derstanding and awareness about HSSE and disaster pre-
vention measures as presented in various policies?’, ‘Do
the schools have specialized officers and staff such as
SRO and school nurses to manage emergencies and dis-
asters?’, and ‘Do the teachers acquire role-specific train-
ing/education about HSSE and disaster prevention?’.

Method
The study design was qualitative and exploratory, as

this topic has received scarce attention in the literature.
To probe into existing problems and assessing the teach-
ers in their additional roles, the study aimed to conduct

Table 1. Worldwide Highest Number of Attacks on Educational Institutions 
              (1970–2016)

                          Total Number of Attacks                Proportion of Attacks (%)
Country
                      (1970–2016)        (2010–2016)                    (2010–2016)

Pakistan                 944                      737                                  78%
Thailand                321                      179                                  56%
Afghanistan           326                      204                                  63%
India                      301                      186                                  62%
Iraq                        266                      171                                  64%

Source: Global Terrorism Database19
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exploratory research. The study sought to ascertain a new
phenomenon—that of teachers working in secondary
roles and asking questions about their new role. The data
collection methods were open-ended, in-depth inter-
views, and analysis of policy documents (National
Educational and Disaster Policy of Pakistan). Interview
questions were initially developed by reviewing relevant
literature. The instrument was reviewed for face and con-
struct validity with by key informants selected by strati-
fied sampling, comprising school principals (03), local
experts (02), security officials (03), and school coun-
selors (04) (teachers and community members). Face and
construct validity was later found to be satisfactory dur-
ing discussions with respondents. On the recommenda-
tion of key informants, the questionnaire was further
modified. The final instrument contained 20 questions
measur ing teachers’ awareness about HSSE and disaster
prevention policies, teacher emergency education and
training, and establishment of HSSE set up at schools,
e.g., school safety statements and school hierarchy for
implementing and monitoring HSSE and disaster mana -
gement. The interview was used to conduct a thematic
analysis. The methodology focuses on thematic analysis
and was conducted in six steps.25 Teachers were ap-
proached through their respective school principals after
obtaining approval. Document analysis of publicly avail-
able policy documents was a type of qualitative investiga-
tion where in content was interpreted to extract meaning
by researcher. Methodology triangulation was done by
combining the documentary evidence with themes gene -
rated from interviews to reduce bias and establish credi-
bility. They were similar to focus groups or interviews in-
corporating coding content into themes.26 Total of 25
teachers from primary schools were interviewed through
snowball sampling in the Attock District during the
January–March 2018 time period. Twelve teachers were
male and 13 were female; age ranged from 21 to 55 years.
The area of study was chosen for its likely exposure to
disasters, as Attock borders two provinces, e.g., Punjab
and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, which are prone to many nat-
ural and manmade disasters.

Results 
According to the study objectives, the key result are

presented. The essential data are displayed in the form of
bar charts. Three broad themes emerged from the analy-
sis.

Theme no. 1. Shallow Knowledge about Existing Policies
Results gathered show that, in general, teachers have

a shallow knowledge of existing national policies related
to the safety and security of children while at school.
They do not know about educational and other policies
and their HSSE content. As one respondent said, “I do

not know that national educational policy contains the
elements of safety and security and what is expected from
us.”. Teachers have been assigned the additional roles of
safety/security officers in Pakistani schools, yet they
know little about the existence of national educational
policy and its content related to the safety of children.
Approximately three-fourths of participants (76%)
showed a lack of knowledge. Moreover, it was observed
that national educational policy does not cover the full
spectrum of safety and security topics. As one respondent
who happened to be aware of the education policy stated,
“The national educational policy does contain quality
standards for the school learning environment, but I do
not think it contains disaster and security measures.”.

To ascertain their awareness of disaster management,
reaserchers asked participants what they knew about any
disaster management policy. Most of respondents did not
know of any disaster management policy. Out of the 25
participants who responded to the question, 24 reported
that they did not even know of the existence of any dis-
aster management policy.

Respondents also had little idea about security policy.
Only 16% indicated that they knew about national secu-
rity policy. Those who were aware considered security to
be the role and task of security and law enforcement
agencies. As one respondent stated, “I think in our coun-
try, the security affairs are being looked after by army
and police. They should know the national action policy
or any other security policy.”.

Sub Theme. Fire-Fighting Approach
Another observation to emerge from the data analysis

was that teachers took reference and guidance from se-
curity advisories issued by local law enforcement agen-
cies about the threat of terrorist attack. The same is the
case with health-related advisories. Major respondents
said that, with regard to safety issues, they received advi-
sories from different government sectors (health agen-
cies, police) via the education department. Results sug-
gest that teachers are interpreting the local advisories as
national-level policies. Out of 25 teachers, 60% knew

Figure 1. Awareness of Teachers about National Disaster Management
Policies
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about local advisories/procedures. However, there ap-
peared to be no single policy available that addressed all
hazards. As one respondent stated, “I do not know about
any single docu ment that addresses all the potential ha -
zards a school can face.”.

The present educational policy does not address all
ha zards. It only discusses health and hygiene issues.
Figure 1 presents the summary statistics of teacher
awareness levels regarding different national and local
policies in the form of a bar chart.

Theme no. 2. Non-Availability of Specialized School
Staff

Results revealed that there is no plan for deployment
of specialized staff—school nurses, welfare officers,
SROs—at government schools in Pakistan. Of those in-
terviewed, 100% indicated that there was no dedicated
school nurse or SROs appointed in Pakistani schools.
One respondent stated, “There is no specialized safety
officer or school nurse available at our school. I think
that there is no such position at schools.”. The majority
of responders stated that teachers have been assigned ad-
ditional roles as safety/security and welfare officers.
Result showed that 24 of 25 (96%) teachers were per-
forming those additional duties.

Theme no. 3. No Specific Education/Training Roles
Results indicated that teachers were performing addi-

tional duties without being educated or trained in the rel-
evant discipline. Teachers were asked about their prior
education backgrounds regarding health, safety, and se-
curity. Surprisingly, no teacher held relevant educational
qualifications in HSSE or disaster management. The ma-
jority of respondents agreed that they had been assigned
additional duties and the same number were endorsed by
the directory of duties, but they had no background/edu -
cation in these matters. A common view among intervie-
wees was that they were not paid for the additional HSSE
duties. Due to the non-availability of monetary benefits,
they treated this duty as a burden for which they had no
background education. Nor were they induced to per-
form safety/security duties. Similarly, no extensive role-
specific training was imparted to teachers to become first
responders in emergency situations. They had been
trained in specific disciplines on a need-basis only. As
one respondent stated, “I was assigned the additional
role of security officer after the incident at APS, and train-
ing was imparted to me at that time, but it was also only
in the domain of security and no refresher training has
been imparted since then.”.

From the data in Figure 2, it is apparent that only
20% (five of 25) respondents indicated that they were
trained in safety-related issues. The majority of respon-
dents stated that they did not receive any occupational

safety-related training. Fifteen of 25 participants (60%)
said that they were trained by local police in security dis-
ciplines. Similarly, six of 25 (24%) teachers were given
emergency health-related training. Only eight out of 18
teachers were taught fire-handling training. Results indi-
cate that only security-related aspects specially related to
acts of terrorism are being addressed at schools, due to
the prevailing fragile security situation in the region.
Results also revealed that there was no continuous
process of training at the school level, as the majority of
respondents mentioned that they received security-relat-
ed training only after the APS incident in late 2014. Still,
no training was provided after that on regular basis. The
teachers were imparted on-the-job training after being
assigning the tasks but found that training to be of little
value. Only a small number of respondents indicated that
they were now proficient to handle emergencies situa-
tions. As one respondent stated, “I think that I can han-
dle an emergency but I am not sure about it.”. 

Together these results provide important insights
about the state of teacher awareness and preparedness
against disasters and accidents. Overall, the results indi-
cate that teachers have only a very superficial knowledge
of national-level policies dealing with safety, security, and
disaster prevention at schools. Teachers are performing
the additional duties of safety and security without pro -
per education and relevant training. In addition to poor
awareness levels, it was learned that there is no proper
HSSE setup and disaster prevention at schools. Safety,
security, and health-related tasks are being accomplished
in piecemeal. 

Discussion
The primary goal of this study was to ascertain the

awareness level of primary school teachers about school
safety. School safety needs specific attention from school
management, parents, and relevant stakeholders.27 In
South Asia, especially in Pakistan, there have been many
incidents affecting school safety.18 This paper also re-
viewed various policies about school safety and security.

Figure 2. On-the-Job Training of Teachers Regarding Emergency
Management
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Results indicate that, although teachers have been as-
signed the additional roles of safety/security officers,9
they still lack basic training. In developed nations, school
nurses and SROs are deployed to handle emergency si -
tua tions. However, in many under-developed countries,
specialists are not available at school and teachers have
to execute these duties themselves. This finding was also
supported by previous study in which school headmas-
ters were made responsible for the safety and security of
elementary schools.28

Secondly, teachers are only poorly aware of national
policies about school safety and security. The majority of
teachers were unaware of different government depart-
ments responsible for safety and disaster management.
Nor did they have any idea about national safety and
disas ter policies. What is surprising is that teachers refer
to local advisories as national-level policies. School safety
is a comprehensive discipline. Therefore, teachers must
be aware of basic safety knowledge to cope with any
emergency situation. 

The third major finding was that teachers never re-
ceived safety and security courses in their curricula be-
fore becoming teachers. While after the terrorist incident
of APS, teachers were provided basic emergency respon -
se classes and even small weapons training. That training
was primarily conducted for security purposes, while
safety, health, and environmental aspects were missing.
Besides, the impact of the training died down over time,
since no refresher courses were made available. The find-
ings further reveal that teachers have little knowledge of
risk assessment procedures at schools.

A possible explanation may lie in the fact that most
safety and security duties are not included in their job
descriptions. They were assigned additional duties as
safety and security officers with very little preparation.9
Moreover, they consider this duty as an additional bur-
den without any monetary benefit. These teachers are not
made aware of national safety, security, and disaster pre-
vention policies. Furthermore, teachers’ roles as first res -
ponders are still not fully defined in national educational
policy.29 They are hired based on their educational back-
grounds with almost no emphasis on safety. Add to that,
continuous teacher training programs are difficult to
arrange because of lack of resources for schools.30 These
problems certainly require reconsideration and change
in relevant public policies.

Finally, a number of important limitations need to be
considered. The study is a qualitative investigation,
which has its own demerits. A mixed-method approach
may more fully reveal the overall safety setup at schools.
This study was conducted in Attock, a small Pakistani
city. Similar studies in different South Asian countries
may give us a better picture of school safety needs.

Conclusion 
The study was conducted to determine the awareness

level of primary school teachers about school safety poli-
cies. As safety is a primary responsibility of school
manage ment and teachers, teachers should be prepared
as per their roles and tasks. This study has shown that
teachers are generally unaware about the existence of
school safety policies. Moreover, teachers are unaware
about the different national institutions responsible for
safety and disaster prevention at schools. The evidence
from this study suggests that the awareness level of
teachers about existing national safety/disaster policies
needs to be upgraded. 

Recommendation
The findings of this study suggest a number of impor-

tant implications, including revision of national educa-
tional policy by integrating it with other safety and disas-
ter management policies, in order to yield a single com-
prehensive document and and induction of specialized
staff, e.g., a school nurse and SROs. Teachers should be
declared first responder in national educational policy by
defining and establishing their roles in an emergency.
Teachers should be given appropriate training about
emergency management. To motivate them to carry out
the additional tasks, special incentives and monetary
bene fits should be accorded them. This research will
serve as a basis for future studies about teachers’ roles as
first responders in educational settings where
SROs/school nurses are not available. Moreover, future
studies may also consider the competency levels of teach-
ers as first responder. This study will help policy makers
rationalize existing programs.
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