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FACULTY AND STAFF PERSPECTIVES OF A BEHAVIOR ASSESSMENT TEAM: A
CASE STUDY EVALUATION

by

Kerry Greenstein

(Under the Direction of Daniel Calhoun)
ABSTRACT

Following the shooting at Virginia Polytechnic Institute in 2007, colleges began formally
implementing threat assessment teams to help identify threats and prevent violence from
occurring. On many campuses those teams have developed into Behavior Assessment Teams
(BATS) that evaluate threats as well as support students by identifying concerning behavior and
strategically implementing interventions to reduce the risk of violence. Many of those teams are
now well established and need some method for evaluating their effectiveness.

The purpose of this study was to understand faculty and staff perceptions of a campus
BAT and evaluate a team’s effectiveness as defined by the team’s impact on campus culture,
specifically as it relates to campus safety. Four specific aspects (the reporting process, the team’s
response to a report, the observed changes in behavior following an intervention, and the impact
on campus safety) were identified for review. Each of these areas came from literature regarding
best practices for a BAT, and, collectively, were used to evaluate the team’s effectiveness.

Using a case study approach the researcher interviewed 13 faculty and staff members
from the campus that had previously submitted a report to the BAT. The researcher believed that
community members who had previously worked with the team were in a better position to

discuss their experiences and provide feedback about the team’s handling of cases than team
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members themselves. Additionally, this study included an analysis of team documents including
the institution’s BAT policy and procedure manual, BAT website, reporting form, and selected
case notes.

The results indicated that the faculty and staff on this campus have a positive perception
of the BAT and the work that it does. While there were acknowledgements of areas in which the
team could improve, overall, the community felt like the team was effective. Responses indicated
that people understood the reporting process, and that the team followed up quickly on reports
that it received, providing students with resources as needed. Most importantly, the community
members saw the BAT as playing an important role in regard to campus safety, whether for
record-keeping purposes or to help intervene and prevent violence from occurring. Finally, the
implications based upon these findings are included, along with recommendations for future

research.

INDEX WORDS: Behavior assessment, Behavior intervention, Threat assessment, Campus
safety
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Beginning with the shooting at Columbine High School in 1999, and strengthened
by the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the leaders at institutions of higher
education started to become more sensitive to the threats to campus safety. However, it
was not until the mass shootings that took place at Virginia Polytechnic Institute
(Virginia Tech) in 2007 that college and university administrators began to reevaluate
their campus security plans and make safety one of their top priorities. In 2008 there was
another campus shooting at Northern Illinois University, and a variety of other acts of
violence at both the secondary school level and on college campuses since then have kept
campus safety at the forefront. As recently as May 2014 there were shootings near the
University of California, Santa Barbara, and with each act of violence that occurs, the
impact has been felt on campuses across the country. Considering the perceived increase
in frequency of terrorist attacks, bomb threats, natural disasters and mass shootings that
have occurred across the country since Columbine, and even since Virginia Tech,
administrators are even more concerned about keeping their students and their campuses
safe (Deisinger, Randazzo, O’Neill and Savage, 2008; Higher Education Mental Health
Alliance, 2012).

Although it was the cumulative effect of these incidents that made administrators
more concerned about campus safety, Graney (2011) identified the Virginia Tech
shootings as the significant event that impacted campuses. It was after the Virginia Tech

shootings that many campuses began to place a greater emphasis on preventing violence,
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rather than focusing on responding to incidents that had already occurred (Graney, 2011).
Using the recommendations from the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the United
States Secret Service, leaders at institutions of higher education began creating and
implementing multidisciplinary teams of professionals from across the campuses drawn
from student affairs administrators, counselors, campus security officers and others,
known as threat assessment or behavioral intervention teams (O’ Toole, 2000; Vossekuil,
Fein, Reddy, Borum, & Modzeleski, 2002). These teams were designed to monitor and
evaluate threats of violence or concerning behavior (such as changes in appearance,
changes in behavior, incivility, and continued absences) among campus community
members and then provide interventions that would help alleviate the threat or concern
before the behaviors escalated to an act of violence (Cornell, 2010; Scalora, Simons &
VanSlyke, 2010; Sokolow & Hughes, 2007; Sokolow & Lewis, 2009; Sokolow, Lewis,
Wolf, Van Brunt, & Byrnes, 2009).

In the years since the attack at Virginia Tech, behavior assessment teams have
been implemented on many college campuses. The scope of these teams’” work has
expanded in that many now do detailed violence and threat assessments on not only
students, but also on faculty and staff. Many teams also now utilize more sophisticated
databases for recordkeeping and data management (Sokolow & Lewis, 2009) as opposed
to the paper files or spreadsheets of the past. There has also been a growing body of
research on how the teams develop, who serves on the teams, and the threat assessment
protocols being utilized (Graney, 2011; Sokolow & Lewis, 2009). These studies provided
useful information to those forming and coordinating the teams, but they failed to discuss

how successful the teams are at preventing violence. Although Dewey Cornell (2010),
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professor of Education at the University of Virginia; author of over 200 publications on
school safety, bullying, and threat assessment; and principal developer of the Virginia
Threat Assessment Guidelines, claimed that college campuses are generally perceived to
be safe havens for learning, the studies mentioned above do little to alleviate the fear of
violence that has arisen in recent years. For faculty, staff, students, parents, and other
community members to continue to feel safe on college campuses, it is necessary to begin
to evaluate the effectiveness of these teams, because simply having a team in place does
not ensure a safer campus (Higher Education Mental Health Alliance, 2012). To truly
have a safer campus, the team must be functioning well and be able to successfully
intervene when students, or others, exhibit any of the warning signs along the path
towards violence (Borum, Fein, Vossekuil, & Berglund, 1999).
Background

Violence on College Campuses

The Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime
Statistics Act (20 U.S.C.§1092 (f)), more commonly referred to as the Clery Act, which
was originally passed in 1990, required colleges and universities to report crimes that
occurred on or near the campus. The data gathered from the reports submitted by
institutions of higher education helped provide a clearer picture of the types of crime and
violence that are actually occurring on campuses across the country. With more accurate
reporting of violence on campuses, there has been a documented increase in campus
violence over the past few decades, particularly mass shootings and targeted violence, or
incidents of violence in which an attacker selects a particular target prior to the violent

act (Vossekuil et al., 2002). Drysdale, Modzeleski and Simons (2010) sought to better
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understand these acts of targeted violence on college campuses, and identified 272 such
incidents that occurred from 1900-2008. Reviewing these cases, Drysdale et al. (2010)
found that nearly 60% of the incidents took place in the past 20 years. While they
reported on the attackers’ ages, genders, affiliations with the institutions, and weapons
used, the most telling information for campus administrators was the research on incident
locations. Most of the situations, nearly 80%, occurred in residence halls, administrative
or classroom buildings or on the campus grounds (Drysdale et al., 2010). Over a four year
period, from 2005-2008, there was a total of 235,599 crimes reported (Drysdale et al.,
2010). The vast majority of these crimes were burglaries and motor vehicle thefts. The
second smallest percentage of crimes included negligent and non-negligent manslaughter,
at less than 1 percent (Drysdale et al., 2010).

While Drysdale et al. (2010) showed that violence on college campuses has
increased since the 1990s, crime data has shown that the rate of violence on college
campuses is significantly lower than the national average (Cornell, 2010). The U.S.
Bureau of Justice Statistics reported that the rate of serious violent crime on college
campuses with more than 2,500 students was 62 per 100,000 students in 2004 (Cornell,
2010). The national rate for 2004 was 466 violent crimes per 100,000 people, making
college students approximately seven times less likely to experience violent crime than
their peers not attending college. The Bureau of Justice Statistics also reported that the
rate of violent crime on college campuses of that size decreased 9 percent over the ten
year period from 1994-2004.

Cornell (2010) also reported specifically on crime data stating that from 1997-

2007, college campuses across the country experienced a combined average of 25.5
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murders per year. The national data for this same time frame is approximately 16,500
murders per year. Using the figure of 9,000 college campuses that were reporting data in
2008 and the average of 25.5 murders per year, Cornell (2010) further calculated that the
average college campus “could expect an on-campus murder approximately every 353
years” (p. 11).

Although these figures suggested that violence on college campuses is extremely
rare, the public concern regarding campus safety remains high. Addington (2003) showed
that students’ perceived risk increased immediately following the shooting at Columbine
High School causing an increase in fear of victimization. While those initial fears may
not always last long, the perceived risk would likely be heightened with each shooting, or
act of targeted violence that takes place. Since these types of violent acts continue to
occur on a regular basis, both on campus and off campus, it can be assumed that the
public perception of risk, and fear of victimization remains at a high level. Even before
these acts began occurring more frequently, Watson (1995) recognized that “a plan for
crisis response follow-up for faculty and students, including debriefing and counseling”
was a necessary aspect of any safety plan because when acts of violence occur, the entire
campus community is impacted.

Threat Assessment

After the deadly shooting at Columbine High School in 1999, the Federal Bureau
of Investigations (FBI) and the U.S. Secret Service both embarked on major studies of
school violence to help society better understand how and why the shootings took place.
More importantly, they wanted to help determine how future incidents could be

prevented (Vossekuil et al., 2002). The FBI, in conjunction with the National Center for
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the Analysis of Violent Crime, led a symposium of 160 educators, school administrators,
mental health professionals, law enforcement officers, and prosecutors through an in-
depth review of 18 specific incidents of school shootings, and later reported on those
findings (O’Toole, 2000). The U.S. Secret Service and U.S. Department of Education
identified 37 incidents of targeted violence since 1974 and reported on their findings
(Vossekuil et al., 2002). Both reports recommended that schools implement a threat
assessment approach to prevent future violence from occurring. Vossekuil et al. (2002)
summarized 10 key findings:
e incidents of targeted violence are rarely sudden, impulsive, acts;
e prior to most incidents, other people knew about the attacker’s idea or plan to
attack;
e most attackers did not directly threaten their targets;
e there is no accurate or useful profile of students who engaged in targeted
violence;
e most attackers engaged in some behavior prior to the incident that caused others
concern or that indicated a need for help;
e most attackers had difficulty coping with significant losses or personal failures
and had considered, or attempted, suicide;
e most attackers felt bullied, persecuted, or injured by others prior to the attack;
e most attackers had access to, and had used, weapons prior to the attack;

¢ in many cases, other students were involved in some capacity; and
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e despite prompt law enforcement responses, most shooting incidents were stopped

by means other than law enforcement intervention (p. 31).

Based on these findings, Vossekuil et al. (2002) concluded that there were warning
signs prior to the violent attacks and that if someone had mentioned their concerns to an
authority figure or school administrator, the administrator may have been able to provide
an intervention that could have prevented the shootings. O’Toole (2000) explained the
FBI threat assessment procedures and suggested a way that they could work within a
school setting. She described the types of threats, factors to consider in threat assessment,
levels of threatening behavior, and the four-pronged threat assessment model that
considers everything known about the student. To effectively implement this threat
assessment model, O’ Toole (2000) recommended that schools keep students and parents
informed of school policies, identify a threat assessment coordinator, and consider
utilizing multidisciplinary teams to review reported threats. While most students will
never act on their threats, O’Toole (2000) and Vossekuil et al. (2002) suggested that the
early recognition and reporting of concerning behavior would allow a well-trained threat
assessment team to intervene and prevent future acts of targeted violence.

Following the Virginia Tech shooting, case study reviews of violence on college
campuses, similar to those done by the FBI and Secret Service after Columbine were
completed with comparable results. It was again recommended that the right approach
was for colleges and universities to create threat assessment teams (Randazzo &
Plummer, 2009). Most of the reports on campus safety following the Virginia Tech

shooting suggested that colleges and universities review the K-12 school threat
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assessment models and adapt them to fit the needs of their campuses. (Randazzo &
Plummer, 2009, p. 3).
Early Implementations

As institutions of higher education have implemented this recommendation over
the past several years, it has led to significant growth and development in the field of
threat assessment on college campuses. Randazzo and Plummer (2009) discussed in
detail the implementation process at Virginia Tech, and listed a number of “critical
questions” that Virginia Tech faced along the way. Randazzo and Plummer (2009) also
shared the decisions that were made by Virginia Tech throughout the implementation and
explained the reasons behind each choice. The questions Randazzo and Plummer (2009)
addressed included such challenges as what to call the team, who should be on the team,
who should lead the team, and how much time serving on the team would demand of
team members. Also discussed was the importance of creating a mission statement,
establishing policies and procedures, record-keeping, training team members, and
marketing the team to gain buy-in from the campus community. Many of these were the
same issues addressed by Deisinger, Randazzo, O’Neill and Savage (2008) in their
Handbook for Campus Threat Assessment and Management Teams. Deisinger et al.
(2008) also addressed how many members a team should have, how often the team
should meet, what threat assessment instruments a team should use, and what kinds of
information should be reported to the team. Other issues added by Randazzo and
Plummer (2009) included questions like “should an institution establish separate threat
assessment teams for student cases and for faculty/staff cases — or one threat assessment

team to handle all cases” (p. 20). Both Deisinger et al. (2008) and Randazzo and
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Plummer (2009) noted that every college and university is unique and therefore every
team should answer these questions and challenges based on what is best for their
campus. Even though one campus may then be very different from another with how it
applied the threat assessment approach, the implementation itself now needs to be
evaluated.

As campuses started to implement these teams, the National Center for Higher
Education Risk Management, a law and consulting firm dedicated to creating safer
campuses through prevention and proactive risk management, introduced a
comprehensive behavioral intervention and threat assessment model (Sokolow & Hughes,
2007). This model was designed to address the variety of recommendations that followed
the Virginia Tech shootings and explained how campuses could implement the
recommendations. Where Deisinger et al. (2008) and Randazzo and Plummer (2009)
raised the questions, Sokolow and Hughes (2007) attempted to provide answers. They
discussed specific administrators who should be on the threat assessment team, how to
create protocols for the team to follow, the crisis and behavioral intervention trainings
that should take place for both the team and other campus community members, and even
the databases and methods of recordkeeping teams should use. The National Behavior
Intervention Team Association (NaBITA) Threat Assessment Tool, introduced in 2009,
provided even more clarity on how teams should be using threat assessment on their
campuses (Sokolow et al., 2009). Also in 2009, Sokolow and Lewis reviewed some of the
best practices being utilized by teams across the country and identified twelve key

elements that set these teams apart. These included formalized protocols, the use of risk
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rubrics, a culture of reporting within the institution, campus trainings, and comprehensive
databases for longitudinal tracking of students, among others (Sokolow & Lewis, 2009).
Current Research on Implementations

While there is obvious agreement on the importance of the threat assessment
approach, and even some similarities among the protocols and rubrics being used, there is
little knowledge about the ways in which institutions answered Randazzo and Plummer’s
(2009) critical questions (what to call the team, who should be on the team, and who
should lead the team) on their individual campuses and how the teams look and function
on a regular basis. Over the past few years, a number of studies (DeLaTorre, 2011;
Gamm, Mardis & Sullivan, 2011; Graney, 2011; and VanBrunt, Sokolow, Lewis &
Schuster, 2012) surfaced, trying to provide the threat assessment community with some
clarity.

DeLaTorre (2011) studied the implementation of threat assessment teams at
public universities and community colleges in Texas, while Graney (2011) studied the
implementation of teams at flagship institutions in New England. DeLaTorre (2001)
found that there was a significant difference between the implementation of threat
assessment teams at public universities and community colleges. Only one of the 21
community colleges studied (less than five percent) had a threat assessment team, while
over 80 percent of the public universities had one (DeLaTorre, 2011). Graney’s (2011)
research looked specifically at the team composition, practices and responsibilities. Each
of the six flagship institutions had different names for their team, reflecting institutional
values. However, each team was housed in the division of student affairs and most

reported to the vice president of student affairs. While the teams ranged in size from five
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to 10 members, they each had representation from housing and residence life, dean of
students, and counseling (or a mental health consultant). A variety of other positions were
represented including police/campus safety and student conduct, yet there was no
representation from the faculty at any of the institutions (Graney, 2011). Graney (2011)
also found that while there were differences in team composition, many of the practices
and responsibilities of the six teams were similar. This study also found a positive
correlation between the level of training team members received and their confidence in
using the threat assessment tools (Graney, 2011), meaning the more training the team
received on using the protocols, the more comfortable they were in administering it when
necessary.

Larger studies have also looked at the variety among teams in terms of names and
team composition. The Higher Education Mental Health Alliance (2012) reported on a
number of other studies in creating a guide for campus teams. The report cited two
studies that together found at least a dozen different names for the teams. One study
surveyed 175 teams and a variety of names were found, the most common of which was
Behavioral Intervention Team (Gamm, Mardis & Sullivan, 2011). Gamm, Mardis and
Sullivan (2011) also reviewed team members and found that the most frequently
mentioned representatives included Deans of Students, Counseling Center Directors,
Directors of Public Safety, Housing Directors, Student Conduct Officers, Health Services
Directors, and Faculty representatives. Other representatives, ranging from Financial Aid
to Athletics and Registrar to International Studies, were also mentioned (Gamm et al.,

2011).
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In an even larger study, during the summer of 2012, NaBITA surveyed over 800
community colleges and four-year institutions regarding their campus teams. This study
showed that over 90% of the institutions surveyed had some form of behavioral
intervention team on campus (VanBrunt, Sokolow, Lewis & Schuster, 2012). Similar to
the other studies mentioned, the most common team members included Counseling,
Public Safety, Dean of Students and Housing/Residence Life, with a number of other
constituents represented, including students, at two percent of the institutions. Like
Graney (2011), the NaBITA survey found that the Dean of Students or Vice President of
Student Affairs was most often the team leader. Most teams (38%) reported meeting
weekly or twice monthly (24%) (VanBrunt et al., 2012). The survey also reported on a
number of other topics important to understanding how institutions have followed the
recommendations such as recordkeeping practices, trainings, and threat assessment tools
used (VanBrunt et al., 2012).

With each of these studies, the higher education community continues to learn
more about how colleges and universities have implemented the recommendations for
threat assessment teams. Administrators have a clearer idea of who should be on the
team, how often it should meet, the protocols that should be used, the recordkeeping
methods and the importance of training both team members and the rest of the campus
community. However, recent studies do not indicate how well a team is functioning once
it is established. The research has not provided any means of assessing the effect
behavioral intervention teams have had on campus culture, specifically with regards to
safety.

Problem Statement
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Following the incident at Virginia Tech, leaders of institutions of higher education
sought to increase safety measures and prevent future incidents of campus violence.
While a number of techniques have been suggested, the most common recommendation
was to create a multidisciplinary threat assessment team. Since the shootings in 2007, not
only have institutional leaders followed these recommendations, but the scope of the
team’s work has expanded to address more than just threatening behaviors. As a result,
the number of behavioral intervention teams has significantly increased, a national
association was created, and a trend developed in researching how the teams were
implemented.

The majority of the studies on Behavior Assessment Teams (BATs) have focused
on issues surrounding team composition, team leadership, training, and team practices
and protocols. Researchers gathered this information through surveys of team members
being asked to report on their own teams. In rare instances, researchers interviewed team
members as well. The research on behavioral intervention teams has not addressed the
impact of these teams on campus culture and how campus communities perceive the
effectiveness of these teams. It is important for those responsible for the administration of
the teams to understand more than just how to create a team, especially since most
institutions already have the team in place. Administrators now want to know if the team
is serving a valuable and needed function for the institution. The answer, on many
campuses, will be determined by community members’ perceptions of the team’s
effectiveness. Perceptions of effectiveness for a Behavior Assessment Team (BAT) will
rely on how the team addresses concerns regarding campus safety and how it provides

interventions to help students become more successful. In addition, a BAT should meet at

27



least some of the key criteria for what Sokolow and Lewis (2009) describe as second
generation teams. These criteria include an easy and convenient reporting process for
those submitting reports to the team, a quick and helpful response from the team,
interventions that help aid in positive changes in the student reported or a resolution to
the situation, and to be a contributing part of the overall campus safety plan.
Purpose of Study
In order to know if a BAT is being perceived by its campus community as
effective, it is important to first identify those who are aware of the team and have used it
for reporting a student who has displayed threatening or concerning behavior. These
individuals are in the best position to evaluate the team and how it handled the situation,
as they have first-hand knowledge of the team’s functioning. As Graney (2011) noted,
research must now focus on the impact these teams have on campus culture and
perceptions of campus safety. The impact a team has on its campus is difficult to identify.
However it can be determined by how well it meets the criteria established by Sokolow
and Lewis (2009) as well as if it is perceived by the community as doing a good job in
addressing concerns and providing interventions for students. The purpose of this study
was to understand faculty and staff perceptions of a campus BAT and evaluate the team’s
effectiveness as defined by the team’s impact on campus culture, specifically as it relates
to campus safety.
Research Questions

The following research questions guided this study.
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Overarching Question: How do members of a campus community perceive the
effectiveness of the campus Behavioral Intervention Team? To answer this question, the
following sub-questions were asked:

1. How do members of a campus community who have filed reports with the
behavior assessment team describe the reporting process?

2. How do members of a campus community who have filed reports with the
behavior assessment team describe the team’s response to the incident that was
reported?

3. How do members of a campus community who have filed reports with the
behavior assessment team describe the changes in the student or the outcome of
the situation?

4. How do members of a campus community who have filed reports with the
behavior assessment team describe the behavior assessment team’s contribution to
campus safety?

In addition, members of the BAT were asked about the criteria they think are
important in evaluating a team and their perceptions of how the team meets those criteria,
creating a fifth research question:

5. What criteria should be included in the evaluation of a behavior assessment team?

Significance of the Study
As most institutions now have some form of behavioral assessment team in place,
it is important to move beyond the basic understandings of how to create a team and set it

up to be successful. Those responsible for the teams are now interested in determining
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ways to assess the effectiveness of their teams. This study sought to evaluate a campus
behavioral intervention team. The findings will provide the team with information
regarding what community members perceive they do well and where there is room for
improvement. More importantly, the research procedures can easily be replicated on
other campuses, providing a new framework for evaluating the effectiveness of a BAT.
The results from this study will provide behavioral intervention team chairs, vice
presidents of student affairs, presidents and other decision-makers an opportunity to
consider the perceptions community members have of their institution’s ability to
respond to potential threats of violence and to keep their campus safe. This study will
also advance the growing field of research on behavioral intervention teams, as well as
fill the void in the current research by helping teams assess if they are making a
difference, keeping their campuses safe, and, ultimately, helping students become more
successful.
Procedures

To better understand the impact a BAT is having on its campus, the researcher
conducted a qualitative study using case study methods. According to Patton (2002), “in
new fields of study where little work has been done, few definitive hypotheses exist and
little is known about the nature of the phenomenon, qualitative inquiry is a reasonable
beginning point of research” (p. 193). Since BATs are still a relatively new phenomenon
and little is known about their impact on campus culture, a qualitative design is especially
appropriate for this study. Stake (1995) stated that case studies are “effective ways of
studying educational programs, particularly adaptable to program evaluation,” (p. xii).

Since this research intended on providing an in-depth evaluation of a BAT, a single-site,
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evaluative case study was used. A case study was completed by reviewing and analyzing
team documents (policy and procedure manual, incident reports, case notes, etc.) and
conducting interviews with campus community members.

To fully evaluate a campus BAT, the researcher identified a four-year, state
institution in the southeastern United States to review. The characteristics of this
institution’s BAT are comparable to many others in terms of when the BAT was created,
the types of training conducted for team members, meeting frequency, and a number of
other factors associated with the implementation of Behavior Assessment Teams, as
reported by the 2012 NaBITA Team Survey. It is also similar in that it uses one of the
common databases used by teams to receive and record reports from campus community
members regarding concerning behavior among students. Additional information about
the criteria used in the selection of the institution will be shared in Chapter Three.

The researcher began the evaluation by reviewing various records and documents
associated with the team. The documents included a policy and procedure manual,
training materials, and the incident reporting form. These data were analyzed to help the
researcher understand the procedures of the BAT and how it is supposed to function. The
records included actual incident reports submitted to the team, case notes and other
information available through the team database, which provided the necessary
background information on the types of behaviors reported to the team, as well as the
typical interventions and actions taken by the team. This document review was also
useful in helping to identify the faculty and staff who have reported concerns and who

would be appropriate for participation in the interviews.
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The interview protocol questions (available in Appendix A and B) were created
for the purpose of this study and focused on the case or cases the participants reported,
the faculty and staff member perceptions of the reporting process, how the team handled
the reported cases, any changes in the student’s behavior following the report, their
perceptions of campus safety and the team’s role with regard to campus safety. Data
gathered through the interviews were reviewed for patterns to develop themes, categories
and sub-categories. Additional information about the methodological procedures is
covered in Chapter Three.

Limitations

There are a number of limitations for this study. Although the researcher has
attempted to capture feedback about the cases handled by the BAT, there are likely a
number of incidents that took place that went unreported. As such, the researcher has not
gathered all of the information about potential cases on the campus, only those that have
been formally reported to the BAT. In addition, there were likely a number of cases
discussed at BAT meetings and in the database that were brought by team members and
only a few team members were interviewed in the study.

As a qualitative study, the researcher’s bias must also be considered as his
inherent assumptions impact his interpretations throughout the study, especially during
the data analysis phase of the research. The researcher is a member of the BAT at his own
campus, and therefore has a bias towards the importance of having a BAT on campus. He
assumes that they are valuable and providing a necessary service to the campus
community. As such, the interview protocol questions, which were developed specifically

for this study, were written with that perspective in mind. Once developed, they were
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vetted by experts in the field of research who were familiar with the functions of a BAT,
but do not serve on a team, helping limit the researcher’s bias.
Delimitations

This study is delimited primarily by its qualitative research design. As a result, the
findings are limited only to the institution being studied. While they are not
generalizable, the findings will still be of value to other institutions. Some BATSs handle
cases of threatening behavior among faculty and staff, as well as students, but this study
only looked at cases regarding students. The researcher has also made the choice to
review this BAT specifically from the perspective of those who have reported incidents.
In doing so, a number of other perspectives are not being considered, such as other
campus community members including students, parents, alumni, faculty and staff who
have not reported incidents to the team and even local community members. Each of
these has a valuable perspective that could have been studied as well. There are also a
number of ways in which one could define a BAT’s effectiveness. The researcher chose
to focus on the reporting process, the team’s response, changes in behavior following an
intervention, and the role with regard to campus safety, rather than repeating an
assessment in areas that have already been covered by the literature such as an evaluation
of the team’s functioning, training, preparedness, and the campus’ awareness of the team
and its purpose, among others.

Key Definitions
There are key terms that require definition in order to understand their relation to

the study.
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Behavior assessment team. For the purposes of this research, this term is used to
refer to any campus team made up of professionals from various offices with the intent of
identifying disturbing, threatening, or concerning behavior in an attempt to provide
interventions and prevent violent acts from occurring. Randazzo and Plummer (2009)
discussed the naming of teams and acknowledged that different institutions chose
different names for their team to reflect the scope of their work and communicate to the
campus the purpose of the team. Therefore, behavior assessment team (BAT) is also
meant to refer to teams with other names such as Behavior Intervention Team, as well as
those that focus specifically on Threat Assessment. All of these terms that may be used
interchangeably throughout this paper.

Targeted violence. This term is defined as “any incident of violence where a
known or knowable attacker selects a particular target prior to their violent act”
(Vossekuil et al., 2002, p. 4).

Incidents. Anything reported to the campus BAT, including acts of violence
(towards self or others), threats (verbal, written, or perceived) and concerning behavior.

Concerning Behavior. Any behaviors such as changes in appearance, changes in
behavior, incivility, continued absences, etc. that are displayed by one community
member and recognized by another community member as concerning, or out-of-the-
ordinary.

Reporter. A campus community member, often a faculty or staff member, who
has submitted information (an incident or concerning behavior) to the Behavior
Assessment Team.

Organization of the Study
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Chapter One has provided an introduction to Behavior Assessment Teams as well
as the statement of the problem, research questions, the significance of the study,
definitions for key terms and limitations/delimitations of the study. Chapter Two will
provide a more in-depth review of the literature and previous research related to the topic
being investigated. The methodology and specific procedures used to gather data for the
study will be presented in Chapter Three. The results of the analyses and findings that
emerge from the study will be shared in Chapter Four. Chapter Five will contain a
summary of the study and findings, conclusions drawn from the findings, a discussion,

and recommendations for further study.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Over the past two decades there have been a number of shootings and violent
attacks that have occurred in high schools and on America’s college campuses. While
many may think this is a new trend, research (O’Toole, 2000; Vossekuil et al., 2002)
shows that this type of violence has been taking place for years. Due to the perception
that these attacks are occurring more often, schools have been implementing a variety of
safety initiatives in an effort to keep their schools safe, from increasing the number of
police and safety officers, to mass email notifications (Hughes, White, & Hertz, 2008), to
profiling, zero tolerance policies and mental health assessments (Reddy, Borum,
Berglund, Vossekuil, Fein, & Modzeleski, 2001; Randazzo, Borum, Vossekuil, Fein,
Modzeleski, & Pollack, 2005). Some of these efforts have been required by law, such as
the Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime Statistics Act
(20 U.S.C.§1092 (f)). Other efforts have been shared in the profession as a best practice,
such as better lighting and emergency call boxes, while others have come from
recommendations by the FBI (O’ Toole, 2000), the U.S. Secret Service and Department of
Education (Vossekuil et al., 2002) and other experts in law enforcement, politics and
education. All of the efforts are helpful in dealing with campus violence, however the
recommendation to implement Threat Assessment teams is believed to be the most
effective at identifying a risk prior to an attack and preventing it from occurring (Reddy
et al., 2001; Deisinger, Randazzo, O’Neill & Savage, 2008; Randazzo & Plummer,
2009). The threat assessment approach has been used by Secret Service for years to

protect the President and other foreign dignitaries from threats of violence. Following the
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1999 shooting at Columbine High School, and the resulting findings of the FBI report
and the Safe School Initiative, high schools across the country began to implement threat
assessment teams (O’ Toole, 2000; Vossekuil et al., 2002). Similarly, following the 2007
shooting at Virginia Polytechnic Institute (Virginia Tech), colleges and universities
expanded their safety efforts by incorporating threat assessment as part of their campus
safety and emergency management plans (Deisinger et al., 2008; Randazzo & Plummer,
2009). Now, six years after the attack at Virginia Tech, these teams have grown and
expanded on college campuses and are being utilized in ways beyond just threat
assessment (DeLa Torre, 2011; Geiger, 2010; Graney, 2011; Sokolow & Lewis, 2009;
Van Brunt et al., 2012). This paper will review the findings of the Safe School Initiative
and violent attacks in schools and on college campuses, as well as the ways in which
schools have implemented the recommended safety initiatives. Primarily, this study will
explore the recommendation to implement threat assessment teams and how that
implementation has taken place on college campuses to determine if these teams are a
valuable part of campus safety plans.
Literature Search

The research for this literature review was found primarily by searching the online
system for electronic databases through the Georgia Southern University library. The
university library provided access to the following databases: Education Full Text,
Educational Research Information Clearinghouse (ERIC), JSTOR and PsychlInfo,
databases for the humanities and social sciences, and in the field of psychology, and
others. In addition, searches were completed through EbscoHost and for Dissertations

and Theses with Full Text through ProQuest. All of these searches used key words and
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phrases such as “Threat assessment,” “Behavior assessment,” “Behavior assessment
teams,” “Campus violence,” “Campus safety,” and “Violence prevention.”

These searches provided a number of sources, many of which were published in
peer-reviewed educational journals. Other sources included books, government
publications, and doctoral dissertations. The researcher then compared the references of
the three dissertations and found a number of overlapping sources, which were then
sought for use as well.

Finally, a number of sources were collected by the researcher through the
National Behavior Intervention Team Association (NaBITA) website, materials shared at
NaBITA national conferences, and through other trainings and workshops on campus
threat assessment, violence prevention and related topics.

Conceptual Framework

The following literature review is grounded in the literature on violence in the
secondary school setting. It focuses on violence itself and school attempts at mitigating,
or preventing violence. Most importantly, it culminates with the literature on the threat
assessment approach and the studies that support that approach as the most effective
method for preventing violence at the secondary school level. The review then follows
the same process for the higher education environment by reviewing the literature on
campus violence and the means used to prevent violence on college campuses. The
violence prevention techniques at the college level culminate with the literature on
behavioral assessment teams. These aspects can be viewed as the inputs, as they lead to
the concept of Behavior Assessment (see figure 1). Next, the framework shifts to the

outputs of the team and the impact a team has on its campus safety. It also recognized
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safety as a key component of campus culture and focuses on the impact on campus
culture. Since there is limited research on the impact of behavioral assessment teams and
their effectiveness at preventing violence on college campuses, by evaluating one team,
we may determine the type of impact BATs are having and their effectiveness as an

approach to preventing violence.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

Viokencs i Violence on
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Figure 1. Graphical representation of the link between violence m secondary
schools and the mpact of behavior assessment teams on szfety and campus
culture. Solid lines represent a direct path between concepts. Dotted lmes
represent the sumilarities and correlations between secondary schools and
college campuses.
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Organization of the Literature Review

The following sections will provide the foundation for the basis of this study. As
mentioned previously, the concerns regarding school violence and campus safety began
at the secondary school level with Columbine High School, and progressed to institutions
of higher education following Virginia Tech. The review of literature will begin with an
examination of school violence at secondary schools, followed by a review of the
methods used at that level to prevent violence, and conclude with threat assessment and
the success of that approach. It will then progress to violence at the post-secondary level,
the methods used on college campuses to prevent violence, and the implementation of
threat assessment in higher education. Finally, it will conclude with an examination of the
factors that influence organizational culture, making a link between the perceptions of a
BAT and how that can impact perceptions of campus safety, and the overall culture of a
campus.
School Violence

The fatal shootings at Columbine High School in 1999 greatly impacted the way
people think about school violence. After the attack, people no longer viewed schools as
the safe havens they once were (O’ Toole, 2000; Vossekuil et al., 2002; Randazzo, et al.,
2005; Allen, Cornell, Lorek & Sheras, 2008; Cornell, Sheras, Gregory & Fan, 2009;
Borum, Cornell, Modzeleski & Jimerson, 2010). Media coverage of the attacks helped
add to the fears of students and parents everywhere, especially in the months immediately
following the incident (Addington, 2003). Research on school violence has shown,
however, that these perceptions are misguided and that schools continue to be a safe

place for students to learn, grow, and develop.
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Following the Columbine shootings, the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI)
and the U.S. Secret Service both initiated in-depth studies on school violence. These
studies became the foundation for understanding these types of violent acts. Both reports
found that school violence, and in particular school shootings or acts of targeted violence,
are extremely rare.

Vossekuil et al. (2002) identified only 37 incidents of targeted violence in schools
over a 25-year period from 1974-2000. While this is still more than anyone would want,
when compared to other types of violence students face both in and out of school, the
numbers are miniscule. According to the U.S. Department of Education there were
approximately 53 million students in over 119,000 schools in the U.S. in 2000 (Randazzo
et al., 2005). Taking these two numbers together it is unlikely that students will ever face
an act of school violence. Cornell (2007) identified 103 cases of student-perpetrated
homicides over the 12 school years from 1992-1993 to 2003-2004. He further calculated
that to be an average of 8.58 incidents a year, and then divided that by the 119,000
schools to show that the average school could expect a homicide once every 13,870 years
(Cornell, 2007). Similarly, Vossekuil et al. (2002) calculated that from 1993 to 1997 the
odds of a high school student being threatened or injured was around seven or eight
percent, the odds of getting into a fight at school were around 15 percent, but the odds a
student would die from a homicide or suicide were closer to one in one million. Borum et
al. (2010) looked at student homicides over a 10-year period, from 1996 to 2006, and
found an average of 21 deaths per year. Using an updated calculation of 125,000 schools,
they estimated a school could expect a homicide once every 6,000 years. While this is

less than the figure calculated by Cornell three years earlier, it is still extremely rare.
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To further put these numbers into perspective, each of these studies compared
their findings of school violence to violence in society at large. For example, Borum et
al.’s (2010) average of 21 homicides per year represented less than 1% of the annual
homicides of youths aged 5 to 18 over that same 10-year period. Studies also looked at
these numbers for individual school years. During the first half of the 1997-1998 school
year there were more than 2,500 school-aged children murdered or who committed
suicide, and less than 1% of those occurred at school (Reddy, Borum, Berglund,
Vossekuil, Fein, & Modzeleski, 2001). According to Vossekuil et al. (2002), in 1998
there were 60 school-associated violent deaths among students in grades 9-12. This same
population, however, was subject to 1.6 million thefts and 1.2 million other violent
crimes. The next year, in 1999, the same year as the Columbine shooting, 17 students
were killed at school (Cornell, 2007; Borum et al., 2010). However, that same year there
were 2,500 murders and over 9,700 deaths by accident of school-aged children outside of
school. While these figures show that acts of school violence, particularly targeted
violence or school shootings, are extremely rare, when they do occur they can have a
“tremendous and lasting effect on the school in which it occurred, the surrounding
community and the nation as a whole” (Vossekuil et al., 2002).

Recently, the FBI concluded a study of all active shooter incidents between 2000
and 2013. The study identified 160 incidents, 39 of which took place in an educational
environment (Blair & Schweit, 2014). While this may not seem to be too significant,
Blair and Schweit (2014) pointed out that “incidents in educational facilities account for
some of the higher casualty counts” (p. 15). The overall figure of 39 incidents also

includes those that took place at institutions of higher education. Since 2000, 27 incidents
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occurred in elementary and secondary schools, an average of just under two per year. The
research also found that during the first half of the study, from 2000-2006, there was a
total average of 6.4 incidents per year. In the last seven years that number increased
significantly to 16.4 incidents, showing that perceptions of increased violence in society
are accurate.

Preventing School Violence

As the fears related to school violence grew throughout the 1990s and into the
early 2000s schools began implementing a variety of initiatives designed to prevent
future incidents. Cornell (2006) outlines a number of effective programs such as conflict
resolution, peer mediation, mentoring, and parent education. He also discusses programs
like “Scared Straight,” correctional boot camps, and even the use of school uniforms and
explains why those programs are largely ineffective. While many of these types of
programs have been created, some effective and some not, most violence prevention
efforts have focused on zero tolerance policies, profiling, mental health assessments, and
even risk assessments.

Zero tolerance policies. A “zero tolerance” policy is one in which the violation
of a rule or policy results in an automatic punishment without regard to specific situations
or special circumstances (Cornell, 2006). Zero tolerance can be used to deal with a
number of school problems, but has been used by many schools as a means for dealing
with weapons and general threats of violence. In 1994, the Gun-Free Schools Act was
passed as a way to keep guns off school property, and thereby prevent future shootings.
The act required states to enact laws that would expel any student who brought a firearm

to school for a minimum of one year (Borum, Cornell, Modzeleski, & Jimerson, 2010).
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According to Borum et al. (2010) many consider the passing of the Gun-Free Schools Act
to be the beginning of zero tolerance in schools. After it was implemented, proponents of
zero tolerance began reporting their number of expulsions. However, as Cornell (2006)
points out, schools with a higher number of expulsions began to claim that they had
cracked down on school violence by removing dangerous students from school, while
schools with lower numbers claimed the policy was effective because it deterred students
from bringing weapons to school in the first place. Thus, Cornell (2006) explains the
methodological problems with any of the empirical studies and data supporting zero
tolerance as not using valid indicators or a randomized assignment. Cornell (2006) and
Borum et al. (2010) also explain that zero tolerance policies have faced legal challenges
with regard to free speech, due process, and access to public education. The policies have
also been opposed by the American Bar Association and civil rights groups as being
discriminatory, with a large proportion of violations being against minority students
(Cornell, 2006). While zero tolerance seemed to be very appealing to both politicians and
school administrators initially, many have seen the problems that it presents and do not
consider it to be an effective method of violence prevention.

Profiling and warning signs. Profiling was initially used as a technique by the
FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit, which gathered information from crime scenes to create
“a set of hypotheses about the characteristics — physical, demographic, personality, and
others — of the person most likely to have committed the crime” (Reddy et al., 2001;
Randazzo et al., 2005). Reddy et al. (2001) explain that this technique is retrospective and
works backwards from a behavior to guess who may have committed the crime. While

there is both empirical and anecdotal support for this technique, the use of profiling for
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school violence would not follow the same technique. Reddy et al. (2001), Randazzo et
al. (2005), and Cornell (2006) suggest that profiling for school violence would be
prospective in that it would begin with a specific person in mind and compare their
characteristics to the characteristics of those who previously committed acts of school
violence. Although profiling has shown to be useful for law enforcement, particularly in
retrospective situations, in the case of school shooters it has faced much scrutiny and
skepticism. The research of profiling to find the next school shooter has identified several
major concerns, the most notable of which is that due to the fact that school shootings are
so rare, it would be difficult to make any generalizations based on so few cases (Reddy et
al., 2001). Therefore, profiling based on known characteristics from a handful of cases
runs the risk of both over-identifying and under-identifying students who may become
violent (Borum et al., 2010; Randazzo et al. 2005; Reddy et al., 2001). In addition,
profiling does not take into account the likelihood of whether or not someone who meets
a profile will actually carry out a violent attack.

Similar to profiling is the use of warning signs or checklists that identify
students displaying characteristics of potentially violent behavior. Warning sign
checklists are also similar to profiling in that they can often over-identify students.
Cornell (2006) argued that many of the items on warning sign checklists, such as alcohol
and drug use, history of discipline problems, and feelings of rejection, are known to
correlate well with violence and are behaviors worthy of intervention. However, there
were concerns that school administrators could unnecessarily punish students on the basis
of warning signs alone, especially if administrators acted on the basis of stereotypes or

overreacted to any single warning sign (Cornell, 2006).
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Mental health assessments. Another popular method for mitigating school
violence is the use of mental health assessments. These assessments may also be referred
to as guided professional judgments or structured clinical assessments. This method
allows a mental health professional to interview a student or other individual who has
raised concerns and evaluate his or her risk for violent behavior (Reddy et al., 2001). To
do so, the mental health professional may use proven clinical instruments or checklists to
help guide the conversation, collect data, and analyze the student of concern. While this
method could be useful in determining a student’s risk for general violence, Randazzo et
al. (2005) point out that most mental health professionals do not have formal training in
violence risk assessment, a major concern in using these assessments, especially in
relation to assessing threats of targeted violence. Other concerns posed by both Reddy et
al. (2001) and Randazzo et al. (2005) include a lack of empirical research on the use of
mental health assessments in determining risk for targeted school violence, the difficulty
in creating a baseline of violence due to the low incidence of violent attacks, and the use
of standard psychological instruments for the purposes of risk assessment.

Other Options for Mitigation. A number of other methods for mitigating
violence have been used by schools as well. These include a variety of security features
such as metal detectors, security cameras, police officers within the schools, locker
searches and locked doors (Borum et al., 2010). Some schools also require students and
staff to wear ID badges and have all visitors sign in upon entrance (Borum et al., 2010).
Reddy et al. (2001) also discussed the use of automated decision making where computer
calculations, based on expert knowledge about an issue, are made to determine solutions

for how to address risks of violence. Borum et al. (2010) state that these security features
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are being used by many schools, in some cases in over 90%, but that there is little
empirical evidence to support their effectiveness at preventing school violence.
FBI Report and the Safe School Initiative
Following the Columbine shootings, in June 1999, the U. S. Department of

Education and the U.S. Secret Service came together to review incidents of school
shootings in an attempt to help everyone better understand how and why the shootings
took place, and more importantly, how they might be prevented in the future (Vossekuil,
et al., 2002). As stated earlier, they identified 37 cases of targeted violence over a 25 year
period. This review has come to be known as the Safe School Initiative. The shootings
also added urgency to the efforts of the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) and the
National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime and their study of school shootings. In
July 1999 the FBI jointly led a symposium of 160 people where 18 specific cases of
school shootings were reviewed in-depth. These participants included educators, school
administrators, mental health professionals, law enforcement officers, and prosecutors, all
of who had valuable information to share with reference to the 18 cases (O’Toole, 2000).

While there have been a number of other methods implemented by schools to prevent
violence from occurring, the recommendations from both the FBI and U.S. Secret Service
to implement a threat assessment approach in schools is believed to be the most effective.
Both organizations led in-depth case studies of campus violence. The FBI report came
from the study of 18 school shooters while the Safe School Initiative reviewed 37 cases
of targeted school violence. The findings of the two reports were quite similar and
together they form the foundation for the use of threat assessment in schools. The 10 key

findings from Vossekuil et al. (2002), outlined such ideas as incidents of targeted
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violence are rarely sudden, impulsive acts; prior to most incidents, other people knew
about the attacker’s idea or plan to attack; there is no accurate or useful profile of
students who engaged in targeted violence; and most attackers engaged in some behavior
prior to the incident that causes others concern or that indicated a need for help (p. 31).

As mentioned previously, these findings led to the conclusion that warning signs were
available and, had someone mentioned their concerns to an authority, an intervention
could have been implemented that might have prevented the shootings. O’Toole (2000)
took these findings one step further and suggested that to effectively implement this
threat assessment model, schools should implement a multidisciplinary team. Although
both O’Toole (2000) and Vossekuil et al. (2002) recognized that most students will never
act on their threats, they both believed that the early recognition and reporting of any
concerning behaviors would provide an opportunity for a threat assessment team to
intervene and prevent future acts of targeted violence.
Threat Assessment in Schools

Based on the recommendations from the FBI and Secret Service reports, many

schools began to implement threat assessment teams. As these teams were being
implemented researchers began to compare the teams to the other methods of violence
prevention being used in the schools. Most researchers agreed that a threat assessment
approach is the most effective one (Allen, Cornell, Lorek & Sheras, 2008; Borum et al.,
2010; Cornell, 2003; Cornell, 2006; Cornell et al., 2009; Cornell, Sheras, Kaplan,
McConville, Douglass, Elkon, McKnight, Branson, & Cole, 2004; Randazzo et al., 2005;
Reddy et al., 2001). In their review of the various approaches to evaluating a student’s

risk for targeted violence, Reddy et al. (2001) suggested that the deductive, fact-based
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approach in threat assessment was superior to the inductive methods of the past. They
concluded, however, that there needed to be empirical research to support their views and
the use of threat assessment in schools.

Cornell (2003) also analyzed the prior methods of violence prevention, but went
a step further and began testing the threat assessment guidelines that were created to
bridge the gap between the principles set forth by the FBI and U.S. Secret Service and the
practice within schools. The results of Cornell’s field test at two Virginia high schools
supported the belief that threat assessment was an effective means of preventing violence.
After being trained in the threat assessment guidelines, administrators at the two schools
kept track of all threats of violence during the course of an entire school year (Cornell et
al., 2004). In follow-up interviews at the end of the school year, the principals reported
the number of threats, the types and levels of threats, and the disciplinary consequences
faced by the students who made the threats. These principals reported that most of the
students who were reported had improved their behavior throughout the school year, and
that none of the threats had been carried out (Cornell et al., 2004).

Cornell et al. (2009) recognized that the findings from the field test should be
viewed with caution as there was no comparison group in the study and they therefore
conducted another study which compared schools using the threat assessment guidelines
to schools using an alternate model of threat assessment and to schools not using any
model. They compared the schools along three scales including student victimization,
willingness to seek help for bullying and threats of violence and perceptions of school
climate. Their findings suggested that schools using the threat assessment model had less

victimization, students who were more likely to seek help, and a better school climate

50



(Cornell et al., 2009). Although these studies lacked empirical evidence and strong
research methodology they indicated that threat assessment was an effective means of
mitigating the risk of a violent attack in schools.
Campus Violence

Where Columbine impacted the way people think about school violence, the fatal
shootings at Virginia Polytechnic Institute (Virginia Tech) on April 16, 2007, changed
the way people think about violence on the college campus. Prior to Virginia Tech,
college campuses were generally viewed as safe places to learn. However, as shootings
and other violent attacks continue to occur on college campuses across the country, that
perception is no longer the case. Campuses are not always seen as safe havens and this
perception has become a major challenge for campus administrators to overcome.

Similar to the data for violence in the elementary and secondary school settings,
statistics related to crime on college campuses is lower than the national crime rate
(Cornell, 2010). “According to a 2008 report of the U. S. Bureau of Justice Statistics the
rate of serious violent crime in 2004 was 62 violent crimes per 100,000 students on
campuses with 2,500 or more students” (Cornell, 2010, p. 11). When you compare that to
the national rate of 466 per 100,000, college campuses are seven times less likely to
experience violent crime. In addition, the rate of violent crime on college campuses of
that size over the ten year period from 1994-2004 decreased by 9 percent (Cornell, 2010).

When looking specifically at homicide data, Cornell (2010) reported that from
1997-2007, college campuses across the country experienced a combined average of 25.5
murders per year. The national data for this same time frame is approximately 16,500

murders per year. Cornell (2010) further calculated that the average college campus,
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based on a figure of 9,000 college campuses that were reporting data in 2008, and the
average 25.5 murders on campuses per year, “could expect an on-campus murder
approximately every 353 years” (p. 11). Although the public concern regarding campus
safety is high, these figures show that violence on college campuses, like in schools, is
extremely rare.
Mitigating Campus Violence

The Clery Act. While the shooting at Virginia Tech brought more attention to
concerns regarding campus safety, colleges and universities had been dealing with the
issue for some time. For many campuses, the passing of the Jeanne Clery Disclosure of
Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime Statistics Act (20 U.S.C.§1092 (f)), or the
Student Right-to-Know and Campus Security Act in 1990 was the beginning of an era
focusing on campus safety concerns. More commonly known today as the Clery Act, the
act was passed in order to require colleges to report incidents of campus crime. It has
since been amended multiple times, expanding the requirements each time, but today, it
has three main purposes: 1) to provide crime information to prospective students, parents,
and employees; 2) to educate students about campus crimes so that they may better
protect themselves; and 3) to reduce crime (Janosik & Gregory, 2009).

Early studies (Beeler, 1991; Santucci & Gable, 1993) on the impact of the Clery
Act focused on campus safety from the perspective of students living in on-campus
housing. Their findings showed that women were more fearful than men, that campuses
were not doing enough to keep students safe, and that safety brochures and safety
education programs were helpful and highly recommended. Later studies (Gregory &

Janosik, 2006) found that Residence Life and Housing administrators believed that the
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Clery Act helped to both reduce crime and to improve campus crime reporting. In
another study on the impact of the Clery Act, Janosik and Gregory (2009), found that
senior student affairs officers, victim advocates, law enforcement, and judicial officers all
agreed that the reporting requirements did help in reducing campus crime. In this study,
Janosik and Gregory (2009), concluded that the “energy and emphasis devoted to the
crime reporting requirements of the Act are ineffective and misplaced” (p. 224). Instead,
they recommended that “college administrators would be better served by focusing their
attention on the development of services and programs that seem to make some
difference” (Janosik & Gregory, 2009, p. 224).

Other means of mitigation. The recommendation by Janosik and Gregory (2009)
encouraged campuses to focus on other means of mitigating campus violence. Some of
these included warning systems, well-lit campuses, escort services, emergency telephones
on campus, and safety awareness programming (Cornell, 2010; Santucci & Gable, 1993).
In a series of studies, Bryden and Fletcher (2007a; 2007b) examined the personal safety
practices, beliefs and attitudes of faculty and staff on a small university campus. They
found that female faculty members were significantly more likely to take personal safety
precautions and that male faculty members were more satisfied with campus safety
(Bryden & Fletcher, 2007a). The male staff members were also more satisfied with
campus safety than their female counterparts (Byrden & Fletcher, 2007b). In a follow-up
study, Fletcher and Bryden (2009) examined only the female faculty and staff in more
detail where they found that the majority, over 85 percent, were aware of the campus

services related to safety, but rarely utilized them.
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Knowing that faculty, staff, and students, do not always take advantage of the
services available, campuses continued to come up with new ways try to improve their
safety and security measures. These included increases to campus police, lighting, and
emergency telephone systems; improved campus training methods; stricter rules;
consistent educational programs; self-defense classes; utilization of technology for mass
e-mail and text message notification; web-based incident reporting; and criminal
background checks on employees and in some cases, even students (Dobbs, Waid &
Shelley, 2009; Fletcher & Bryden, 2009; Hughes, White & Hertz, 2008). Some campuses
also began to put security plans and crisis intervention teams in place (Flannery & Quinn-
Leering, 2000). While these efforts were helpful in creating a safer campus, many of
them were reactive in nature, and dealt with an institution’s response to an incident after
it occurred. The problem with this approach became evident to colleges and universities
across the country on April 16, 2007 when the shooting at Virginia Tech occurred.

Threat/Behavioral Assessment. After the shooting at Columbine in 1999, both
the FBI and the U. S. Secret Service did extensive reviews of both that attack and school
violence in general, resulting in the recommendation that elementary and secondary
schools implement threat assessment procedures (O’ Toole, 2000; Vossekuil et al., 2002).
Following the Virginia Tech shooting, similar reviews were done at the higher education
level and, once again, threat assessment appeared to be the right approach (Randazzo &
Plummer, 2009). Experts in campus safety agreed that “nearly all of the major reports on
campus safety issued after the shootings at Virginia Tech advocated for colleges and
universities to adapt a version of the K-12 school threat assessment model” (Randazzo &

Plummer, 2009, p. 3). As institutions of higher education implemented this
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recommendation over the past six years, it led to significant growth and development in
the field of threat assessment on college campuses.

In Implementing behavioral threat assessment on campus: A Virginia Tech
demonstration project, Randazzo and Plummer (2009) discussed the details of the
implementation process at Virginia Tech. They listed a number of “critical questions”
that arose throughout the process, as well as the explaining why Virginia Tech made the
decisions that it made. The questions focused on issues such as the number of teams an
institution should have, team names, team members, and the responsibilities of team
members (Randazzo & Plummer, 2009). Randazzo and Plummer (2009) also discussed
the importance of having clear mission statements, and policy and procedure manuals
specific to the team. They discussed record-keeping procedures, how to train team
members, and the importance of marketing the team to the campus community.
Deisinger et al. (2008) discussed many of the same issues in their Handbook for Campus
Threat Assessment and Management Teams. However, Deisinger et al. (2008) also
included questions regarding the number of team members, frequency of meetings, threat
assessment protocols, and the types of information that should be reported to the team.

As both Deisinger et al. (2008) and Randazzo and Plummer (2009) noted, every
college and university is unique. The specific way in which threat assessment teams have
been implemented may be different from one institution to another depending on the
institution’s culture and how its teams choose to answer these questions. While there is
obvious agreement on the importance of the threat assessment approach, there is little

knowledge about the ways in which institutions answered these critical questions on their
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individual campuses and how the teams look and function on a regular basis. Current
research is attempting to answer many of those questions.
Current Research

In the years since the shootings at Virginia Tech, most institutions have developed
some form of a behavior or threat assessment team (Graney, 2011). As a result, there is
now a growing body of research on how teams develop, who serves on the teams, and the
threat assessment protocols being utilized (Sokolow & Lewis, 2009). Sokolow and Lewis
(2009) also identified twelve key points that define current BATSs, or what they referred
to as the second generation models. Included in those twelve aspects was that teams
foster a reporting culture and train the community on what and how to report. From these,
it is obvious that the reporting process is an important part of the BAT functioning and
worth being studied further. Another aspect mentioned in this report was that the primary
role of the team is to support and provide resources to students. This was similar to
Borum’s (1999) suggestion that teams should be able to successfully intervene when
students exhibit any of the warning signs along the path towards violence. Therefore,
how a team responds to both reporters, and the student involved in the situation, matters.
Even more importantly, changes observed in the student’s behavior following an
intervention can help determine if a team is meeting this important function. One more
aspect of a second generation team, as described by Sokolow and Lewis (2009), is that
BAT protocols should integrate with existing campus risk management strategies. In this
sense, it is clear that the BAT should have some role in the overall campus safety plan.

Although the other aspects of second generation teams are also important, these are the
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ones that get at the heart of what teams do — obtain information, provide interventions,
and prevent violence.

In 2011 NaBITA, the National Behavior Intervention Team Association,
published the Book on BIT (Behavior Intervention Teams) that discussed best practices
for forming and implementing a BAT on a college campus. In 2012 NaBITA conducted a
survey of its membership assessing team leadership, the frequency of meetings, and
training methods used by teams. DeLaTorre (2011) and Graney (2011) evaluated teams
more specifically by reviewing how institutions implemented these teams on various
campuses in Texas and New England, respectively. Greenstein (2012) calculated the
awareness of the BAT among students, and began the research on perceptions of the
BAT’s impact on campus safety. This study was also the first to look at perceptions of
the team by those not affiliated with the team. Reese (2013) evaluated a campus BAT
looking more specifically at the perceptions of faculty, staff, and students and the impact
of the BAT on campus climate. However, Reese (2013) found that most people (faculty,
staff and students) did not know much about the BAT. Although the participants in his
study agreed that a BAT was a good idea, his results were limited in that the only people
who knew about the team were those who had submitted reports.

Research Next Steps

The literature provided so far creates a framework for future studies regarding
Behavior Assessment Teams. At the annual NaBITA conference, BAT research, and,
more specifically, the assessment of teams, has become a topic of high priority, as there
currently are only a few studies that have begun to look at the effectiveness of BATs. As

evidenced by both Greenstein (2012) and Reese (2013), most community members do
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not know much about the BAT, making it difficult to accurately assess how a BAT is
doing, and its impact on the campus culture. However, Reese (2013) showed that those
who had previously submitted reports to the BAT were more familiar with the team, its
purpose, and how it functioned. Therefore, to close the gap in the literature regarding a
BAT’s effectiveness, this study will address the BAT process from reporting through
follow-up and referrals based on the perceptions of those most aware of the team —
reporters. This study will also attempt to use the perceptions of reporters to determine the
impact the BAT has had on the campus culture.
Campus Culture

An effective BAT will impact its campus in many ways. While a team will hope
to impact the safety of the campus, that is only a part of the second generation team role.
Today’s teams hope to have a greater impact, not only helping people feel safer, but also
by creating a caring atmosphere where community members in need are provided the
necessary support and resources to help them be successful. When community members
perceive their campus in this way it goes beyond campus safety and impacts the overall
culture of the campus. To better understand the importance of impacting the campus
culture and how a BAT can accomplish that, the following sections define culture, the
various aspects that make up a campus culture, and how to assess that culture.
Defining Culture

There are various ways in which researchers have attempted to define what
culture is and where it comes from. Sociologists, anthropologists, psychologists, business
leaders, and more, have all weighed in adding different aspects of what defines an

organization’s culture. Johnson (2012) said that the concept of culture comes from
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anthropology and describes how organizations create shared meanings and that culture
binds the organization together, influencing behaviors. In perhaps the most simplified
definition, Deal and Kennedy (1982, p. 4), with a business perspective, said culture is
“the way we do things around here.” Schein (2004, p. 17) said that culture is “a pattern of
shared basic assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved its problems of external
adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid
and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and
feel in relation to those problems.” In their book, Reframing Organizations, Bolman and
Deal (2008, p. 269) combined the definitions to say that “culture is both a product and a
process. As a product, it embodies wisdom accumulated from experience. As a process, it
is renewed and re-created as newcomers learn the old ways and eventually become
teachers themselves.” Bolman and Deal’s (2008) theory established four frames of
reference in describing organizations. These frames included the structural, human
resource, political, and symbolic. The structural frame refers to the way in which a
company, or in this case a college campus, is organized. It refers to the rules, policies,
procedures, systems, and hierarchies that describe the organization and how it functions.
The human resources frame focuses on the people that make up an organization and how
their thoughts, feelings, and emotions impact the organization. This frame recognizes that
individuals make up the organization. The third frame, the political, addresses how those
individuals compete for power and resources, and accounts for how difficult decisions get
made within the organization. Finally, the symbolic frame emphasizes the importance of
symbols, spirit, and culture to organizational success. Strange (2003) had a similar theory

related specifically to the college campus. He defines four components of the campus
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environment — the physical, the human aggregate, the organizational, and the constructed.
The constructed component is based on the perceptions of the people in the environment,
or on a campus. These perceptions describe the social climate, or culture, on campus.
Bolman and Deal (2008) admit that there is debate about the link between culture and
results but recommend three sources that provide longitudinal evidence that links culture
to an organization’s success.
Aspects of Culture

If culture is so important to an organization’s success, it is important to
understand the aspects that make up an organization’s culture. Simplicio (2012) says that
a University culture comes from the institution’s history and traditions. In a more general
sense, an organization’s culture is made up of its rituals, language, stories, values, and
beliefs (Taylor & von Destinon, 2000). Johnson (2012) said members of an organization
develop common beliefs, values, and assumptions. He further explains that there are both
formal and informal components that make up a culture. The formal components include
core value, mission statements, codes of ethics, structure, reward and evaluation systems,
reporting and communication systems and ethics officers. Informal components consist
of language, norms, rituals and stories. These formal and informal components are
similar to the external adaptations and internal integrations mentioned in Schein’s (2004)
definition of culture. In speaking about the symbolic frame of reference, Bolman and
Deal (2008) echo many of the same aspects, such as rituals, ceremonies, and stories.
While there are many aspects agreed upon by different sources, stories are a component
that is consistent throughout. Stories are narratives that provide meaning, define an

organization’s values, and describe appropriate behavior (Johnson, 2012). Stories “grant
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comfort, reassurance, direction, and hope to people of all ages” (Bolman and Deal, 2008,
p- 259). Additionally, stories help establish and reinforce traditions, as well as convey the
organization’s values. Strange’s (2003) constructed component of a campus environment
connects stories to an institution’s culture. Within that culture, he describes four different
levels — artifacts, values, assumptions, and perspectives. He describes perspectives as
“socially shared rules and norms” that “determine what is ‘acceptable behavior’ for
students, faculty, staff”” and other campus community members (Strange, 2003, p. 309).
These perspectives create perceptions, which, “in turn, exert a directional influence and
affect how individuals are likely to react to particular environments (Strange, 2003, p.
306).” Put more simply, people behave according to their perceptions of how they are
supposed to behave. He also explains that “perceptions of an environment constitute its
reality” (Strange, 2003, p. 306), meaning that what people believe, is truth.
Assessing culture

Upcraft and Schuh (2000) define assessment as “any effort to gather, analyze, and
interpret evidence that describes institutional, divisional, or agency, effectiveness” (p.
250). They explain that there are many types of assessment including the assessment of
student and other clientele needs, student and other clientele satisfaction, and campus
environments and student cultures. An assessment of the needs would help determine
what services and programs are needed, based on student and staff perceptions and
institutional expectations. Assessing satisfaction is important because it provides valuable
information about how to improve services and programs. This piece is particularly
relevant to the work of Behavior Assessment Teams and motivating the community to

report concerning behavior because, as Upcraft and Schuh (2000) explain, “client
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satisfaction is important because if they are not satisfied, they won’t use what we offer
again, and they will not recommend them to friends and colleagues,” (p. 256). While
needs and satisfaction are important, the perceptions of campus environments and student
cultures help describe the overall quality of life on campus.

In his explanation of the need to assess the campus environment, Strange (2003)
discussed a hierarchy of learning that begins with safety and inclusion, advances to
involvement, and ends with a full community and claimed that educational institutions
must first provide a safe environment for students where they can learn without fear,
threats, or anxiety. Safety and security needs are also addressed in Maslow’s (1970)
hierarchy of needs, as the second level of human needs. As Hoy and Miskel (2008)
explain, people desire to live and work in a peaceful, stable society. In a campus setting,
it is difficult to focus on teaching or learning if there is a fear of being hurt, or worse,
killed, by an act of violence. Schein (2004) suggested that attempting to study an entire
culture is both impractical and inappropriate. Instead, he recommends only studying the
parts of a culture that are relevant. On a college campus, where the hierarchy of learning
and the hierarchy of needs are both relevant, something such as safety, which is a critical
element of both hierarchies, seems necessary.

The question of how to assess a campus culture, or what is the best assessment
method to use, still remains. While there are quantitative methods available for assessing
culture, such as the College Student Needs Assessment Survey, the Cooperative
Institutional Research Program (CIRP) and the National Survey of Student Engagement
(NSSE), none of these are focused solely on Behavior Assessment Teams, or even

campus safety. In considering that so much of a campus environment and its culture is
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extracted from stories, a qualitative approach seems appropriate. Through an in-depth
document review, and interviews with campus community members, one may focus on
the BAT and understand how the team’s work impacts the various aspects of a campus
culture, specifically as it relates to safety.

In reviewing more recent incidents of violence, specifically active shooter
incidents, Blair and Scweit (2014) showed that there has been an increase in these types
of events over the past seven years. They found that there is an average of 16.4 incidents
per year since 2007. Additionally, they identified 39 incidents, accounting for 24 percent
of the total of active shooter incidents, which took place in educational environments
since 2000. Of those, 12 have occurred at institutions of higher education. This accounts
for an average of just under one incident per year. Considering there are thousands of
institutions of higher education across the country that does not sound like much,
However, as Addington (2003) showed, the public perception regarding violence and the
fear of being victimized greatly increases immediately after an attack. Therefore, the
increased frequency of active shooter incidents, as well as other incidents of violence on
college campuses, keeps the perception of violence at a higher level, causing more fear
among campus community members concerning their own personal safety.

Summary

This chapter provided the background information that influenced the research to
be discussed in the remaining chapters. It began with a discussion of school violence and
the methods used to mitigate violence in elementary and secondary schools. Next, it
moved to a discussion of threat assessment as the preferred method, and a number of

studies that validated the use of that approach. The chapter then shifted its focus towards
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institutions of higher education, following the same pattern. It discussed campus
violence, and the methods used to mitigate violence on college campus, particularly the
use of threat assessment and behavior assessment teams. Then it discussed some recent
research on BATs, advocating for more research in the area of team effectiveness. From
there, the chapter shifted its focus towards defining culture, and reviewed the aspects that
make up a culture. Those aspects led to a discussion of how to assess a culture. Finally,
the chapter tied everything together linking safety to culture, and how the assessment of a
BAT can inform researchers of the impact the team has on a campus culture. The next
chapter will discuss the specific methods used to address these issues and better

understand this linkage.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
This chapter will reintroduce the purpose of the study and provide the questions
that guided this research. Next, this chapter will present the research design, sampling
technique, and the participants in the study. The chapter will also explain the
instrumentation, data collection procedures, and the procedures used to analyze the data.
Finally, the chapter concludes with a summary highlighting the key points of the
methodology design.
Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to understand faculty and staff perceptions of a
campus BAT and evaluate the team’s effectiveness as defined by the team’s impact on
campus culture, specifically as it relates to campus safety. This research was designed to
evaluate the effectiveness of a campus BAT based on the perceptions of the campus
community. In particular, the research examined the perceptions of those campus
community members who have filed reports with the team. The following research
questions guided this study:
Overarching Question: How do members of a campus community perceive the
effectiveness of the campus Behavioral Intervention Team? To answer this question, the
following sub-questions were asked:
1. How do members of a campus community who have filed reports with the

behavior assessment team describe the reporting process?
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2. How do members of a campus community who have filed reports with the
behavior assessment team describe the team’s response to the incident that was
reported?
3. How do members of a campus community who have filed reports with the
behavior assessment team describe the changes in the student or the outcome of
the situation?
4. How do members of a campus community who have filed reports with the
behavior assessment team describe the behavior assessment team’s contribution to
campus safety?
By interviewing those who have filed reports with the team, the researcher hoped to
identify the community’s perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses of the reporting
process, the team’s response to the reported incident, the outcome as it relates to the
student who was reported, and the team’s contribution to campus safety.

In addition, members of the BAT were asked about the criteria they think are
important in evaluating a team and their perceptions of how the team meets those criteria,
creating a fifth research question:

5. What criteria should be included in the evaluation of a behavior assessment team?

Research Design

Patton (2002) stated that qualitative research is especially appropriate as a
beginning point of research. Since BATs, as they exist today, are still a new concept in
higher education, and little research has been done regarding the effectiveness of the

teams and their impact on campus culture, a qualitative research design is justified. With
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only a limited amount of empirical research regarding the evaluation of BATs, this study
was designed to help create a foundation for studying their effectiveness, further
justifying a qualitative approach. Qualitative research is also focused on understanding
complex issues (Stake, 1995), rather than explaining them, and the higher education
community is still seeking to better understand BATs and how they function. To know
more about a BAT and how it is functioning within a campus community, it iS necessary
to speak with campus community members and provide them the opportunity to express
their thoughts on the BAT. This study sought to understand campus community member
perceptions of the BAT, and interpret that data to describe the teams’ impact on campus
culture. These goals — understanding, interpreting, and describing — are hallmarks of
qualitative research (Creswell, 2013), making them the obvious choice for a research
design.

Within a qualitative design, there are many types of methods that may be used,
including ethnography, phenomenology, narrative inquiry and action research (Saldana,
2011). However, as this research intended to provide an in-depth evaluation of a BAT, a
single-site, evaluative case study was used. A case study, by definition, “focuses on a
single unit for analysis,” (Saldana, 2011, p. 8). It is also used to study a bounded system,
or one “‘separated out for research in terms of time, place, or some physical boundaries,”
(Plano Clark & Creswell, 2010, p. 242) in depth. This research was bounded in two ways.
First, it was bounded by the fact that it studied only the one institution. The second factor
was that only the perceptions of faculty and staff members who had submitted reports on
students were considered. To study this case in depth, the researcher used a variety of

research methods to obtain data, including interviews, documents, and past records from
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the BAT. Leedy and Ormrod (2001) stated that in case study research the data often
include “observations, interviews, documents, past records, and audiovisual materials” (p.
149). Saldana (2011) and Stake (1995) agreed that qualitative research, and, in particular,
case studies, are especially common in the field of education. A case study is also
appropriate “for learning more about a little known or poorly understood situation”
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2001, p. 149). Stake (1995) believed case studies are effective ways to
study educational programs, so to better evaluate the effectiveness of a BAT, a case study
should be completed. Rubin and Rubin (1995) stated that evaluation interviews help the
researcher learn details about “how those involved view the successes and failures of a
program” (p. 6). Since this study evaluated the perceived successes and failures of a
BAT, the researcher conducted a series of evaluation interviews. Evaluation research will
typically include a systematic assessment of the policies, procedures, and outcomes of the
program (Saldana, 2011). To inform and complement the interviews that were conducted,
this study also included a systematic evaluation of the policies, procedures, and outcomes
of the BAT. The researcher intended to use the findings of the interviews and document
analysis to provide the BAT under investigation with feedback regarding strengths and
weaknesses of the program and make specific suggestions for improvement. Saldana
(2011) said that this is also a critical aspect of evaluation research, further justifying the
case study design for this research.
Selection of Site

In qualitative research, the selection of the case is extremely important (Creswell,
2013; Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Saldana, 2011; and Stake, 1995). For this study, the

behavior assessment team (BAT) at a medium-sized public, four-year institution in the
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southeastern United States was evaluated. The BAT being evaluated was established, in
its current form, in 2009.

Although generalizability is not as important in qualitative research (Saldana,
2011), the transferability of the evaluation to other institutions is strengthened by a more
typical case. Saldana (2011) mentions three reasons for choosing a case — deliberatively
(for unique characteristics), strategically (to represent a more typical case), and for
convenience (for ease of access) — two of which were used in the selection of this
institution which ultimately helped in maximizing the understanding of the BAT.

Sampling in qualitative research is often strategic and driven by a specific purpose
because researchers focus on the unique aspects of the case (Miles, Huberman, and
Saldana, 2014). The selection of the institution for this study was both strategic and
purposeful for two reasons. First, the institution used the same software database as is
used by the researcher at his home institution. This was a key factor in the researcher’s
familiarity with the database and how to obtain and understand the necessary documents
for review. Second, the team being studied had done extensive work on training and
educating their campus on the purpose and importance of referring students to the BAT.
This was a critical aspect in terms of having a good basis of reports from which the
researcher could evaluate the team.

Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014) also state that there are many times in
qualitative research in which convenience sampling is used. At the 2012 National
Behavior Intervention Team Association annual conference, the researcher and the
chairperson of the BAT to be studied discussed a common interest in assessing team

effectiveness. These conversations opened the door for the researcher to gain access to
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the institution. Not only was this institution convenient in that the researcher was able to
gain access, but it was also accessible to the researcher geographically and immediately
(Miles, Huberma