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1. Introduction

In 2010, The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the United Nations 
International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR), the Secretariat for ISDR 
initiative, jointly developed a multi-dimensional analytical framework and a methodology 
to assess school safety.
 
This effort was a follow-up to the conclusions of the 2009 session of the ISDR 
Global Platform, which stated: “It was proposed that by 2011 national assessments 
of the safety of existing education and health facilities should be undertaken, and that 
by 2015 concrete action plans for safer schools and hospitals should be developed 
and implemented in all disaster prone countries”. This goal was established as part of 
a wider national and international effort to reduce vulnerabilities and build resilience of 
communities, which will save the lives of many boys and girls, men and women.  

After extensive desk research and consultations with a range of experts, a draft report 
was presented the ISDR Thematic Platform on Knowledge and Education, which broadly 
endorsed it. The scoping study Assessing World-wide Progress on School Safety was 
released in June 2010. The study proposes that the safety of each individual school 
is assessed through 17 indicators grouped under four main dimensions. 

In 2011, through the regional Disaster Risk Reduction programme for the South 
Caucasus and Central Asia funded by DIPECHO (Disaster Preparedness for the 
European Commission Humanitarian Aid department), UNICEF hired Dr. Piero Calvi-
Parisetti, the author of the 2010 scoping study, to develop a methodology for the 
nationwide assessment of school safety at an individual school level. 

A draft School Safety Assessment Methodology was developed based on the 2010 
generic analytical framework and adapted to reflect the specificities of the two regions. 
The draft was then pilot tested in Armenia and Tajikistan. In each of the two countries 
the methodology was discussed with the UNICEF Country Office and with government 
representatives as well as other Disaster Risk Reduction stakeholders. The revised 
methodology was then pilot-tested in two schools per country and further refined. 
A lesson learnt report was produced to reflect the pilot tests. The final version was 
presented and discussed with UNICEF and government representatives from eight 
South Caucasus and Central Asia countries at a knowledge-sharing workshop held
in Istanbul in March 2011. 

2. Scope and objectives

Early in the process, the scope of a full-scale school safety assessment exercise 
became clear through the description of the multi-year programme implemented by the 
Government of Armenia. Every year, some 40 of the 200 schools in Yerevan are selected 
for special maintenance, upgrading and retrofitting. Such works are preceded by a full 
assessment carried out jointly by as many as seven different governmental agencies and 
looking at a wide-ranging safety and security criteria. Each assessment involves dozens 
of people and requires several days. 

It is clear that such thorough assessment cannot realistically be taken as a model for 
this type of nationwide methodology being developed. Armenia, a relatively small 
country, has fewer than 1,500 schools. It was arbitrarily decided during an experiment 
with local experts to conduct a two-hour assessment for each school with two people 
(one looking at structural aspects and the other looking at non-structural aspects), and 
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an average two hours for travel (admittedly, quite an optimistic estimate). Assessing 
all schools in Armenia would therefore require a total of 12,000 hours. Ten two-person 
teams working full time for the assessment - each team putting in 600 hours - will clock 
in almost 13 full working weeks. The organisational and financial challenges for such 
an exercise, based on a two-hour, two-person assessment, appear already formidable.

Embarking on a large-scale, nation-wide exercise will need a streamlined methodology 
with more efficient and time-effective means of collecting information. This methodology 
does not aim at a thorough assessment of individual components of school safety, as 
it would be done, for instance, to inform programming decisions. Rather, it is meant to 
support benchmarking surveys, aimed at forming a global picture of school safety levels 
in a country and providing a general picture of priorities for intervention. 

3. Overall approach

In assessing individual schools, this methodology is based on a two persons, two hours 
per school approach. One person carries out a participatory interview with the school 
principal and teaching staff, investigating non-physical elements of school safety. A 
second person (a construction expert, preferably an engineer) carries out a visual 
inspection of the site and of the school facilities to investigate the physical elements. 
At the end of the process, the team is required to give the school a score on key 
dimensions of school safety. 

To provide the overall background for the survey, essential elements of the national 
policy and regulatory framework are also investigated. Preparations for the school visits 
include desk research on available data concerning risks. 

While the interview is guided by a standard, 24-item questionnaire (described later in 
this document), the visual inspection of the general assessment of the site follows
a pre-defined format. The actual checklist for inspecting the buildings is to be developed 
locally, by local experts, reflecting local laws and specific circumstances.

4. Preparatory research prior to interviews with schools

Preparations will include getting understanding of the national policy framework on 
Disaster Risk Reduction on seven key areas: 

1. Legislation concerning the structural safety of schools

2. Legislation concerning the non-structural safety of schools

3. Legislation concerning the inclusion of Disaster Risk Reduction in the school curricula

4. Roles and responsibilities in the government to manage school safety

5. Monitoring systems to ensure the application of the legislation

6. Allocations in the national budget for school safety

7. Establishment and functioning of a national Disaster Risk Reduction Platform
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Other preparatory research includes gathering available technical data on structural 
safety aspects. 

1. All the relevant aspects of the national building code should be laid out in a clear,  
    concise technical document that should guide the experts in charge of the visual 
    inspections. This document should point to a number of key indicators/features that 
    the inspection would focus on. 

2. Data on seismic zoning should be gathered if available including increased 
    or decreased seismic risks that exist in different areas depending on 
    the nature of the soil. 
 
3. Information on prevailing hazards in the area (including, if available, seismic 
    micro-zoning information) where the school is located should be collected in advance, 
    in order to inform the interview with key informants and to provide further indications
    on what to look for during the visual inspection. 

4. Another technical guidance document should be prepared containing key safety 
    requirements for school furnishings and equipment – based on national legislation,
    if this exists – to be checked during the visual inspection.

5. Interviews with schools 

The experience of the school visits in Armenia and Tajikistan, and the wisdom 
of many experts, indicate that there may be little value in investigating school safety
at the level of individual schools with interlocutors other than the staff of the school 
itself. Documents (such as the original school building plans) and some institutional 
memory may exist with the local government (mayor’s office, district education 
officer and others), but it is difficult to think of anybody more knowledgeable about 
an individual school than the staff of that very school. Furthermore, taking into 
account the relatively narrow scope of a benchmarking exercise as described above, 
document retrieval from governmental archives and interviews with other stakeholders 
are probably inappropriate. 

Within the school itself, the principal appears as the necessary but by no means 
sufficient key informant. Other teaching and management staff may have been 
in the job much longer than the principal and therefore know a lot more about the school,
its history and environment. Information collected from the school staff (particularly 
where Disaster Risk Reduction is actually taught or that a management committee 
exists involving members of the community) should ideally be confirmed with 
students and parents. 

It must be stressed that interviews with key informants such as teachers on school 
safety can be a sensitive affair. First of all, anybody with responsibility over a certain 
issue has a natural tendency to stress achievements and positive points and 
to downplay or avoid challenges and negative points. There may be uneasiness, 
almost embarrassment, vis-à-vis an external observer when it becomes obvious
that certain basic requirements are not met. It is likely that school staff, especially
those in managerial positions, do not want to openly criticise the government or 
administration for lack of resources, plans and support to the school safety agenda. 
This methodology proposes an interview structure around questions formulated to fully 
reflect these and other sensitivities. 
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1. School safety means different things to different people. What is it in 
    your opinion that makes a school safe?
  
2. What do you think are the main natural hazards prevailing
    in this country/region?
 
3. What natural hazards do you think may pose a threat to the safety 
    of students and staff in this particular school? 

4. Can you think of other types of hazards that may pose a threat to the 
    safety of students and staff in this particular school?
 
5. Do you think the students are aware of these hazards?
 
6. Is there any early warning system in operation?
 
7. When was this school built? 

8. How long have you been in service? 
 
9. (If relevant, given 6 and 7, otherwise go to 10) Do you remember
    if the site where the school was built was assessed for risks?
 
10. Do you remember if the construction was supervised 
     by a qualified engineer?
 
11. Do you remember if anybody ever came to make a professional
     assessment of the risks? 

12. Was any major maintenance/upgrading work carried out to improve 
      the resilience of the building? 

13. Is ordinary maintenance regularly carried out?
 
14. Do you think that furnishings and equipment may pose additional
      threats in case of a hazard event?
 
15. Do you think that the school as it is today is safe vis-à-vis local hazards?
 
16. If you had a sum of money available to improve the safety of your school, 
      what would you do? 

17. Do you know what to do during and after a hazard event?
 
18. Do you think students know what to do during and after a hazard event?
 
19. Is there an evacuation plan? 

20. Do you ever carry out emergency simulations and evacuation drills? 

21. Do you have any regular contact with organisations 
      like the Red Cross/Red Crescent, the Civil Protection or equivalent?
 
22. Do you have a backup plan to ensure that school operations continue
      in case a hazard event creates disruption in the school calendar?
 
23. Do you teach life skills relevant to emergency situations?
 
24. Do you teach broader Disaster Risk Reduction? 

Interview question  Notes
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6. Visual inspection of school facilities

Assessing structural safety in a quick and dirty but reasonably reliable way 
as part of a nation-wide benchmarking exercise was discussed with governmental and 
non-governmental experts in both pilot countries and with a leading international 
academic institution on earthquake engineering. A desk research confirmed what experts 
were consistently saying, i.e. that it is possible to estimate roughly the vulnerability 
of school buildings and to identify problem buildings with a rapid visual screening 
technique.  School districts can produce generalized estimates of expected damage 
in the initial seismic assessment of the buildings.

In terms of seismic hazards, possibly the most relevant for physical safety, engineers 
have defined levels of damage that can be expected in particular types of buildings due 
to varying intensities of earthquake motion. These levels range from minor damage, 
such as cracks in walls, to total building collapse. In addition to building type, expected 
damage is also a function of building maintenance.

In practice, a number of evaluation forms can be used for a simple visual inspection 
of a building, to identify its vulnerable aspects, in particular for what concerns seismic 
loading (e.g. short columns, irregularities in plan, soft stories etc. Identifying the weak, 
vulnerable aspects of the building is, perhaps, more important than code compliance. 
Codes have evolved over the years so even buildings that complied with the code in 
force at the time could still be highly vulnerable to natural hazards.

The methodology proposes that the visual inspection is carried out in two phases. 
The first is a preliminary assessment of the site, through which the expert makes 
a judgment on the level of risk vis-à-vis the main hazards.

This judgment is made on the site, not on the school itself. 
Information should be gathered in advance, if available, 
on the overall risk for the country and on the specific risk 
for the area (seismic zoning) particularly regarding 
the nature of the soil. 

Level of seismic risk 
(High/Medium/Low)1.

This judgment is made on the site, not on the school itself. 
Information should be gathered in advance, if available, 
on any history of flooding in the area. The site should be 
inspected for presence of rivers/torrents that may flood 
and for location (for instance, at the bottom of a valley).

Level of flooding risk 
 (High/Medium/Low)2 .

This judgment is made on the site, not on the school itself. 
Information should be gathered in advance, if available,
on any history of windstorms in the area. The site should be 
evaluated in terms of exposure to the risk of windstorms.

Level of windstorm risk
  (High/Medium/Low) 3 .

This judgment is made on the site, not on the school itself.
Information should be gathered in advance, if available, 
on any history of landslides/avalanches in the area. 
The site should be evaluated in terms of exposure 
to the risk of landslides/avalanches (location with respect
to any surrounding hills/mountains). 

           Level of 
landslide/avalanche risk
   (High/Medium/Low)  

4 .

This judgment is made on the site, not on the school itself.
Information should be gathered in advance, on the presence 
of potentially harmful industrial installations in the area. 
Such information should be confirmed by the site visit. 

         Level of 
  technological risk 
(High/Medium/Low) 

5 .
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The second is a rapid visual screening of the building. This part of the methodology 
has to be developed locally, by local experts and reflecting local laws and specific 
circumstances, as part of the preparatory work for the survey.

The following example outlines what a checklist for the rapid visual screening of the 
building may look like concerning seismic resilience. The table has been developed 
based on (and with references to) the relevant part of the Interagency Network for 
Education in Emergencies Guidelines on Safer School Construction.

1. Space between buildings (E5)

2. Potential evacuation routes and access for emergency services (E7) 

3. Symmetry and spacing of the structural elements (E9)

4. Vertical regularity/lateral stiffness and weight distribution (E10)

5. Structural elements are safely connected together (E11)

6. Lateral loads resistance (E12)

7. Connection diaphragms/walls (E13)

8. Openings in bearing walls (E14)

9. Use of ductile technology and materials (E15)

10. Space between structural columns and infill walls (E16)

11. Direct transfer of loads to the ground (E17)

12. Bracing of gable walls (E18)

13. Exterior building elements attached to structural elements (E20)

14. Interior non-structural elements braced to structural elements (E21)

15. Furnishings and other elements secured to walls (E22)

16. Staircases resistance to earthquake loads (E23)

7. Conclusions

The methodology described in this document is the product of a relatively lengthy 
elaboration and revision process. Based on an accepted analytical framework, it went 
through several stages of refinement that brought it closer to the realities in the field. 
In this process, the methodology benefitted from the inputs of a range of experts and 
stakeholders. It was finally pilot-tested in Tajikistan with good results. 

This methodology, however, is not presented as a final product, ready to be utilised 
as it is in any country. Rather it is meant as a contribution to the growing research 
and development work carried out at global level on the assessment of school safety 
levels, and as a model based on which UNICEF country offices, governments and 
other concerned stakeholders may consider developing their own, country-specific 
benchmarking exercises. 
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