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1,004 students surveyed  | 11 days, City & Hillsborough campuses 

 

CONTEXT & PURPOSE 

Following the knife-related death of a 15-year-old pupil at a local secondary school, and a growing 

national campaign for weapon-detection arches in schools, public debate had largely centred on parents 

and campaigners. This project set out instead to give students themselves a voice — asking whether 

metal detectors would make them feel safer, change the atmosphere of college, or affect their ability 

to focus on learning. The question is not abstract: 18.18% of students said they carry, or know someone 

who carries, a knife. 

Always An Alternative ran an 11-day programme across the College's City and Hillsborough campuses, 

moving through three phases: raising awareness of the project and how metal detectors work; a live, 

voluntary walk-through trial paired with a 1,004-student survey; and a follow-up phase of knife-crime 

awareness sessions and drop-in support for any student who wanted to talk it through. 

WHO WE HEARD FROM 

1,004 students completed the survey. 62.65% were aged 15–17, 30.80% were 18–19, and 6.55% were 

20 or older. 58.50% identified as female, 38.70% as male, and 2.80% as nonbinary or another gender 

identity. 28.75% identified as neurodivergent. The sample was 57.49% White, 14.87% Black, 12.86% 

Asian, 7.49% Other and 7.27% Mixed ethnicity, and drew 69.02% of respondents from City Campus 

and 29.87% from Hillsborough, with the remainder from the College's smaller sites. 

KEY FINDINGS 

• 60.95% would support metal detectors becoming a permanent fixture  at the College, 

against just 13.06% opposed and 26.00% unsure — the clearest single signal in the data. 

• 90.49% already feel safe at college,  and 89.60% feel safe travelling to and from it — the 

College starts from a strong baseline, built on visible security, staff presence and peer trust. 

• 51.01% would feel safer if everyone were screened  (35.23% unsure, 13.76% no), and 

75.20% agree that feeling safer helps them focus on their work. 

• 62.27% think metal detectors would positively affect the college atmosphere  and 

54.40% think screening would build trust between students and the College, mainly by 

discouraging weapons and reassuring the wider student body. 

• 43.18% say entrance checks or queues would cause them stress,  and 49.07% worry 

detectors could leave some students feeling judged or stigmatised — the two biggest risks to 

manage in any rollout. 

• In the live trial, 64.46% of students chose to walk through the detector  and 63.09% 

of those set it off, most often triggered by jewellery (39.07%) or metal on lanyards (29.15%), 

not by anything concerning. 

• 49.09% felt positive approaching the detector (19.06% negative),  and when it did 

activate, 86.05% of positive reactions reflected reassurance rather than embarrassment — 

showing that a calm, well-explained process changes how screening feels. 
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GROUPS NEEDING EXTRA REASSURANCE 

Demographic analysis flagged several groups who consistently reported lower confidence and higher 

concern across multiple questions, and who are likely to need targeted engagement ahead of any 

implementation: 

• Ages 20–24 • Students from area S5   • Neurodivergent students 

• Nonbinary & gender-diverse students     • "Other campuses" group 

Race and subject department showed a more varied picture than a single at-risk group: Creative Design 

and Arts students were consistently the most sceptical of metal detectors and reported the most 

negative experience of the project overall; Performing Arts and Music students reported the lowest 

feelings of safety, both at college and while travelling; Automotive and Engineering students reported 

markedly higher personal exposure to knife crime; and IT & Computing and Science, Dental & Pharmacy 

students were the most likely to report unsafe attitudes toward disposing of a found weapon. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Communicate clearly and proactively: explain the purpose, process and rationale for screening 

before it begins, including what can and cannot trigger the detector, so activation is never read as an 

accusation. 

Make screening efficient and consistent a fast, predictable process is the single biggest lever for 

reducing the stress and queuing concerns raised by over four in ten students. 

Train staff in reassurance and de-escalation: particularly for the secondary search, which this 

research found was the point most likely to produce a negative or renewed anxious response. 

Pair screening with ongoing knife-crime education: including realistic, up-to-date guidance on 

how and where to report or dispose of a weapon, since many students still default to routes — like 

police station front desks — that are no longer reliably available. 

Target engagement: for the specific groups identified above, rather than a single college-wide 

message, since different groups showed distinct patterns of concern rather than one uniform worry. 

IN STUDENTS' OWN WORDS 

“Would make everyone feel safer and prevent crime.” 

“They create anxiety and almost feel like surveillance.” 

“To reduce knife crime, you need to work with students who may be carrying knives and educate them 

— not over-police them and make them feel judged.” 

THE BOTTOM LINE  

Metal detectors are widely welcomed across every demographic surveyed and could meaningfully 

strengthen the college's response to knife crime — but students are clear that screening alone is not 

enough. Success will depend on clear communication, efficient and well-staffed screening, and 

continued knife-crime education sitting alongside any physical security measure. 

Next steps: Always An Alternative has produced a knife-crime awareness video to help close the gap 

between college faculties and knife-crime education and is exploring repeating this research at a 

secondary school with minimal existing security — to see how much of what students feel here is 

specific to a college that already invests heavily in safety. 
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