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Recognising and Responding to Radicalisation at the “Frontline”: 
Assessing the capability of school teachers to recognise and respond to 

radicalisation 

 

Governments across the West have put teachers at the forefront of efforts to tackle 
radicalisation of young people based on their proximity to potentially vulnerable 
students. This has proven controversial, as critics claim that this securitises teachers’ 
work and that they cannot be expected to accurately identify and respond to extremism. 
Despite investment in P/CVE teacher training, research to assess teachers’ 
competence to identify signs of radicalisation and to respond in an appropriate 
manner is scarce. This paper presents findings from a survey experiment with 2,173 
teachers in Great Britain and Denmark. It shows that British and Danish teachers 
largely recognise radicalisation cues and respond to student radicalisation in similar 
ways. However, our data shows that British teachers are more likely than Danish 
teachers to react formally (e.g. report to authorities), and that British teachers feel 
more confident in reacting to signs of radicalisation. The results enhance our 
understanding of the effects of radicalisation prevention in schools. Furthermore, they 
challenge arguments within the extant literature by suggesting that what leads to 
concerns of radicalisation is not entirely subjective or completely context dependent. 

 

 

Introduction 

Western governments increasingly recognise radicalisation of citizens, particularly of 
youths and young adults, as a serious and growing threat to domestic security (Siegel et 
al. 2019; Parker, Chapot, and Davis forthcoming). Some child protection specialists 
mirror the concern about youth radicalisation. For instance, the National Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) suggests that ‘radicalisation is fast becoming 
one of the most acute and pressing safeguarding and child protection issues of the whole 
century’ (Dryden 2017, 103). Consequently, efforts by policy-makers and practitioners to 
prevent radicalisation prioritise engagement with schools, including working with 
students to increase critical thinking and resilience to extremist narratives (K Flensner, 
Larsson, and Säljö 2019; Parker and Lindekilde 2020). This adds to the responsibility of 
teachers, who are required to recognise signs of radicalisation and handle cases 
appropriately (Thomas 2016; Jerome, Elwick, and Kazim 2019; Taylor and Soni 2017); 
in serious cases to report concerns to the authorities (Busher et al. 2017; Busher, 
Choudhury, and Thomas 2019). In many countries, teachers are trained to recognise signs 
of radicalisation and understand reporting pathways (Thomas 2016; Bryan 2017; Revell 
2019). Some countries, most notably England and Wales, have introduced specific 
legislation, placing a mandatory duty on teachers. The 2015 Counter Terrorism and 
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Security Act placed a legal requirement on frontline institutions, including teachers, to 
show ‘due regard to the need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism’ (Home 
Office 2015.26). Teachers now find themselves at the forefront of efforts to prevent 
radicalisation of young people. 

These obligations have sparked widespread debate amongst academics and education 
professionals (Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas 2019, 2 & 20). Some argue that teachers 
are unprepared, ill-suited and under-resourced to address radicalisation (Bryan 2017). 
Others argue that this is an inappropriate expectation on teachers that securitises 
educational spaces (see: Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas 2019, 2; Taylor and Soni 2017, 
242; Open Society Foundations 2016). Concerns about both over- and under-reporting of 
student radicalisation are common. Over-reporting risks undermining teacher-student 
relationships and stigmatising students, whilst under-reporting points to failures in 
recognising and responding to cases of genuine concern. In contrast to these criticisms, 
others highlight teachers as essential to prevention of radicalisation because of their role 
as trusted gatekeepers and their proximity to potentially vulnerable young people 
(Thomas et al. 2017; Williams, Horgan, et al. 2018; El-Muhammady 2018). 

Despite the academic debates and policy importance, research on teachers’ competences 
to fulfil these responsibilities is scarce. The largely qualitative literature points in different 
directions and to different and contradictory claims. As Jerome, Elwick, and Kazim 
(2019, 13) note, ‘the evidence base is still fairly restricted, and many of the studies are 
very small’. To address this gap, this article presents findings from the largest quantitative 
analysis to date of teachers’ ability to recognise and respond to student radicalisation, and 
the first to utilise experimental methods in a cross-country comparative design. 

The article takes an exploratory approach based on a survey experiment with 2,173 
teachers in Britain and Denmark. It addresses four research objectives: to assess (i) 
teachers’ ability to recognise signs of radicalisation, (ii) teachers’ ability to respond to 
suspected radicalisation in appropriate ways (i.e. avoid over- and under-reporting), (iii) 
teachers’ confidence in deciding how to respond to suspected radicalisation, and (iv) 
factors shaping teachers’ ability to recognise and respond to radicalisation. We find that 
across two very different policy contexts (the Prevent Duty in England and Wales does 
not have a Danish counterpart) and histories of terrorism (the UK has experienced many 
more terrorist attacks than Denmark), British and Danish teachers largely recognise and 
respond to student radicalisation in similar ways. Importantly, this is not to say that 
teachers agree upon a universal understanding of what constitutes radicalisation or that 
certain behavioural indicators necessarily are accepted as corresponding to radicalisation 
as a process, but only that across two very different context teachers react to changes in 
attitudes and behavior among students with similar levels of concern and patterns of 
reactions. Yet, British teachers are more likely to react formally (e.g. report to authorities) 
than Danish teachers who face similar signs of concerns, and British teachers feel more 
confident in how to react to signs of radicalisation than Danish teachers. The results 
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enhance our understanding of the effects of Prevent in schools and challenge claims made 
in some extant literature that what leads to concerns of radicalisation is entirely subjective 
and context dependent. At least, when asked about levels of concern about radicalisation 
in response to attitudinal and behavioural indicators among students, teachers report very 
similar responses across contexts. 

 

Extant knowledge: evaluating the ability to recognise and respond to radicalisation 

Drivers of radicalisation have been addressed in depth in recent years (Gøtzsche-Astrup 
2018; McCauley and Moskalenko 2017; Borum 2011), and radicalisation prevention 
policies are widely critiqued, including in relation to education (Powell 2016; Wolton 
2017). However, only a small number of studies address the factors that shape 
radicalisation reporting, and the ones that do, do so using primarily small-scale qualitative 
studies (for examples of articles that access primary data see: Thomas et al. 2017; Busher 
et al. 2017; Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas 2019; Parker, Lindekilde, and Smith 
forthcoming). Nevertheless, across this limited extant literature, we can distil three key 
central, but not uncontested, claims: (1) teachers will struggle to recognise radicalisation; 
(2) teachers will recognise that responding to radicalisation is a part of their safeguarding 
duty, but will be reluctant to formally report concerns to authorities; and (3) many 
teachers will fear negative consequences of implementing radicalisation prevention 
policies in educational institutions. Based on these claims, scholars fear both under- and 
over-reporting of concerns of radicalisation from teachers.  

 

Difficulties recognising signs of radicalisation 

Studies suggest that whilst associated with extremist violence, radicalisation is a complex, 
non-criminal and multidimensional process that can be difficult to recognise (Fitzgerald 
2016, 135). Radicalisation is often ‘more difficult for bystanders to notice than an overt 
emergency situation’ (Neo, Pang, and Chin 2018, 186). The difficulty in developing valid 
radicalisation risk indicators is widely recognised (Williams, Horgan, and Evans 2016b; 
Knudsen 2018), and teachers can lack confidence in recognising and referring even much 
longer-standing safeguarding issues such as child sexual abuse and maltreatment 
(Goldman 2007; Bunting, Lazenbatt, and Wallace 2010). 

Several studies explicitly address the difficulties teachers face in recognising 
radicalisation. Moffat and Gerard (2019, 3) emphasise that radicalisation is not well 
understood and suggest that this makes it ‘a near impossible task for teachers’ to identify 
risk of radicalisation. Indeed, their interviews with London-based college teachers 
identify concerns about ‘judging the signs of radicalisation’, which was deemed ‘difficult 
to assess’ (ibid: 11). Similarly, Bryan (2017) found that teachers struggled to articulate a 
process of radicalisation. Lundie (2017, 21) suggests that teachers need more support and 
training in distinguishing between children at risk of violent radicalisation and children 
simply expressing unorthodox or dissenting opinions. Such findings seem to hold across 
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contexts and countries. For instance, a study of practitioners working with Dutch youth 
noted the lack of consensus on what to consider extremist or problematic (van de Weert 
and Eijkman 2019). In a study with 57 UK-based religious education teachers, Revell 
(2019, 29-31) found ‘notable differences in the factors that teachers identified as 
indicative of radicalisation’ and that teachers identified and interpreted radicalisation 
risks factors differently. Leeman and Wardekker (2013, 1060), in a study based on Dutch 
secondary-school teachers, go so far as to suggest that teachers think that ‘real 
radicalisation’ rarely occurs, but that ‘nobody dares talk about’ this.  

Uncertainty in recognising radicalisation is potentially linked to inaction among 
bystanders. Studies have identified that people appear less likely to report suspected crime 
where they lack certainty, and that terrorist-related suspicious behaviour is more 
challenging to recognise than traditional criminal activities (FEMA 2012). Following this, 
the likelihood of reporting terrorist-related behaviours to authorities is lower for 
ambiguous activities, such as reading extremist literature, than for more explicit 
indicators such as attack preparation (LaFree and Adamczyk 2017, 482-483). Indeed, 
studies have identified high levels of uncertainty even for relatively overt indicators of 
terrorist activities (Pearce et al. 2019a). This may lead to under-reporting in ambiguous 
cases. 

 

Recognising safeguarding responsibilities, but reluctance to formally report 

Studies of radicalisation prevention repeatedly stress the importance of teachers as 
potential referrers because of their intimate relationship with students (i.e. seeing them 
on a daily basis). Research on reporting intentions has found that intimates are more likely 
than non-intimates to recognise and take action in cases of suspected radicalisation 
(Grossman 2019; Thomas et al. 2017). There is general consensus that intimates are ‘most 
likely to notice early signs of individuals becoming radicalised’ (Neo, Pang, and Chin 
2018, 179), due to their care and concern for the radicalised individuals (Parker et al. 
2017).  

The findings appear to hold for teachers. For instance, in an analysis of British teachers’ 
attitudes towards the Prevent strategy, drawing on interviews with 70 education 
professionals and a survey with 225 school staff, Busher et al. (2017, 7) found that 
‘situating Prevent as safeguarding appears to have played a fundamental role in allaying 
anxieties about the [Prevent] duty’. In addition to concerns about the promotion of British 
values and stigmatisation of Muslim students, they found widespread confidence among 
teachers in their ability to implement the Prevent duty and acceptance of Prevent as a 
legitimate safeguarding strategy. Similarly, Williams et al. (2018) identify teachers as key 
‘gatekeepers’ who are able to recognise potential signs of radicalisation. Finally, in 
interviews with 14 teachers, Moffat and Gerrard (2019), despite highlighting serious 
concerns, find that most recognise radicalisation prevention as an extension of their 
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safeguarding duty and are committed to protecting students from being drawn into 
terrorism (see also: Revell 2019, 28-29). 

Whilst some studies suggest that intimates, conceptualised as others who regularly engage 
in personal interaction with the individual such as teachers, are well placed to recognise 
and respond to signs of radicalisation, the immediate response may well not be reporting 
to authorities. Indeed, worries about a range of issues, such as getting the individual into 
trouble or damaging their relationship with the individual, are likely to cause reluctance 
(Neo, Pang, and Chin 2018; Williams, Bélanger, et al. 2018; Williams, Horgan, et al. 
2018). This is unsurprising as a range of safeguarding concerns, such as child abuse, are 
found to be under-reported because of similar barriers (Besharov and Laumann 1996; 
Bunting, Lazenbatt, and Wallace 2010). However, for radicalisation, where the 
distinction between victim and perpetrator may be more nebulous, some studies have 
found that intimates see ‘reporting to authorities as a last resort’ (Grossman 2019, 204). 
Intimates would typically attempt to address the issue in person first (Thomas et al. 2017; 
Williams, Horgan, and Evans 2016a). This may be less relevant for teachers because of 
professional responsibilities and familiarity with safeguarding practices. Indeed, Busher, 
Choudhury & Thomas (2019) underlines how reluctance to report is mitigated by teacher 
confidence in institutional processes of dealing with safeguarding issues. In fact, concerns 
about getting in trouble for not reporting may cause teachers to over-report (Busher et al. 
2017). Nevertheless, several studies have found that frontline practitioners, including 
doctors, social workers and teachers, are reluctant to report to authorities due to 
scepticism about radicalisation prevention strategies and concerns about the impact of 
reporting, and therefore prefer more informal reactions (Summerfield 2016; McKendrick 
and Finch 2017). In fact, it can be argued that the Prevent duty risks undermining the 
‘intimacy’ of the teacher-student relationship. It may be difficult to maintain a trustful 
relationship under the legal duty to report concerns of student radicalisation. 

 

Fear of negative consequences of implementing radicalisation preventions policies in 
schools 

Studies highlight the concerns of some teachers that radicalisation prevention strategies 
in schools are, in practice, aimed at Muslim students. In a review of studies addressing 
effects of the Prevent Strategy in schools, Jerome, Elwick, and Kazim (2019) find 
evidence that some teachers fear that Prevent disproportionately affects Muslim students. 
Other scholars argue that such strategies are excessively securitised, target Muslims in 
educational institutions for surveillance and monitoring and potentially exacerbate 
alienation or stigmatisation (Taylor and Soni 2017, 248; Thomas 2016; Sian 2015). This 
links to other common concerns about the securitisation of the teachers’ role and 
relationship with students (Open Society Foundations 2016, 46-47; Lundie 2017, 10). 
Other studies have identified concerns about conversations not taking place in classrooms 
because of Prevent. Taylor and Soni (2017) suggest a new cautiousness to discuss 
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controversial topics and criticise the definition and application of British values. 
Similarly, Dudenhoefer (2018) and Moffat and Gerard (2019) suggest that concerns about 
being referred have undermined freedom of expression. 

Other studies – especially studies with larger datasets – paint a more mixed picture of 
school experiences with radicalisation prevention strategies and highlight some positive 
perceptions. Differing experiences are partly due to different interpretations and 
enactments of radicalisation prevention strategies (Jerome, Elwick, and Kazim 2019), and 
much seems to depend on teachers’ concrete experiences when they refer cases to 
authorities (Busher, Choudhury & Thomas 2019). Thomas et al. (2017) suggest that if 
intimates experience that their referral is taken seriously, is handled with care and that 
they are kept informed about the case, they develop a more positive attitude towards 
radicalisation prevention and may be willing to report again in the future. Parker, Chapot, 
and Davis (2019) identify a range of positive experiences at schools that have worked 
pro-actively with Prevent officials to create spaces for safe conversations with students 
about controversial and sensitive topics. 

Whether to expect implementation of the Prevent duty to lead to a long-term reduction in 
potential under-reporting or to biased over-reporting is unclear based on extant 
knowledge. On the one hand, studies of similar reporting duties on teachers regarding, 
e.g., sexual abuse, suggest that legal duties can be an effective means to combat under-
reporting (Walsh et al. 2012; Mathews, Lee, and Norman 2016). On the other hand, the 
fear of biased over-reporting is real among some teachers.  

 

Methodology 

Research design 

The study employed a survey experiment with participants randomly assigned into one 
of three radicalisation scenarios: 1) low concern, 2) ambiguous or 3) high concern. 
Participants in the first condition were asked to read a hypothetical scenario about a 
student in their class, 16-year-old Adam, who had recently converted to a new religion 
and seemed influenced by leaders of the new group. Participants in the second condition 
received the same information as those in condition 1, however, the student is now 
secretive on his computer, his world views are influenced by the new group and his online 
activities, and he is increasingly angry about British/Danish domestic and foreign 
policies. Participants in condition 3 see the information provided in conditions 1 and 2 as 
well as additional information describing the concern of fellow teachers that Adam has 
been viewing extremist literature and foreign conflict materials online. Adam has started 
to advocate violence to change government policies and idolises those who have used 
violence for political ends. Participants in all conditions are informed that they are 
Adam’s teacher and that whilst they think he is sincere and know that he has struggled a 
lot in life, they have also noticed that he sometimes seems quieter or less happy in class 
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and they feel something may be wrong. When they ask Adam about this, he says it is just 
stress from his studies. The three scenarios are available in the supplementary material. 

The scenarios are adapted from a validated hypothetical scenario used in previous studies 
analysing factors shaping community reporting of radicalisation (Thomas et al. 2017). 
The authors discussed and tested the scenarios with British and Danish P/CVE 
professionals and teachers to ensure its real-world applicability. We deliberately 
constructed the scenarios so that the low and high concern conditions were relatively 
clear-cut cases, where we would expect teachers to avoid formal reporting to authorities 
in the low concern scenario, and we would expect teachers to engage in formal reporting 
in the high concern scenario. Thus, our discussion below of under- and over-reporting 
rests on the assumption that a high degree of formal reporting in the low concern scenario 
(condition 1) would constitute over-reporting, while a low degree of formal reporting in 
the highly concerning scenario (condition 3) would constitute under-reporting. We 
acknowledge the limits of this assumption, but argue that it is the best way to directly 
target the important issue of potential over- and under-reporting.  

Following exposure to the scenarios, participants were presented with options for how 
they would respond and how concerned they were. Actions ranged from do nothing to 
report to the police. Participants were asked to record how likely they would be to adopt 
each behaviour. Again, the behavioural options were tested with education professionals. 
Two identical surveys were conducted in Britain and Denmark. The Danish survey is a 
direct translation of the English survey. The case selection employs a logic of most 
different systems design (Gerring 2008). Differences in radicalisation training for 
teachers, legislation, experiences of terrorism, and contextual factors, e.g., trust in 
government, make it interesting to compare Britain and Denmark to assess and analyse 
factors shaping teachers’ ability to recognise and respond to signs of radicalisation. Most 
importantly, the Prevent duty marks an important legal difference between the two 
contexts. The logic is that if we can establish similar causal effects in different contexts, 
our belief in a general causal relationship is strengthened. 

 

Data collection and sample characteristics 

The survey data was collected by polling companies and via practitioner networks. For 
the GB sample, GMI Lightspeed and Deltapoll were commissioned to collect data from 
secondary school or college teachers in their existing online panels. The GMI survey ran 
3-7 October 2018. The Deltapoll survey ran 2-9 October 2018. In addition, the authors 
shared the survey link with teachers via pre-existing practitioner networks. Data 
collection for teachers taking the survey shared with them through practitioner networks 
ran between 18 May 2018 and 30 October 2018. In Denmark, the online survey was 
conducted by Epinion, a large polling company. They collected data from teachers in their 
existing online panels, by recruiting schools for participation and circulating a link to the 
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survey via internal school e-mail lists. Data collection in Denmark ran between 31 
January 2019 and 1 March 2019. 

Participants were informed about the purpose of the study before beginning. No deception 
was employed, and participants were informed about usage and storage of data. All 
participants provided informed consent by ticking a box to confirm that they would be 
happy to proceed on this basis. The study was registered and approved by the Danish Data 
Protection Agency, all details were shared and approved by the Aarhus University Data 
Protection Officer, and an ethics submission was completed and accepted by the European 
Commission (project funders). 

Following industry standard quality checks (excluding speedsters, straight-liners and 
incomplete responses), the final dataset comprised 2,173 teachers, 803 from Great Britain 
(GB) and 1,370 from Denmark. 729 (33.6 %) were in the low-concern radicalisation 
scenario (condition 1), 715 (32.9 %) were in the ambiguous radicalisation scenario 
(condition 2), and 729 (33.6 %) were in the high-concern radicalisation scenario 
(condition 3). Participants were asked to provide information concerning gender, age, 
seniority/years as a teacher and region. 888 (42.2 %) were male, 1189 (56.5 %) were 
female. 28 (1.33 %) did not wish to indicate their gender. 673 (32.9 %) were between 34 
and 44 years of age. 415 (20.3 %) were under 34, 501 (24.5 %) were between 45 and 54, 
and 459 (22.4 %) were between 55 and 65. See the supplementary material for full details 
of sample characteristics. 

Given the debate about P/CVE policies being Islamophobic/anti-Muslim, and studies 
pointing to the importance of ethnicity and religiosity of teachers in shaping perceptions 
of P/CVE policies (Busher, Choudhury & Thomas 2019) it would have been preferable 
and interesting to include in the survey questions about teachers’ ethnic and religious 
background. However, we decided against doing this. The reason for this was that 
collecting data on ethnicity and religiosity is problematic in the Danish context, where 
there is no national census and therefore no standardized and generally accepted ways of 
asking about ethnicity and religiosity. Standardizing ethnicity / religiosity across 
countries using single items is problematic, (Burton, Nandi & Platt, 2010). We therefore 
feared that posing such questions, in particular to Danish teachers, would lead to lower 
data quality and lower response rates. We recognise our subsequent inability to further 
explore the importance of these background factors as a limitation of the present study. 
However, this does not impact the validity of the conclusions drawn from our 
experimental design as the randomization of respondents to conditions will even out any 
such biases.  

 

Operationalisation: constructs and measures 

Following exposure to the hypothetical scenario involving Adam, participants in all 
conditions were presented with the same 11 behavioural intentions (primary dependent 
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measure). One described inaction (‘do nothing additional at this time’), and ten described 
various degrees of action ranging from informal discussions (e.g. ‘speak to Adam’s 
family and friends’), actions within the school (e.g. ‘formally discuss the case with the 
school’s safeguarding lead’) to actions engaging with authorities external to the school 
(e.g. ‘report case to authorities’). The full range of behaviours are listed in the 
supplementary material. Participants were asked to rate how likely they were to undertake 
each action on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘very unlikely’ (1) to ‘very likely’ 
(7). 

To measure confidence in selecting intended behaviour, participants were asked to self-
report how confident they ‘felt in selecting what action you would take in Adam’s case’ 
on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘not confident at all’ (1) to ‘very confident’ 
(7). Similarly, concern about radicalisation was captured by asking participants to what 
degree they believed that ‘there are reasonable grounds for suspecting radicalisation has 
occurred in the scenario involving Adam’. Responses on a seven-point Likert scale ranged 
from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) through ‘strongly agree’ (7). 

To explore the factors shaping teachers’ ability to recognise and respond to radicalisation 
beyond the level of concern and ambiguity expressed by the different scenarios, we 
included a set of covariates: radicalisation prevention training, communication culture 
within the school, position within the school (i.e. seniority), experience as a teacher (i.e. 
years) and past experiences with student radicalisation. Participants were asked to select 
from a list all types of training they have received (e.g. ‘face to face staff training from a 
government official’), total hours of training and self-reported benefit derived from the 
training. Three items were used to measure communication culture (α =.80), based on 
Hart et al. (2000). On a seven-point Likert scale, participants were asked to what extent 
they agree that there was ‘a good communication culture between teachers and the 
leadership’, ‘a good communication culture between staff members’ and whether they 
could ‘rely on their colleagues for support and assistance when needed’. Seniority and 
experience were recorded by participants selecting their role at the school and number of 
years as a qualified teacher. Teachers were asked about previous experience with 
radicalisation concerns for students and what action they had taken (e.g. informally speak 
to colleagues or formally report to authorities). 

 

Data analysis and results 

Effect of the experiment 

How likely are teachers to react in different ways to the scenarios across countries? Table 
1 shows the means and standard deviations for each action, for each condition, split by 
country.  
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Table 1 about here 

 

To measure teachers’ willingness to report the case to others, as opposed to handling the 
issue internally, we constructed an index to capture formal reaction intentions, i.e., 
intentions to formally discuss the case with the school’s safeguarding lead, discuss it with 
a government official, report it to Prevent/local authorities, contact a helpline for counter-
extremism, and formally record case details in the school log. Thus, formal reporting 
included any reactions, which would result in a ‘paper trail’, i.e. some sort of conversation 
minutes or filing of information. To make the scales compatible across countries, calling 
the anti-terrorism hotline was not included as this option is only relevant in GB. We also 
constructed a scale of informal reactions, i.e., intentions to talk to Adam, speak to his 
family, discuss the case with other teachers, and informally discuss the case with the 
school’s safeguarding lead. 

To gauge whether teachers react to radicalisation cues, we had to investigate the effects 
of the treatment conditions on teachers’ intentions to react. Because condition 2 provided 
stronger radicalisation cues than condition 1, and condition 3 stronger cues than condition 
2, we coded the conditions using an orthogonal coding scheme. First, we regressed 
reported concern that Adam was at risk of radicalisation on the orthogonally coded 
condition variable, as reported in table 2. There was a main effect of condition on concern 
for radicalisation, as expected (b=.46, SE=.03, p<.001), and no differences across 
countries. 

 

Table 2 about here 

 

Second, we regressed informal and formal reaction scores on the orthogonally coded 
condition variable. Results from informal reactions show no main effect across countries 
(b=.04, SE=.03, p=.139). However, there is a marginally significant country interaction 
effect (b=.11, SE=.06, p=.056). Substantially, the results indicate that teachers in Britain 
do not become more likely to engage in informal reactions when radicalisation cues 
increase (b=-.03, SE=.06, p=.6). Teachers in Denmark become more likely to engage in 
informal reactions as there are more cues to radicalisation (b=.08, SE=.03, p=.006). 
Model II in table 3 also shows that Danish teachers have significantly higher average 
informal reaction scores than their British counterparts in condition 1, about half a scale 
point (b=.45, SE=.05, p<.001). Results for formal reactions, reported in table 4, show a 
strong and significant main effect of condition on formal reactions (b=.34, SE=.04, 
p<.001). This effect is not contingent on country, although Danish teachers have 
significantly lower average formal reaction scores than British teachers (b=-.82, SE=.06, 
p<.001). 
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Table 3 about here 

Table 4 about here 

 

The results clearly indicate that teachers in both countries react to increasing cues of 
radicalisation with stronger intentions to engage in formal reactions. They recognise the 
cues of attitudinal and behavioural changes as problematic and react. However, Danish 
and British teachers have different intentions to engage in informal reactions. 

We asked teachers to indicate how confident they felt making their choices of response 
to the fictive case. As table 5 indicates, they did not become more confident, on average, 
in their choices of response across the conditions (b=-.005, SE=.04, p=.909). There was, 
however, a significant country interaction (b=-.19, SE=.08, p=.024). British teachers 
became slightly more confident in their reaction intentions (b=.12, SE=.06, p=.065), 
whereas Danish teachers did not vary across conditions (b=-.07, SE=.05, p=.163). They 
were less confident in their reaction intentions than their British counterparts (b=-.19, 
SE=.08, p=.024). 

 

Table 5 about here 

 

Next, we considered what other factors besides the experimental condition (radicalisation 
cues) affected intentions to react, formally or informally. Our large sample allowed us to 
investigate the other predictors within each scenario: communication culture, gender, 
years of experience, and previous experience with students vulnerable to radicalisation. 
To investigate this, we ran four regressions, predicting formal and informal reaction 
scores from these within the low radicalisation concern condition 1 and the high 
radicalisation concern condition 3, respectively. Table 6 reports the results of this 
analysis. 

 

Table 6 about here 

 

In both the mildest case (b=.15, SE=.03, p<.001) and the most radical case (b=.18, 
SE=.04, p<.001), stronger school communication culture predicted stronger intentions to 
engage in informal reactions. This is a central finding. Longer experience as a teacher 
predicted informal reactions in the mildest case only (b=.10, SE=.03, p=.002). Most 
interestingly, experience with student radicalisation predicted formal reaction intentions 
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in both the non-radical (b=.30, SE=.11, p=.008) and radical (b=.31, SE=.10, p=.003) 
conditions. We then selected the 628 teachers who indicated experience with 
radicalisation among students for further analysis (interestingly, 41 % of the GB sample 
report having experienced concern about radicalisation for one or more students). 
Compared to those who had not, those who had reported the case to the authorities 
indicated significantly stronger intentions to formally react (b=.94, SE=.10, p<.001) and 
significantly weaker intentions to informally respond (b=-.30, SE=.09, p=.001). There 
were no significant differences for this relationship across conditions. This indicates that 
experiences with radicalisation, particularly experiences with reporting to authorities, 
increase future intentions to engage in formal reactions and may decrease informal 
reactions – but equally across a “radical” and “non-radical” case. 

We also asked teachers to detail the hours of training they had received. British teachers 
were much more likely to indicate some training (93.0 % had received one or more hours 
of training) than their Danish colleagues (79.8 % had received no training, and only 3.6 
% indicated more than 1-2 hours of training). Therefore, we conducted the analyses 
separately for each country to avoid confounding effects. Training in Denmark was coded 
dichotomously as no training (0) or some training (1), whereas the original categories 
were used for British teachers. Tables 7 (Denmark) and 8 (GB) report the results of 
predicting informal and formal reaction intentions in condition 1 and condition 3, 
respectively, including the other covariates. 

 

Table 7 about here 

Table 8 about here 

 

In Denmark, having some training (compared to none) was associated with increased 
formal reaction intentions in the radical condition (b=.32, SE=.14, p=.026), but not in the 
non-radical case (b=.12, SE=.15, p=.44). Table 8 suggests that in Britain having had 
training (no matter how much) increases formal reaction intentions significantly in only 
the non-radical case. However, an additional analysis nuances this finding (see 
supplementary tables 1-5). An analysis that separates the formal reactions included in the 
formal reaction index used in table 8 shows that in the non-radical condition 1, having 
had training is associated with increased intentions to formally discuss the case with the 
school safeguarding lead, informally discuss the case with a government official, and 
record the details of the case in the school log, but not with reporting the case to 
Prevent/local authorities or contacting a counter-extremism helpline. In the radical 
condition 3, having had training is associated with a higher likelihood of reporting to 
Prevent/local authorities and discussing with government official, but not the remaining 
formal reactions. We return to these findings in the discussion.  
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Discussion and implications 

Our findings firmly support the perspective that teachers do recognise and indicate 
intentions to react to signs of radicalisation. As such, it serves as a counterpoint to some 
of the extant literature. Across two countries with different educational systems, 
experiences with terrorism and P/CVE strategies, we find no difference in teachers’ levels 
of concern across scenarios. Whilst the level of concern in condition 3 was lower than 
might have been anticipated (teachers on average “somewhat agreed” that there was 
ground for suspecting radicalisation has occurred), on average teachers in Britain and 
Denmark nevertheless read signs of attitudinal and behavioural changes as equally 
concerning. This seems to contradict findings that what leads to concern of radicalisation 
is highly context dependent and subjective. Furthermore, on average, teachers in both 
countries are able to react to concerns of radicalisation in appropriate ways, as suggested 
by the strong positive effect of conditions on formal reaction intentions. Teacher concerns 
about student radicalisation seem to translate into similar behavioural intentions across 
contexts and conditions.  

However, there are important country differences. First, British teachers report a higher 
baseline of formal reaction intentions across scenarios than Danish teachers, who, in 
contrast, are more likely to engage in informal reactions. Part of the explanation is that a 
higher proportion of British teachers have received training, have experiences with 
student radicalisation, and must comply with the Prevent duty. Yet, it does not follow that 
the Prevent duty necessarily leads to over-reporting. Looking at the observed means for 
intentions to formally report to authorities in table 1, we see that British teachers on 
average are about 27% more likely to formally react than Danish teachers in the non-
radicalised condition 1 (mean 3.3 compared to 4.2). This could arguably be interpreted as 
over-reporting among British teachers given the lack of radicalisation cues in the scenario. 
In contrast, the average formal reaction intentions among Danish teachers in condition 2 
(mean=3.7) and 3 (mean=4.0) arguably express a degree of under-reporting. Considering 
the severity of the radicalisation cues in condition 3, it is concerning that average formal 
reaction intentions only just reach the mid-point of the scale. One interpretation is that 
while the Prevent duty may cause some over-reporting of non-concerning cases, it also 
seems to contribute to a substantial reduction in under-reporting of ambiguous and clearly 
concerning cases. Danish teachers are to some extent compensating formal reactions for 
more informal ways of dealing with concerns, and are, thus, no more likely than their 
British colleagues to ‘do nothing’ in condition 3. These findings corroborate earlier 
suggestions that ‘intimates’ are likely to consider alternatives before turning to formal 
reactions (Thomas et al. 2017). 

Second, on average British teachers report higher confidence than Danish teachers in 
knowing how to react appropriately to the scenarios. Levels of confidence rise as signs of 
radicalisation become more serious. The British findings are in line with previous studies 
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of terrorism reporting among the general public (Pearce et al. 2019b) . Based on our study, 
we can only speculate what explains this country difference. One possibility is that the 
implementation of the Prevent duty drives up teacher confidence that taking action is 
appropriate and necessary, especially when signs become highly concerning. Another 
possibility is that the higher level of confidence in Britain is partly a product of much 
higher levels of Prevent training, which is exactly aimed at increasing teachers’ ability to 
recognise signs of radicalisation and react appropriately. The latter interpretation is 
supported by the finding that British teachers with more than two hours of Prevent 
training report higher confidence than teachers without training across all conditions (see 
supplementary table 6). 

Finally, the findings regarding the effect of Prevent training and prior experience with 
student radicalisation on teacher reaction intentions merit further discussion. The findings 
concerning the effect of training in the Danish context are reassuring: increased training 
corresponds to a higher likelihood of formal reactions in the radicalised condition 3, but 
not in the non-radicalised condition 1. Thus, the Danish data rejects concerns raised in 
some extant literature that raising awareness about radicalisation among teachers will lead 
to over-reporting. At a first glance, the British data is less reassuring. As indicated, the 
finding that training increases formal reaction scores only in the non-radicalised condition 
1 suggests that training may lead to over-reporting here. Yet, additional analyses suggest 
that this would be a rushed conclusion as the combined formal reaction score masks 
important nuances. Looking at the effect of training on the individual formal reactions, 
we see that training in condition 1 is not correlated with higher intentions to formally 
report to Prevent/local authorities (except the 5-9 hours training category), while this 
seems to be the case in condition 3. While training in Britain leads to more formal 
reactions in condition 1, it is primarily formal reactions short of formal reporting to 
Prevent (e.g. formal discussion with school safeguarding lead). Likewise, while training 
on average does not increase the likelihood of formal reactions in the radicalised condition 
3, it does significantly increase the likelihood of reporting directly to Prevent authorities. 

Furthermore, training may help British teachers feel more confident that authorities will 
deal with a referral appropriately and help determine whether concern is necessary. In 
more severe cases, training makes little difference to British teachers as they are already 
highly inclined to formally react. This latter interpretation is supported by the finding that 
past experience with student radicalisation, particularly experience with referring to 
authorities, increases future intentions to engage in formal reactions and may decrease 
informal reactions – but equally across a ‘radical’ and ‘non-radical’ case. However, it is 
also possible that teachers with prior experience of formal reporting become more likely 
to report in future cases simply because they are now familiar with the procedure and the 
process seems less daunting.  

What are the policy implications of the discussed findings? We highlight three main sets 
of implications. First, the similarity in levels of concerns of radicalisation and reaction 
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intentions among British and Danish teachers underlines that teachers can meaningfully 
discuss and learn about radicalisation through training and awareness building. The 
shared basic understanding of what attitudinal and behavioural changes may raise 
concerns of radicalisation and how to react appropriately provides a useful starting point 
for further training and discussion of ambiguous cases. Furthermore, the identification of 
a fundamentally shared understanding of concerning signs of student radicalisation 
indicates the potential for cross-national exchange of best practices in terms of training 
programmes and content.  

Second, teacher training on radicalisation prevention should focus on explaining what 
radicalisation may look like as well as what it is not to avoid over-reporting of non-
concerning cases. Based on our findings, there are reasons to believe that such training 
will increase teacher confidence in how to react and thereby prevent under-reporting of 
clearly concerning cases. In addition, training should aim to make procedures for formal 
reporting clear to teachers and make sure to tackle teacher concerns about not being taken 
seriously when referring to authorities and regarding consequences for the student. This 
will help establish trust in authorities in the short run, while positive experiences of 
turning to authorities with concerns about student radicalisation are essential for teachers’ 
trust in the long run. 

Finally, the finding that stronger school communication culture predicts stronger 
intentions to engage in informal reactions to concerns of radicalisation highlights the 
importance of addressing concerns of radicalisation as a safeguarding issue, which can be 
discussed with colleagues alongside other concerns, and to which informal and school-
internal reactions are often sufficient. When discussed freely in a supportive environment, 
concerns of radicalisation may be properly assessed and appropriate reactions taken. 
Thus, any worries about discussing such concerns should be addressed.  

 

Conclusion 

Based on the largest cross-country study of teacher reporting intentions to date using 
experimental survey methodology, this article has offered some clarity and nuances 
regarding teachers’ ability to recognise and respond to signs of radicalisation. In contrast 
to what is sometimes portrayed in extant literature, teachers across contexts appear to 
interpret attitudinal and behavioural changes in similar ways and react accordingly. The 
causal effect of increasing cues of radicalisation on teacher concerns and reaction 
intentions is very similar across contexts. Moreover, extant concerns about both over- and 
under-reporting are partly supported by this study. While our findings arguably suggest a 
degree of over-reliance on formal reactions in non-concerning cases in Britain, we also 
find evidence of some under-reporting regarding ambiguous and truly concerning cases 
among Danish teachers. We have discussed the role of the Prevent duty and differences 
in radicalisation prevention training in making sense of these results as well as the higher 
level of confidence in what to do among British teachers. 
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Whilst the findings are a big stride forward in understanding teacher reporting of concerns 
of student radicalisation, a number of questions remain. For example, the country-specific 
effects of training on reaction intentions need further investigation. One possibility is to 
explore whether training has a threshold effect, i.e., up to a certain point increases 
awareness and reduces under-reporting, and whether increased training beyond this point 
may contribute to over-reporting. Furthermore, this study was limited to investigating the 
causal effect of increasing signs of radicalisation and a few covariates, leaving aside, for 
example, individual differences in teacher attitudes towards radicalisation prevention 
stemming. from differences in ethnic and religious background, for instance. Also, as one 
of the main criticisms of P/CVE in education is that thresholds for formal reporting end 
up being lower when the radicalisation in question is ‘jihadism’ rather than when it is, for 
example, participation in extreme right groups, future studies should investigate 
experimentally the effect of student ideological leaning on teacher reporting intentions. 
Likewise, the study only explored teachers in grades 7 through 12. Concerns are growing 
regarding the ability and willingness of teachers in universities and other higher 
educational institutions to deal with problems of student radicalisation.   
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