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Violent Acts:  
Preparation and Response
In 1999, the shooting at Columbine High School made 
national news as the actions of two students left 15 dead 
and 28 wounded1.  Unfortunately, this was the first of many 
active shooter incidents at educational institutions in the 
years to come.  

No educational institution wants to believe that an active 
shooter could enter their building or campus.  However, the 
reality of the situation is that an active shooter can arrive at 
any school in any location at any time.  The shooter could 
be a current or former student, current or former faculty 
member or a member of the public.  While you may be able 
to identify warning signs and thus possibly avoid an active 
shooter situation, this is not “fool proof” and steps should 
be taken to prepare for and respond to the situation in a 
way that will help preserve life.

Training. Provide all faculty and staff, from the head of 
school to teachers to cafeteria workers to maintenance 
employees, with training on workplace violence and the 
warning signs of violence.  It’s important to deliver this 
training in a consistent and formal manner.  Workshops 
should be conducted in order to put the policies and 
procedures into practice.  If possible, involve law 
enforcement in the training and workshops.
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THERE ARE FIVE PHASES OF 
AN ACTIVE SHOOTER2: 

•	Fantasy Phase

•	Planning Phase

•	Preparation Phase

•	Approach Phase

•	 Implementing Phase



Prepare. Become familiar with local law enforcement 
personnel and emergency responders and provide 
access to these personnel to all of your employees.  
Allow these first responders to become familiar with 
your school facility including buildings and outdoor 
spaces.  The more information you can supply, the 
better the outcome.  When possible, provide them 
with digital blueprints or the schematics of the 
campus and buildings.  During an emergency event, 
this information will be crucial to navigate the scene 
of the emergency and allow responders to plan their 
response.  

You should establish safe rooms with doors that are 
able to be locked from the inside.  Employees can 
gather and also direct students to these rooms for 
their protection should an active shooter be present.  
Emergency personnel should be aware of each safe 
room.   The room should contain food, water, medical 
supplies and a phone system.  Where possible, ensure 
there is a cellular backup to the phone system in 
case the phone line is cut or disconnected.  There 
should also be a consistent, quick and effective way 
to communicate the presence of an active shooter to 
all faculty and staff.  As with any emergency situation, 
faculty and staff should also be aware of all exits and 
evacuation procedures with a designated assembly 
point.  An active shooter situation may prohibit safe 
evacuation and therefore the plan needs to include 
communication relative to whether evacuation or 
shelter in place is appropriate.

Respond. According to the Department of Homeland 
Security, there are three steps to take in responding to 
an active shooter situation3.

STEP 1:

Conduct drills to provide further practice to faculty 
and staff and to ensure all policies and procedures set 
forth by the school function as intended.  This forces 
questions such as:

What’s the best way to evacuate and find safety?  
Where are the nearest exits or safe room? 

If evacuation is appropriate, leave all belongings 
behind.  Call 911 when safe and help others evacuate 
if you’re able.  Don’t allow others to enter an area that 
is unsafe.  

When emergency responders arrive, follow all of their 
instructions.  Provide them with all the information 
you have observed such as location of shooter, 
number of shooters, physical description of shooter(s), 
number and type of weapons and number of potential 
victims at the location.  Remember that while law 
enforcement may be familiar with the buildings, you 
have more knowledge of your campus and school 
buildings.  Therefore, provide any relevant details 
such as where the shooter could be hiding or where 
students or faculty could be seeking safety.

STEP 2:

If you cannot safely evacuate, find a hiding place.  
Staying out of view of the active shooter is key.  If you 
cannot access a safe room, find a place out of view 
that offers some kind of obstruction of the shooter’s 
view as well as protection from his/her weapons such 
as a large piece of furniture.  However, don’t trap 
yourself or restrict your ability to move.

THE EDUCATOR

continued



STEP 3:

The Department of Homeland Security is very firm in 
that this step is an absolute last resort.  If evacuation 
or a hiding place isn’t an available option, and your 
life or potentially the lives of others are in imminent 
danger, attempt to incapacitate the active shooter by:

•	Acting aggressively toward him/her

•	Yelling

•	Committing to your actions

Educational institutions have a responsibility above 
and beyond most other places of business: to protect 
their students.  Taking the actions of training and 
preparation will help enable the school to effectively 
respond in the event that an active shooter situation 
presents itself.  

While the tragedy at Sandy Hook Elementary School 
in 2012 took the lives of at least 26 people before law 
enforcement arrived, the actions of the staff saved 
additional lives4.  For example, someone in the office 
engaged the public address system in order to allow 
others in the school to hear the violence and take 
action to further protect lives.  The training and 
preparation in these situations allows for response 
over panic, and most importantly, the preservation  
of life.
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1 http://extras.denverpost.com/news/shot0420a.htm
2 http://www.policeone.com/active-shooter/articles/1672491-5-Phases-of-the-Active-Shooter-Incident/ 
3 http://www.dhs.gov/active-shooter-preparedness
4 http://www.lawenforcementtoday.com/2012/12/16/carnage-at-connecticut-elementary-school/
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