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Message from the 
Executive Director

The Safety Net 
for Spring 2012

 Welcome back to the 
spring 2012 edition of The 
Safety Net.  In this issue we’re 
going to address a variety of 
aspects of a single topic:  
getting ready for crisis events 
with modern forms of training 
and planning, along with a 
constant search for ways to  
improve current procedures.
 I’d like to take a mo-
ment to invite you to our new 
and improved website.  The 
new site is much easier to 
navigate - both for you and 
for our staff.  That means we’ll 
be updating new content much 
more regularly, along with 
videos and photo galleries.
 We have also added a 
new blog feature that I will be 
using, with guest posts from 
other Safe Havens authors 
from time to time.  I will be 
making regular blog posts 
with general info as well as 
my thoughts on late breaking 
events as they happen.
 We are also creating 
a much more robust resource 
library, adding new resources 
from Safe Havens team mem-
bers as well as additional 
resources from leading organi-
zations in campus safety.  So 
please take a moment to visit 
our updated site and take a 
look around. 

 In this issue, Charles 
Fleming of Safe Havens Video 
discusses the evidence behind 
video-based scenario train-
ing and shares excerpts of an 
interview with Lt. Col. Dave 
Grossman.  My son Chris and 
I will share stories of lessons 
learned and how districts 
across the country are deal-
ing with safety in the face of 
budget cuts.   
 Dr. Sonayia Shepherd 
focuses on what happens to 
responders during a crisis, 
and how we can prepare and 
respond to this phenomenon.  
 CFO and Senior Analyst  
Russell Bentley will revisit the 
topic of planning for school 
athletics events, this time  
focusing on how to tie it all 
together with a pre-game and 
pre-season checklist. 
  In addition, each issue has a 
variety of columns and  
resources, including:
•The Safety Riddle: school 
hazard assessments
•Welcome Home: positive 
school body language
•The News Digest
•Hidden in Plain Sight: dis-
guised & improvised weapons 
•High as a Kite: drug and 
drug paraphernalia awareness

•Before the Smoke Clears: 
tabletop scenarios
•The Library: learning re-
source review
The Safety Net is just one way 
that Safe Havens International 
provides free assistance to 
those who desire to make 
schools safer. Our mission is to 
make children and youth safer 
anywhere in the world they 
happen to go to school.
 We welcome divergent 
viewpoints, suggestions, ideas 
for topics or general com-
ments about The Safety Net.  
We also welcome readers 
forwarding The Safety Net to 
colleagues who may benefit 
from reading it.  We hope you 
will join us and watch us grow 
as we continually update and 
improve this newsletter and it’s 
offerings into a robust resource 
that will benefit educators and 
parents around the world.
 We look forward to visit-
ing with you each issue and 
thank you for your efforts to 
make schools safe and effec-
tive places of learning where 
dignity, honor and respect are 
the norm.

Michael Dorn is the Executive 
Director of Safe Havens Inter-
national.  Over the past thirty 
years, his school safety work has 
taken him to Central America, 
Mexico, Canada, Europe, South 
Africa, Asia and the Middle East. 
A powerful keynote speaker, 
Michael has presented from Vir-
ginia to Vietnam. Michael can be 
reached at mike@weakfish.org.
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The Safety Net is the electronic journal of Safe Havens International.  
Each issue contains feature articles written  by Safe Havens analysts 
as well as guest authors from the fields of school safety, mental health 
recovery, emergency management, anti-terrorism and related fields.  
Monthly features include columns and visual exercises to enhance the 
general knowledge base in the field of school safety and emergency  
preparedness for the learning environment.

 
Safe Havens International, Inc. is the world’s leading  non-profit 
campus safety organization.  Safe Havens  works with K-12 schools, 
institutions of higher learning and  faith-based organizations worldwide 
to improve campus climate, safety and emergency preparedness.  As 
a non-profit center, our mission is to do what we can to make school 
a safe and enjoyable place for students to learn and teachers to 
teach, no matter where they happen to live.  The Safe Havens team is 
comprised of international authorities and school safety, security and 
preparedness specialists.  Our goal is to help schools improve safety 
while raising test scores using proven concepts tailored to fit local risks, 
realities and resources.  
 
 Do you want to write for The Safety Net? 
 If you would like to be a guest author or if you have  
 information you’d like to see featured in an upcoming  
 issue of The Safety Net, please contact us at  
 newsletter@weakfish.org. 
 
 
About the cover: In this still photo from the production of our  
new training resource The First 30 Seconds, Executive Director  
Michael Dorn demonstrates how to use video scenarios for staff  
development training.  Photo by Rachel Wilson. 
 
All Content Copyright 2012 Safe Havens International  
All Rights Reserved  
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Hidden in Plain Sight
Early in the school day, the front  
office receives a frantic call from a 
classroom.  The distraught teacher 
rapidly explains: “We need help 
now!  I am absolutely certain that a 
snake is in my room – I saw it crawl 
under the door and come into the 
classroom!  And I’m willing to bet 
one of my students had something to 
do with it.  I have no idea where it is 
now -  I immediately evacuated all 
the students and we are in the media 
center now.  Two other students want 
to call their parents and leave but 
everyone else is fine.”  As the teach-
er finishes talking, another staff mem-
ber in the media center can be heard 
in the background over the phone 
line saying “I hate snakes – I want 
to leave until they find it!  I refuse to 
work with that snake in the building!” 

Each issue features a new scenario 
that you can use in planning and 
training for emergency situations. 
These may be reprinted or used 
without limitation if the scenario is 
reproduced in it’s entirety and the 
following credit is given:
 
“Source: 
www.safehavensinternational.org.”

The Safety 
Riddle
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What is the unique safety 
innovation in this photo?  

Answer on page 23

Take a look at the top 
photo on the right - 
notice anything funny 
about the shape of this 
person’s hand as it rests 
by their side?

The second photo re-
veals what was  
hidden in the first 
photo.  This demonstra-
tion illustrates how easy 
it is to conceal a fairly 
large item in plain sight.  
Think about how easy it 
would be to hide drugs, 
tobacco, knives, or even  
firearms like this. 

Keep an eye out for 
this behavior both with 
suspicious individuals 
and in day-to-day super-
vision.

Photos by Chris Dorn

Before the  
Smoke Clears:
Text-based Tabletop Scenario

Disguised Weapons

Photo: Michael S. Dorn

Photo: Chris Dorn



 

 

 

 

High As a Kite
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This beautiful mural is one of many 
superb examples of the positive 
use of murals in the School District 
of Philadelphia.  The use of mu-
rals can be an especially power-
ful tool to improve school climate 
and culture in older buildings, as 
this district has done in many of 
its facilities.  This particular mural 
reflects the history, mission and 
the diversity of William Penn High 
School.  These projects give stu-
dents the opportunity to decorate 
their building and participate in a 
supervised activity, and builds a 
sense of ownership of the building 
for the occupants.

Welcome Home
Examples of Positive School Body Language

Do you have a photo to share?  The Safety Net welcomes photo submissions showing examples of positive school 
climate, safety hazards, drug paraphernalia or disguised weapons.  To submit your photos, e-mail us at:  
newsletter@weakfish.org.  Due to space limitations, it may not be possible to publish all submissions. 

Drugs & Paraphernalia
Identification

Disguised Weapons

Notice anything suspicious about these items?  Answer on page 23. 

Photo: Chris Dorn

Photo: Russell E. Bentley

Photo: Michael S. Dorn



 

 
    

News Digest

Current Events In School Safety 
Around the World 

by Charles Fleming

 
Estranged parent shoots wife,  
step-daughter – Conyers, Georgia

A man was charged with two counts 
of aggravated assault for shooting 
his wife and step-daughter at a day 
care in September.  The shooter 
waited for his wife and stepdaughter 
outside the Little Mountain Christian 
Academy during morning drop off, 
and began shooting when he saw 
them.  He then shot his wife, a kin-
dergarten teacher,  and his 10-year 
old stepdaughter several times.  The 
shooter was already on probation 
for domestic abuse towards his wife, 
who had just filed for divorce after 
a long separation.  Counselors were 
called to help at both the school and 
the elementary school attended by 
the daughter.  The shooter surren-
dered to Sheriff’s deputies later that 
day, telling them his life was “falling 
apart.”  The mother and daughter 
survived with injuries.   
 
Student’s face cut on school bus – 
Orlando, Florida

A 9th grade student was stabbed 
on her face, arm, back and chest 
during a bus ride home in Octo-
ber.  Witnesses reported that a 9th 
grader, who the victim regarded as a 
“friend,” teased the victim and called 
her names, before starting a fight 
because the victim was walking too 
slowly departing the bus, telling the 
victim to “hurry and walk.”  Bystand-
ers attempted to help and pull the 
girls apart without success.  Another 
student captured the fight on a cell 
phone camera.  A judge ordered 
the 14-year-old attacker,   who is 
charged with aggravated battery, to 
remain in juvenile detention. 
 
Recent study says Soda May Cause 
Teen Violence – US

In a study conducted by the Har-
vard School of Public Health’s Injury 

Control Research Center and pub-
lished in Injury Prevention, research-
ers found that there was a strong 
relationship between the number of 
soft drinks students drank and the 
number of fights they participated in.   
This corresponds to findings from 
a study done in Norway in 2006.   
The survey questioned 1800 stu-
dents in Boston Public Schools about 
behaviors such as how many sodas 
they drink per week, how often they 
participate in violence and how 
often they carry a weapon.  Only 
23% of subjects that drink less than 
one soda a week said they carry a 
weapon. 
 
Gang-related school shooting  -  
Fayetteville,  North Carolina

An 18-year-old and a 15-year-old 
were taken to the Cumberland Coun-
ty Sheriff’s Office after shooting an-
other 15-year old in the cafeteria of 
Cape Fear High School in October.  
The shooting left the victim in critical 
condition,  and the school popula-
tion nervous about gang violence 
at their school.  Reports say parents 
and students had been complain-
ing about  possible gang activity 
for weeks before the shooting, with 
some parents afraid to allow their 
children to attend school and school 
events.  Student witnesses comment-
ed that there had been gang-related 
fights and Facebook posts shortly 
before the shooting.  Police found 
a weapon  and a shell casing on  
school campus. 
 
Ohio gym teacher convicted of  
inappropriate activity with 5  
students - Springboro, Ohio

Stacy Schuler, a high school gym 
teacher at Mason High School in 
Springboro, Ohio, was convicted 
in October of having sex with five 
high school students, including 
some football players.  Schuler was 
sentenced to four years in prison .  
Victims testified that Schuler initiated 
much of the contact, drinking and 
providing alcohol to them.  Although 
some students testified for Schuler, 
victims and their families commented 
on the negative emotional impact of 
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these events, and how this has af-
fected nationwide perceptions of 
teachers.  The trial shut the school 
down for a week. 
 
Former teacher gets 30 years in 
prison for child pornography -   
Alexandria, Virginia

After being  jailed in April without 
bond, Justin Coleman, a former 
4th grade teacher at John Adams 
Elementary School, was sentenced 
to 30 years in prison for two counts 
of producing child pornography. He 
led a secret life that included secretly 
filming students and altering child 
pornography with images of his stu-
dents.  Coleman told officials that he 
liked girls between the ages of 7 and 
11.  An Assistant U.S. Attorney said 
Coleman also engaged in child por-
nography while teaching at a U.S. 
military school in Japan, and during 
a school trip to Italy.  Coleman had 
more than 2,500 images of altered 
child pornography and at least 74 
videos he recorded in classrooms. 
 
Teacher makes false school bomb 
threat - Denver, Colorado

A Denver elementary school teacher 
was charged with one count of false 
reporting of explosives at Escuela de 
Guadalupe, a Catholic elementary 
school in northwest Denver.  The 
teacher put a note saying “there is 
a bomb inside” outside the school’s 
main entrance.  Though released on 
bond, she faces a felony charge in 
Denver County Court. 
 
Students redecorate rundown shop 
with mural – Lincoln, UK

After being asked about improving 
their neighborhood, local students 
decided to paint a mural over a 
vacant shop window they highlighted 
as one area in need of improve-
ment.  The mural features various 
fruit and different juice varieties.  The 
City Council says the mural can stay 
up as long as the community wants 
it.  The mural was created for a City 
of Lincoln Council project to create 
murals in the community during half-
term break. 

 Get more news stories, plus links to the full story on these articles, at safehavensinternational.org/newsdigest



Photo: Rachel Wilson

 Safe Havens International recently released a new train-
ing and assessment tool: “Safe Topics: The First 30 Seconds.” 
This is an advanced training and evaluation system to prepare 
all school employees to make life-and-death decisions in the 
first moments of any school crisis. 
 Complete with trainer guides, evaluation tools, video 
scenarios and workbooks covering over 30 crisis scenarios, this 
4 DVD set was developed by world-renowned school safety 
expert Michael Dorn and the Safe Havens team. “Safe Topics: 
The First 30 Seconds” is built on effective concepts that have 
been used in training law enforcement, fire service, emergency 
medical personnel, pilots and military personnel for many 
years. For the first time, these training concepts have been 
adapted for handling school crises, during which a delay of 
even five or ten seconds can result in mass casualties. 
 Simulations conducted by Safe Havens at schools 
around the nation have revealed that most school employees 
unfamiliar with this specialized training miss at least one critical 
action step per scenario, such as initiating an evacuation, call-
ing the main office, or dialing 911.  More than 70% of school 
employees participating in simulations fail to implement a 
lockdown for an aggressor with a weapon such as a knife, crow 
bar or hammer.  Attacks with weapons other than firearms are 
far more common and can also be deadly, and schools cannot 
afford to overlook any gap in preparedness. 
 The Safe Havens video scenarios allow school employ-
ees to practice making life-and-death decisions in ways not 
possible with other types of drills and exercises. Using The First 
30 Seconds, schools can practice for a wider array of situations 
in a shorter period of time, and quickly build a decision-making 
knowledge base to  
draw from during a 
crisis.  The series is  
designed to provide 
enough resources to  
evaluate your organ- 
izational preparedness 
and train staff for a 
full academic year.   
For more information, 
including an inform- 
ational video, visit the  
following link, or contact  
us for quantity discounts or purchase orders.  
 
www.safehavensinternational.org/thefirst30seconds

The Library:
Learning Resource  
Review 
by Michael Dorn 

Audio course: The Art of 
Critical Decision Making
Author: Professor Michael A. 
Roberto, Bryant University 
ISBN 159803538
 I have purchased more 
than a dozen courses from The  
Teaching Company and have 
found all of them to be  
beneficial, since my hectic work 
schedule makes it difficult to  
attend live college and  
university programs.  
 Professor Roberto draws 
upon the works of a number of 
top researchers and authors as 
well as his own experiences in 
consulting.  He is also the author 
of Know What you Don’t Know 
– How Great Leaders Prevent 
Problems Before they Happen.  
 This course includes a 
number of thoughtfully analyzed 
case studies, including space 
shuttle crashes, wildfires, combat 
and other situations requiring 
fast and effective decision mak-
ing.  The course also explores 
situations when critical decisions 
must be made at a slower pace 
but with the same life and death 
consequences.  
 As a whole, this resource 
provides a solid background on 
critical decision-making, from 
an academic perspective, made 
relevant with real-life examples. 
 
Publisher:  
The Teaching Company 
1-800-TEACH-12  
www.TEACH12.com
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Safe Havens Releases Video 
Scenario Assessment and 
Training Tool



      

    

Members of the EVSC School Safety Team inventory new  
flashlights, which are being placed in an emergency kit for  
every classroom in the district through a grant from the  
United States Department of Education Office of Safe and Drug 
Free Schools. Photo courtesy of the EVSC.

• The district held a town hall 
meeting and training ses-
sion in April 2010, which 
included a powerful bullying 
presentation by Safe Havens 
Executive Director Michael 
Dorn.  More than 150 
people attended the evening 
event and it was decided to 
add a second presentation 
in January of 2011.  This sec-
ond event was attended by 
180 parents, students, and 
community partners from 
as far away as Kentucky.  
This was part of the  effort 
to make parents aware of 
crisis planning efforts and 
to explain the corporation’s 
family reunification plans. 

Indiana School District Exceeds 
REMS Project Goals 

by Michael S. Dorn

 
 The Evansville-Vander-
burgh School Corporation 
(EVSC) in Evansville, Indiana 
received a Readiness and 
Emergency Management for 
Schools (REMS) grant award 
for $249,236.00 in 2009.  
Now nearing completion of the 
project, the corporation has far 
exceeded what it promised to 
accomplish in it’s grant applica-
tion.
 According to the Annual 
Performance Report submit-
ted to the U.S. Department of 
Education on July 30, 2010, the 
EVSC has made the following  
improvements: 
 
• At the start of this grant only 

5 key personnel had com-
pleted a total of eight NIMS 
courses.   To date more than 
100 EVSC employees have 
completed NIMS courses in-
cluding ICS-100, 200, 300, 
400, 700, and 800.  Four 
employees have completed 
all six of these courses. 

• The district has developed a 
heavily improved all-hazards 
crisis plan with inter-agency 
teams including written plans 
for all four of the phases of 
crisis planning and a new 
biological incident plan.  The 
new plans address students 
with special needs with cus-
tomized individual plans for 
each special needs student 
and a custom training video. 
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• The EVSC worked with Safe 
Havens Video to produce a 
series of training videos for 
staff and students, including 
crisis training for staff, trans-
portation safety training, 
special needs planning and 
instructional videos on the 
district’s functional protocols 

• The updated written plan  
includes infectious disease  
and food defense plans. An 
internationally recognized 
expert provided training on 
these plans and the district 
planning team has trained 
employees on the plan. The 
local health department is 
one of many community 
partners involved in this pro-
cess. This effort also includes 
area private, parochial, and 
charter schools.  

• In the months of February, 
April, and October, 2010, 
fifty-four staff members and 
community partner agency 
personnel were trained on 
Threat Assessment and Haz-
ard Assessment.  The grant 
called for a 25% increase in 
the number of hazards ad-
dressed by improved emer-
gency response plans.

The EVSC worked with Safe 
Havens Video to produce a 
series of custom school safety 
training videos to educate 
staff, students and community 
partners on crisis prepared-
ness. 

Photo: Adam Parker



• The district increased the 
number of classrooms with 
emergency management 
supplies by 25%, and to-
day every classroom in the 
district has received a new 
emergency “To Go Bag” 
with a flashlight and other 
emergency supplies in each 
bag.  This includes par-
ticipating private, parochial, 
and charter schools. 

• The district updated emer-
gency fast reference guides 
to comply with FEMA guide-
lines. The new EVSC Emer-
gency Manuals are being 
delivered to each classroom 
in the district – there are 
2,000 total - and every de-
partment head will receive 
a role specific emergency 
chart with the updated EVSC 
emergency procedures for 
their department. 

• There has been a 50% 
increase in the number of 
EVSC staff members trained 
in emergency management 
procedures.

 SHI Senior Analyst Rus-
sell Bentley trained EVSC per-
sonnel on how to facilitate video 
tabletop exercises using custom 
videos to allow more frequent 
practice for staff members. This 
effort, combined with other 
tabletop, functional and full-
scale exercises in the future, will 
allow EVSC personnel to prac-
tice implementing the district’s 
new emergency procedures. 
 The EVSC now utilizes 
a series of video tabletop sce-
narios to allow staff members a 
more realistic way to practice 
life and death decision-making. 
 The district’s efforts far  
exceeded the goals of its REMS 
grant and was able to add a 
number of additional accom-
plishments through creativity, 
careful fiscal management and 
hard work.  Hundreds of em-
ployees in the district and from 
area community response agen-
cies worked to help make the 
district’s grant project a major 
success.  The efforts of the EVSC 
have allowed the district to 
achieve far more from the grant 
than is typical of a REMS proj-
ect of this scale.  
 The tremendous sup-
port from  district leadership,  
employees, the security direc-
tor, students and parents have 
created a highly sustainable 
and comprehensive approach 
to school emergency prepared-
ness. What has taken place in 
Evansville is what is supposed 
to happen when a REMS grant 
is awarded.  Good stewardship 
has produced results that will 
enhance the level of safety in 
the EVSC for years to come.  
 

• In February and April 2010 
a total of 285 staff members 
attended training. Since April 
2010 more than 500 building 
staff members have received 
training on emergency 
management procedures.  
Training sessions included a 
custom training program for 
district secretaries, reception-
ists and administrative assis-
tants as well as an advanced 
training session and meeting 
facilitated by Safe Havens In-
ternational Executive Director 
Michael Dorn for the superin-
tendent and cabinet officials.  

• The EVSC has moved from a 
single emergency chart that 
attempted to direct all em-
ployees in the district with a 
single document to a series 
of role specific, integrated 
emergency reference charts 
for different groups of key 
personnel.  

 
 Through the REMS grant, 
the EVSC has dramatically in-
creased the number of personnel 
who will be issued integrated 
role specific emergency fast 
reference charts.  Role specific 
emergency charts have been 
developed for cabinet officials, 
building administrators, front 
office personnel, custodians, 
school bus drivers, food service 
personnel and an after-hours 
event emergency chart is being 
developed from planning tem-
plates.  A custom school safety 
training program was  
developed and instructors have 
been trained to deliver live 
awareness level training in com-
bination with the custom video 
series that was created using 
on-site footage and input from 
the district. 

EVSC Crisis team personnel 
prepare “to go bags” for issue 
to every teacher in the district. 
Photo courtesy of the  EVSC.
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Scenario training:  
A key tool to  
prepare for a crisis 
 
by Charles Fleming, Director  
of Photography and Editing, 
Safe Havens Video
 
 Video crisis scenarios 
are quickly becoming a lead-
ing way to train and exercise 
school staff on their proce-
dures and ability to respond 
in a crisis.   Video scenario 
training is much less expensive 
that conducting drills and full 
scale exercises.  Videos can be 
paused and reused, in contrast 
to school and district-wide 
drills and exercises which, 
though highly effective, re-
quire extensive planning and 
resources.  To plan a full-scale 
exercise, FEMA recommends 
at least 12 to 18 months of 
planning.  Training with video 
scenarios can be completed in 
a much shorter time frame and 
be used in tandem with these 
more time intensive forms of 
training.
 Scenario-based training 
can often help open up dialog 
between staff, administrators, 
and district level planning 
personnel about hypothetical 
problems that may be encoun-
tered in a real crisis.  This type 
of training can also help reveal 
gaps in planning or the execu-
tion of protocols before unnec-
essary money is spent, or lives 
are lost.  It is also a good way 
to simulate both ambiguous, 
non-threatening situations, and 
critical decision making for life-
threatening circumstances.

Photo: Rachel Wilson

 We recently interviewed 
Lt. Col. Dave Grossman (retired), 
a former West Point professor 
and author of On Killing, and On 
Combat, and a leading research-
er in the field of crisis response 
among law enforcement and 
military personnel.  This interview 
focused on how training affects 
decision making among school 
staff.  
 Although Grossman’s 
ideas are used heavily and 
praised in the law enforcement 
and military communities, they 
also apply to school staff in crisis 
situations.  We can use the same 
techniques of visualization and 
mental preparation to help edu-
cators work through actual crisis 
situations and successfully resolve 
them under stress.  Grossman  
teaches that police and military 
personnel need to be conditioned 
to perform correctly under stress 
by training and mental simulation.  
School staff can also be condi-
tioned in a similar way.

Safe Havens Video: “Why are 
mental simulation and visualiza-
tion important as training tools?” 
Lt. Col. Dave Grossman: “If you’ve 
previously experienced it in a 
training event, and the more 
realistic the better, when the real 
thing happens, you won’t panic.  
If the educator panics, the chil-
dren will panic.  
When we talk about respond-
ing to emergencies, we want to 
empower the individuals, and the 
only way to do that is through 
training and simulators.  So they 
can deviate from the plan when 
necessary, they can use their 
common sense.  Our goal is to 
let people know what needs to 
be done, and still let them have 
the authority to deviate as the 
situation calls for.  You do not do 
that by slapping down rules, you 
do that by doing scenarios, and 
giving them opportunities to have 
that experience in training.”
SHV: “That’s very interesting.  
And using this type of training 
also prepares staff for the stress 
of a crisis, right?”
DG: “Decisions, and actions, per-
formed under stress, will be much 
more powerfully carved into our 
neurons.  You’ve got a simulation 
of the event, and you perform a 
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certain way under the simulation, 
then the learning lesson is carved 
in much more deeply.  That’s why 
it’s so essential in training that we 
do what we ought to do, and do 
it the right way.  We are bringing 
educators up to the level of pro-
fessionalism and competence that 
we would do with firefighters, or 
police, or military, or pilots, and 
it is absolutely essential to do it 
in this day and age.  You do not 
‘rise to the occasion’ - you sink to 
the level of your training.”

A Consensus in the Field
 This correlates with in-
formation gathered from past 
clients, independent research 
and research from others in the 
field of crisis decision making and 
psychology, such as Dr. Gary 
Klein.  Dr. Klein  has done exten-
sive research on the way people 
make decisions, and the factors 
that determine the decisions they 
make.   
 The Recognition-Primed 
decision making model says that 
when someone is faced with a 
situation where a decision has to 
be made, people usually choose 
an option that they believe will 
work under the circumstances 
presented to them.  They then 

rationalize the outcome of the de-
cision they have chosen, to evalu-
ate whether they are making the 
correct decision, before finally 
acting on it.  Under stress, when 
the heart-rate is high and mental 
judgment is poor, this decision 
making process suffers.   
 Video training, and other 
types of training, are useful to 
help staff visualize and prepare 
for different types crises and 
situations.  Research has proven 
that people who have been ex-
posed to crisis situations, whether 
through experience or through 
training, are better able to han-
dle the stress of life-or -death deci-
sion making, and are more likely 
to end up with a better outcome.  
Furthermore, people who have vi-
sualized themselves experiencing 
a variety of crisis situations, men-
tally surveyed available options, 
and taken appropriate steps to 
end up with successful outcomes 
are more likely to perform well 
under the stress of a real  
emergency. 
 Video-based scenario 
training allows staff to better 
visualize and mentally prepare 
for situations, leaving them better 
prepared with a sense of self- 
empowerment and the ability 
to deviate from plans and pro-

 
cedures when needed.  Under 
stress, untrained people do not 
make clear decisions, and rely 
on prior training and physical 
memory to perform.  A person 
under stress may not be able 
to clearly recognize dangerous 
new developments in the specific 
situation they are involved in, or 
think of options outside of the 
rules and guidelines they have 
learned through training.  How 
many times have we seen school 
employees on the news after a 
crisis, where they did not follow 
their training, stating “I just did 
what I was trained to do?” 
 Mental simulation allows 
teachers and staff to make the 
right critical decisions, regardless 
of the circumstances of the situ-
ation they are faced with, even 
in fast changing and challeng-
ing situations.  A good example 
would be a teacher who needs to 
evacuate his or her class through 
a window during a lockdown 
because of immediate danger in 
the hallway.  A teacher who has 
not been trained in this way might 
panic and feel compelled to stay 
in the classroom even though 
logic would dictate otherwise. 
 Along with tabletop drills, 
functional, and full scale exercis-
es, video training can help school 
staff become familiar with crisis 
decision-making and help them 
to respond calmly, rationally, 
and correctly during any crisis 
event.  Safe Havens International 
is a leader in this type of train-
ing, and provides many options 
for school systems to incorporate 
video into their training program.

This article is based on an  
interview that took place in  
Atlanta, GA between Safe  
Havens Video and Lt. Col. Dave  
Grossman in the Fall of 2011. 



    

  Sony Says
 
Crisis Stress for Responders 
  
 We often forget about ourselves 
during a crisis.  We become selfless.  One 
of the most common responses is that you 
have a lot of people that want to do well, 
and want to respond.  But the challenge is 
knowing what to do, and knowing how to 
do it adequately.    Most people want to do 
the right thing, but the issue is, how do we 
do that, and how do we do that effectively?  
And if staff aren’t properly prepared, it can 
really have an adverse effect on a crisis.  If 
we don’t respond adequately, it can reduce 
confidence held in us by our peers, by the 
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A popular & animated  
keynote speaker,  
Dr. Sonayia N. Shepherd 
(Sony) has authored and  
co-authored sixteen books 
 on school safety and  
emergency management.  
A co-founder of Safe Havens International, her 
work has taken her to five continents, responding 
to events ranging from the Indonesian Tsunami and 
Hurricane Katrina crises to the G-8 summit.  Sony 
has assisted large organizations, like FEMA and 
the WHO, as well as smaller organizations - includ-
ing over 2,000 public and private schools and 
campuses.  She can be reached at sony@weakfish.org 

parents and by students.  I find that most people can really perform in a crisis, but they have to be ad-
equately prepared.  With training, you can really overcome that sense of “I don’t know what to do.” 
 First, staff can improve their ability to perform under stress through training.  That’s one great way 
to really get out there and improve your response.  Other ways are practicing with drills, and exercises, 
and really participating in them.  I know that drills and exercises can be very daunting, but when you ac-
tively participate in them, you learn a lot, and you get to rehearse your response and improve your ability 
to perform under stress, improve your ability to protect the kids, and you feel a little more comfortable in 
performing your duties in a crisis.  
 Focus on improving skill sets that you can use during a crisis but also in your daily work – for exam-
ple de-escalation training can help you calm people down when they’re really upset, deal with somebody 
who is emotionally or mentally distraught, respond to someone on drugs or intoxicated or even prevent a 
weapons incident.  These are skills you can use in your everyday job.
Preparing for Our Own Mental Health Responses
 Most people assume they won’t need mental health services after a major crisis.  A traditional, 
office-based approach to providing services has proven to be ineffective in disasters because many people 
think ‘that won’t happen to me’. But school recovery personnel should actively seek out those impacted by 
the disaster.  And the emotional impact often goes beyond the school grounds.  The entire school district 
may be impacted, and depending on the size of the incident, the entire community or even the entire coun-
try might be emotionally affected.
 But in all this chaos, the people actually responding are often victims of the same crisis.  So re-
member to allow time for YOU to take a break from the crisis.  Meeting the emotional needs of others is 
psychologically taxing, and skipping this part of recovery can lead to compassion fatigue or other serious 
side-effects.  I myself was diagnosed with compassion fatigue because, as a mental health professional, 
I never thought I needed to decompress.  So take the time, and plan for others to need this time as well.  
We recommend being ready for this possibility to reduce the chances that members of your recovery team 
will have this experience.  Remember, helping others recover from a crisis may be difficult, but it is a much 
needed service.
 As a mother of two, I am wholeheartedly committed to making sure that our nation’s schools, and 
our schools everywhere, are safe.  But I also have to remember that there are times when I need to protect 
myself and look out for my own well being, so that I can continue to serve others.  Keep this in mind as you 
serve and protect our children and you will be doing yourself and others a service.
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Many districts, including 
the Evansville-Vanderburgh 
School Corporation (IN), 
the Rockdale County Public 
Schools (GA) and Chester-
field County Public Schools 
(VA) use role-specific fast 
reference emergency plan 
components to better pre-
pare various types of staff 
members for a wide range 
of crisis situations.  
  

 The first employee to en-
counter a major crisis on campus 
must be prepared to act immedi-
ately to prevent the loss of human 
life.   In some instances, serious in-
juries and even fatalities can occur 
if functional protocols and critical 
communications are not initiated in 
the first ten to thirty seconds of an 
event.  While many campus organi-
zations rely on a single ready refer-
ence chart, or simply a plan for 
administrators, this approach has 
failed on a number of occasions, 
sometimes with a terrible price in 
human lives.
 One reason the singular 
planning component approach 
has failed so often is that differ-
ent categories of employees do 
not perform the same action steps 
during a crisis event.  Consider 
the different actions that would be 
implemented during an emergency 
lockdown by the following employ-
ees:
º The school principal
º A food service worker
º The lead custodian
º A classroom teacher
º The receptionist
º The superintendent
  
 One approach to help train 
and empower various campus em-
ployees for a broad range of crisis 
events involves role-specific plan 
components that are designed to 
work together.  By developing spe-
cific versions for each key category 
of employee as part of a single 
planning system, each employee is 
better prepared to carry out their 
role-specific responsibilities during 
a crisis.

Role Specific Integrated Planning Can Dramatically  
Improve Emergency Preparedness

       by Michael S. Dorn
 A number of experts recog-
nize that a solid base of experience 
is needed to make appropriate 
decisions under fast-developing life 
and death situations.  It is extreme-
ly difficult to provide school em-
ployees with a solid base of experi-
ence without first providing them 
with the action steps they would 
need to perform in an appropriate 
array of crisis situations.  Interactive 
staff development sessions using 
scripted and video crisis scenarios 
can be extremely helpful in helping 
train and empower staff to initiate 
life saving action in the first critical 
seconds of a crisis.  
 Role specific plan compo-
nents are also invaluable tools for 
use during training sessions, drills, 
exercises or scenario-based train-
ing.  Having something to refer 
to during these activities is key to 
building a base of knowledge for 
staff to use during a crisis.    

 Many districts have found 
that plan development templates 
can dramatically reduce the staff 
time needed to develop these 
types of plan components.  This 
approach has been adopted 
on a state-wide basis in Indiana 
and Wisconsin.  Other districts, 
such as the Hillsborough County, 
Florida Public School System, 
have committed personnel to 
complete plan development from 
scratch, and with great success.   
 The method you choose 
will depend on staff and budget 
availability as well as a variety 
of other concerns.  With either 
approach, role specific inte-
grated plan components are one 
of the most effective ways for 
school officials to prepare the 
individual employee for a crisis, 
so they are ready to react when 
lives are on the line.
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Advocate for the Children: 
Rod Ellis

by Michael S. Dorn & Chris Dorn

Professionalism, Pragmatism  
and Purpose   
  
 Appointed Chief of Police in 
August, 2010, Rod Ellis found ways 
to continue to implement improve-
ments in his agency and his district 
despite massive budget cuts.  A 
veteran officer with experience in 
both local and state law enforcement 
agencies, Chief Ellis threw himself 
into his new position, and with his 16 
sworn officers, he has reached out to 
school system employees and area 
public safety officials to seek part-
nerships and solutions to protect the 
district’s 13,000 students, more than 
2,000 employees and their facilities.  
Despite personnel cuts above 30%, 
the department has been able to 
provide coverage and police services 
with creative new schedules and 
multi-tasking to improve efficiency.  
 In addition to their main du-
ties, officers must also cover traffic 
points, random patrols of elementary 
schools and a variety of other law 
enforcement functions.  Although 
the department is not a twenty four 
hour patrol agency, an evening shift 
was set up to patrol after-hours and 
during periods of increased activ-
ity, like athletic events.  Coordinated 
schedules on game days cut overtime 
expenditures from approximately 
$80,000 to $8,000 in one year.  
Though these cuts were difficult and 
painful, they were necessary to keep 
the department functioning and pro-
viding service.

Financial Innovation 
 
 Structural changes are im-
portant when attempting to improve 
services with significantly fewer per-
sonnel.  Chief Ellis and his staff are 
developing a revised policy manual, 

tailored to reflect the duties per-
formed by school district police 
officers.  Chief Ellis has also desig-
nated a patrol officer to serve as 
the agency investigator.  With this 
focused effort, the department has 
already cleared a number of chal-
lenging cases. 
 There is now a central 
phone extension with a simple 
number that can be dialed from 
any school phone to immediately 
ring to a sworn officer who is on 
duty at a central location.  On-
call access is provided 24/7 by 
forwarding this extension to a cell 
phone after hours.  The officer 
staffing this line also:

• Monitors local police, emer-
gency medical services 
and weather radios to alert 
officers of critical activity that 
could impact area schools. 

• Serves as the agency custo-
dian of records and area court 
liaison

• Manages report quality control

• Submits required Uniform 
Crime Reporting 

• Dispatches units as needed

• Monitors cameras 

• Monitors an e-mail instant alert 
system that notifies school 
police whenever 911 is called 
from any school phone.

 
Maintaining Morale  
& Community Image

 Having moved up 
through the department, Chief 
Ellis understands that his of-
ficers needed additional recog-
nition for their hard work and 
selfless dedication.  He worked 
with the local Longhorn Steak-
house to have them sponsor an 
officer of the month program, 
which provides a $25.00 gift 
card for exceptional service 
each month.   
 Chief Ellis also feels 
that it is important to recognize 
the work of officers from other 
agencies, presenting a “Chief’s 
Award” for high performing of-
ficers, as well as an “Officer of 
the Year” award.  The “Officer 
of the Year” award is present-
ed by the local Exchange Club, 
and the recipient of this award 
is selected by popular vote. 
 To address concerns 
about the department’s image 
within the community, Chief 
Ellis headed a redesign of the 
agency patch and uniform to 
create a look more indicative 
of a police agency.  The new 
uniforms express the profes-
sionalism and standards of the 
department while still serving 
officer’s needs for comfort and 
day-to-day use.  The depart-
ment also has new standard 
guidelines for duty firearms  
and equipment. 
 To match this new ap-
pearance, the department also 

Rod Ellis is the  
Chief of Police  
for the Glynn  
County School  
System in  
Brunswick,  
Georgia.
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emphasizes a customer service at-
titude and Chief Ellis tries to dem-
onstrate this as a guiding principal 
through his own actions.  Officers 
have been receptive of this ap-
proach, resulting in a noticeable 
reduction of complaints filed against 
officers.  The department now has 
a new agency mission statement to 
reflect the focus on professionalism. 
 Chief Ellis also works with 
the school system’s public informa-
tion officer to highlight the depart-
ment’s efforts, and created an 
agency webpage to better com-
municate with the public.   Regular 
school board meeting attendance 
also helps bridge the gap with 
district leadership. These measures 
have helped gain support and given 
the department the positive public 
image that it needs to effectively 
serve the community.

Meeting the Professional Needs of 
a Police Department  
 
 The department’s vehicle 
fleet was also in need of improve-
ment.  With limited funding,  five 
used patrol cars were purchased 
from the local police department.  
These patrol cars were in excellent 
condition, complete with emergency 
warning equipment.  These patrol 
units are now marked with the 
agency colors and insignia, and 
serve as a valuable addition to an 
aging fleet.   
 To improve multi-agency 
response, Chief Ellis scheduled 
active shooter training - giving 
his officers a chance to train with 
outside agencies while preparing 
for those rare but horrible active 
shooter situations. At the firearms 
range, his officers fire approximate-
ly 800 practice rounds to improve 
individual performance – and far 
exceeding the norm for Georgia’s 
municipal and county police agen-
cies.  Chief Ellis feels that this is an 
area of considerable importance.  
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School district police officers must 
be prepared to function in a school 
environment where large groups of 
people are the norm. 
 He also assisted with the 
narration and production of a series 
of custom staff training videos on 
emergency preparedness that are 
now shown to all school staff mem-
bers.   This effort was funded as 
part of a Readiness and Emergency 
Management for Schools Project 
(REMS) grant from the federal gov-
ernment.  Members of the depart-
ment were also provided advanced 
training in several key areas under 
this grant.  Chief Ellis helps to 
sustain this level of advanced pre-
paredness by regularly reading a 
variety of relevant publications and 
passing relevant information on to 
his staff and others in the district.

A Team Approach 
 
 Chief Ellis believes in hands 
on management, spending as much 
time in the field with his officers as 
possible.  He also makes it a point 
to network throughout the district – 
getting feedback and earning buy-
in by attending principal’s meetings 
and talking to people in all facilities 
and job roles. 
 In addition to listening to 
those within his agency, Chief Ellis 
sought the counsel of other success-
ful law enforcement leaders from 
around the state – from agencies 
small and large.  

 Agencies at all lev-
els have provided generous 
amounts of time and feedback 
to help create a solid back-
ground of knowledge to work 
from.
 To tie all this together, 
Chief Ellis was recently awarded 
a fellowship through Georgia 
State University in Atlanta, GA.  
Only 12 police executives are 
given this honor each year, and 
the focus of the fellowship is a 
two week training exchange 
with the State of Israel.  Police 
executives from Georgia visit 
Israel to participate in advanced 
antiterrorism, counter terrorism, 
and community police training.  
In turn, high ranking members 
of the Israel National Police visit 
the United States to learn from 
stateside agencies.
 With this huge variety 
of feedback from throughout 
the district and “best practices” 
information collected from 
around the nation and around 
the world, the department has 
taken great strides to provide 
a safe and effective learning 
environment while working 
under unprecedented financial 
constraints.   
 It is the work of Chief 
Rod Ellis – and other Advocates 
for the Children like him – that 
help keep our schools something 
we can be proud of.

Each edition of “Advocate for the 
Children” will focus on a leader 
in the field of school safety - from 
teachers and administrators who 
have made safety in their school a 
priority, to district-level personnel 
who put the issue of safety on the 
front burner and individuals from 
outside organizations that have re-
ally stepped up to the plate to help 
their local schools.
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    Would Your Plan Withstand? 
We Need More Than Just a “Plan in a Can” 

The Million Dollar Question

 Each fall, as I contem-
plate the start of a new bas-
ketball season, I ask myself the 
same question I’ve asked myself 
countless times sitting on the 
bench looking into a crowded 
gymnasium.  This question ap-
plies to all school-related sports 
events.  And it’s the same ques-
tion I often thought about as the 
chief of an urban school district 
police unit. The million-dollar 
question is “What if a large fight 
breaks out in the stands, or near 
the concession area or – worse 
yet - what if shots are fired dur-
ing the game?”  
 As a law enforcement 
executive and a basketball 
coach, I have been in my share  
of sporting venues. The question 
of crowd control is continually in 
the back of my mind. In 2004 I 
was officiating a basketball game 
in a small Georgia town when it 
happened – a large fight broke 
out. The fight started in the men’s 
restroom while I was in the area. 
The incident caused a delay in 
the start of the third quarter, 
and many of the spectators in 
attendance were frightened and 
uncertain of their safety.  
 The school staff and the 
law enforcement officers were 
able to stop the fight, but I was 
still not convinced that all the 
appropriate emergency response 

measures had been taken.  For 
many school employees, the crisis 
plan is just a large three ring 
binder sitting in the Principal’s of-
fice.  What about when that plan 
must be put into action? 
 
What if? 
 
 What if this situation had 
erupted to the point where a 
parent or friend of one of the 
combatants pulled a small hand-
gun and started shooting? What 
if people in the hallway near the 
concessions panicked and began 
to run from the gym?  What if sev-
eral people were trampled during 
the chaos, or an elderly specta-
tor breaks his hip in the panic? 
Would the emergency response 
plan for the school withstand the 
chaos of the situation, or would 
the school staff quickly find them-
selves in over their head?   
 Many districts find them-
selves staring crisis in the face 
and trying to work through the 
situation flying by the seat of their 
pants. They quickly learn the true 
meaning of the phrase “The night 
of the prom is too late to learn 
how to dance”.  Often, our best 
efforts to prevent or mitigate an 
incident of this sort falls short.  
Simply having uniformed law 
enforcement officers and school-
based staff on-site with a 3-ring 
binder does not constitute a solid 
sporting event emergency plan.  

by Russell E. Bentley

 I can’t solve this hypo-
thetical crisis in the confines of this 
short article, but I want to offer a 
few tips on pre-season and pre-
game emergency preparedness. 
These tips might help you respond 
if this type of incident was to oc-
cur during one of your games this 
upcoming season or next year. 
These tips can also be a part of 
your emergency preparedness for 
other activities such as school  
dances, concerts, etc. 

Planning for Basic Event Security

 Sporting events present 
unique considerations for emer-
gency management planning.  
Similar to emergency manage-
ment planning for schools, these 
plans should be developed based 
on site-specific issues. Collabora-
tive exercises, site assessments, 
and other emergency exercises 
(including drills and tabletops) 
can assist you in better prepara-
tion for emergency situations.  
 First, each school (or 
school district, as appropriate) 
should have a four-phase all-
hazards  emergency response 
plan.   The district should also 
provide preparedness training for 
all event support staff, such as 
ticket sellers, ticket takers, timers, 
custodians, announcers, scorers, 
security and other school officials.  
 Secondly, each game site 
should have a designated event 
administrator. In Georgia, the 
Georgia High School Associa-
tion (GHSA) uses the term “game 
manager.”
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Do you have:
• A list of crisis management team members in attendance for each game?
• A staffing plan for adequate law enforcement/security and other staff?
• The location of the crisis incident command center?
• A photo tour of the venue (in color, with both electronic and hard copies)?
• A venue floor plan for emergencies?
• A copy of the emergency response plan and/or a ready reference chart               for after-hours activities? 
• Emergency announcements, to be located at the scorer’s table?  Including               those for evacuation, lockdown and shelter-in-place procedures?      
Have you completed:
• A pre-season review of the emergency response plan?
• Appropriate training for event support staff?
• An event communications plan?
• A pre-game safety meeting?

 The GHSA white book 
states “it shall be the responsibil-
ity of the home of the host school 
to take the following precau-
tions at all interscholastic athletic 
events to prepare for crowd and 
spectator control including having 
and administrator (or designee) 
from the host school to function as 
a “game manager” at all GHSA 
sanctioned events (with the excep-
tions of golf and tennis).”  
 This game manager is the 
school’s liaison with the assigned 
game officials, and is responsible 
for activities related to maintain-
ing an orderly sporting venue. 
The game manager can simplify 
their job by developing a pre-
season and pre-game emergency 
preparedness checklist (See the 
accompanying sidebar for more 
information about what to put on 
this checklist). 
 In Georgia, game man-
agers are required to introduce 
themselves to the lead official 
before the start of each contest.  
It is equally important that the 
spectators know how to identify 
law enforcement personnel in the 
event of emergencies or to find 
basic information, such as the 
whereabouts of emergency exits 
and restrooms.  All emergency ex-
its should be clearly marked and 
other emergency equipment such 
as fire extinguishers, AEDs and 
emergency phones should also be 
checked and accessible.  
 The host facility should 
post visible signage that articu-
lates their ability to grant or deny 
admittance to the sporting event, 
including removal of individuals 
from the contest, and defines a 
clear policy on the possession of 
weapons, alcohol, tobacco and 
other drugs.  
 Before and after the event, 
you should also consider the need 
to provide a security escort for 
game officials, including escorting 
officials to their vehicles (this is 
required in Georgia). 

 We were also required to 
develop a plan to handle situa-
tions that might occur during an 
athletic contest, like fights. 
 It is important each year to 
remind law enforcement officers 
of their specific responsibilities 
regarding game security.  Officers 
employed to work sporting events 
generally do a better job when 
they are reminded of the specific 
demands of sporting event secu-
rity and the need for them to be 
alert and not distracted by the 
event itself. 
 As I watch students partici-
pate in what I consider to be one 
of the greatest and most reward-
ing athletic events - high school 
basketball of course - the thought 
stays in the back of my mind: 
“Does this school have a plan for 
what could happen before our 
team leaves for home?” 

Some of the items you 
should consider adding to 
your checklist: 
 
Some of these items are simple 
resources that you should  
acquire; others are more  
complex and will require  
additional development efforts. 

 I am reminded of my ef-
forts to meet the mandates of the 
GHSA as a district police chief.  I 
have many war stories about all 
the incidents we experienced. To 
say the least, we dodged a few 
nightmares. 
 Make your sporting events 
emergency response plan a liv-
ing and functional process.  De-
velop a pre-season and pre-game 
emergency response check list 
and gain a better understand-
ing of your emergency response 
plan.  Taking these steps will help 
you focus on what really matters 
- helping students compete in a 
great sporting event.    
References:  
-“Guidelines for Security, Safety, and Crisis 
Management”, Colorado High School Activity 
Association Constitution and By Laws 
-Georgia High School Association 
-Fort Wayne Community Schools Athletic 
Events Security (Memo 2009)
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 Photo from the Archives 
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Each issue will feature a photo from our archives that has never been used.  This issue’s pick is from our 
video production shoot in the Evansville-Vanderburgh School Corporation.  In this creative multiple expo-
sure, Charles Fleming used the “HDR” setting in the Nikon D300 to capture a total of 5 frames on a single 
image.  This technique is usually used for other purposes but in this instance it created a dynamic image 
conveying the motion and excitement of a school police officer’s job.

 The Safe Havens Video team was awarded a 
silver trophy from the 2011 W3 Awards for their work 
on the REMS-funded project “Lincoln County School 
District Emergency Procedures.”  
 With over 3,000 entries, the W3 honors cre-
ative excellence on the Web, and recognizes the 
creative professionals behind award winning Websites, 
Web Video and Online Marketing programs.   
 The W3 Awards are sanctioned and judged by 
the International Academy of the Visual Arts, an invita-
tion-only body consisting of top-tier professionals from 
acclaimed media, advertising, and marketing firms. 
In determining winners, entries are judged based on 
a standard of excellence as determined by the IAVA, 
according to the category entered.   
 The award recognizes our work to provide 
a web version of the video project, which includes 
streaming view options for all of the videos in the  
series and a quiz function to assist in information  
retention and keep a record of employee training.  

Safe Havens Video wins W3 Award for Web Excellence

Photo: Rachel Wilson
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For more information, visit www.w3award.com.



 
    

 
    

my Boy Scout troop and served 
at area Boy’s and Girl’s Clubs I 
frequented, and the  superhero 
law enforcement officers who I 
encountered as part of a juvenile 
court diversion program all took 
the time and served as powerful 
role models. 
 When I speak to groups 
about bullying abatement, consult 
with school officials to help them 
create schools of dignity, honor 
and respect, or provide opinions 
as an expert witness, I carefully 
consider a variety of factors: 

• The findings of a massive 
body of exhaustive and high 
quality research of others in 
the field, including the work 
of Olweus

• The findings of our analysts 
resulting from the thousands 
of schools where they have 
helped to conduct school safe-
ty, security, climate, culture 
and emergency preparedness 
assessments

• The victims and aggressors 
of bullying my officers inter-
acted with while I served as a 
school district police chief

• The feedback shared with 
me by thousands of educa-
tors, school security and law 
enforcement officers, mental 
health professionals, students 
and parents over the years.

• What it was like to be humili-
ated in an elementary school 
bathroom, savagely assaulted 
in an elementary classroom 
and to attend dysfunctional 
middle & high schools where 
apathy were the norm.

 A number of years ago, 
a group of parents who had lost 
children to suicide banded togeth-
er to form a support group called 
Bullycide.  The fact that enough 
students had committed suicide 
after being bullied so severely at 
school should be a compelling ex-
ample of the problem of bullying.  
While we have volumes of meticu-
lous and quite credible research 
that offer proof that bullying is 
having a corrosive effect on our 
youth, our schools and our very 
culture, the very notion that some 
children have decided to end 
their precious lives because of the 
transgressions they suffer at the 
hands of other precious children 
should shock and disturb us. 
 No child should ever con-
sider death as a possible alterna-
tive to school.  Having personally 
considered this choice on many 
occasions while I was being bul-
lied in school, I can attest to the 
fact that most problems of school 
bullying are not new.    I feel 
compelled to point out to readers 
that during my 20 year career 
as a police officer I never once 
felt the fear that I felt walking 
the halls of Central High School 
in Macon, Georgia in 1979 as a 
student.  Even the time a suspect 
fired six shots at me and my part-
ner one night while we were on 
patrol.
 Thankfully, I also experi-
enced first-hand an even more 
pervasive amount of grace in my 
K-12 years.  Outstanding litera-
ture and social studies teachers, a 
model ROTC instructor, an exem-
plary school bus driver, caring 
and dedicated volunteers who led 

Bullying Abatement – Reducing the  
Frequency & Severity of Bullying in Schools
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• The blessings I have had to 
encounter along my journey 
through school, with an array 
of amazing teachers, scout 
leaders, priests, volunteers at 
local Boy’s and Girl’s Clubs, 
students, police officers serv-
ing groups for at risk youth, 
an unforgettable bus driver 
and an incredibly insightful 
and caring friend of my family 
we reached out and lifted me 
out of deep depression and 
thoughts of suicide

Each of these sources has and 
will continue to influence my 
ever-evolving thoughts on bully-
ing.  Perhaps they can influence 
yours with some positive effect 
as you attempt to grapple with 
the significant challenges and 
immense opportunities that you 
encounter to profoundly affect 
the lives of children and youth.  I 
am going to boil down some of 

by Michael S. Dorn
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the most critical concepts used 
by our analysts to help create 
schools of dignity, honor and re-
spect around the globe.  We will 
draw on our experience working 
with school officials in some of 
the most remote corners of the 
world, because even the larg-
est school districts have gained 
benefit from schools only acces-
sible by donkey drawn cart and 
dugout canoe.  While technology 
can provide invaluable service to 
us in confronting the challenges 
of bullying, no security camera 
or software system can approach 
the power of a caring, highly 
motivated and properly trained 
school employee or volunteer in 
their ability to detect and address 
school bullying. 
 
Important things we will not  
discuss in this article
 We would be remiss if we 
did not acknowledge that there 
are other core aspects that are 
not only effective, but necessary, 
for effective bullying prevention.  
We feel that there are others who 
are more qualified, capable and 
skilled at addressing them.  The 
most prominent of these is the 
need for schools to implement 
and to maintain evidence-based 
bullying prevention programs.  
While there are a seemingly limit-
less array of bullying prevention 
programs, some have been found 
to be ineffective and others actu-
ally counterproductive.  Sticking 
with programs that have been 
validated by proper research 
methodologies is critical. 
 
Bullying abatement as a power-
ful tool to improve school culture 
and achievement 
 Most educators we inter-
act with indicate that they had 
not previously realized how 
strong the connection is between 
bullying and school climate, cul-

ture and most noticeably to them, 
student achievement.  Hawaii 
is the first state in the nation to 
launch a statewide initiative to im-
prove school culture and climate 
in hopes of impacting student 
achievement.  The Hawaii Depart-
ment of Education directly oper-
ates all public schools in the state 
and is thus in a better position to 
affect a state-wide effort of this 
type.  
Creating schools of dignity, 
honor and respect
 Without a concerted and 
thoughtful effort to address bully-
ing, these guiding principles are 
only token words to those stu-
dents who regularly experience 
victimization.  Schools where dig-
nity, honor and respect exist both 
in word and in deed are more 
effective places of learning where 
bullying is less frequent and less 
severe. 
 
Improving student supervision
 While not a stand-alone 
solution, effective efforts to 
improve student supervision can 
significantly decrease the risk of 
bullying and other safety con-
cerns.  Improved student supervi-
sion has been found to be one of 
the most effective tools to reduce 
inappropriate student conduct, 
and it reduces the opportunity 
for students to carry out many 
types of bullying behaviors while 
increasing the likelihood that they 
will be caught.   Though proven 
techniques to improve students 
supervision are typically easy to 
implement, they have been found 
to be quite powerful.  
 
Utilization of space management
 This aspect of improved 
student supervision involves a 
concept based around the denial 
of opportunity for inappropriate 
behaviors.  

Think about what each of the fol-
lowing criminal acts and prohib-
ited activities has in common:
• Sexual assault
• Theft
• Vandalism
• Consensual sex between stu-

dents or adults on campus
• Bullying
• Use of alcohol, tobacco and 

other substances
Each of these activities requires 
some level of privacy to take 
place.  Locking areas that are not 
occupied by adults is one of the 
simplest and most important ways 
to prevent these types of inci-
dents.  For example, numerous 
sexual assaults have occurred in 
unlocked custodial closets, audi-
toriums, gymnasiums, classrooms 
and other areas in schools.  
 
Pattern recognition and matching
 Pattern recognition and 
matching was first validated by 
research as an effective safety 
strategy in cardiac care units in 
hospitals in the United  Kingdom.  
After seeing mortality reductions 
of up to 50%, the use of pattern 
recognition and matching has 
spread to hospitals across the 
globe as well as to the military, 
law enforcement and a host 
of other sectors.  Safe Havens 
analysts began incorporating 
these concepts into their training 
programs in 2009.  The process  
involves empowering and training 
employees to learn to spot situa-
tions where the patterns of be-
havior they observe do not seem 
“normal” based on their work 
and life experience.  In effect, be-
ing observant – but in a focused 
manner - can help school employ-
ees detect bullying, identify bul-
lies and victims of bullies as well 
as other situations of concern,   
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ranging from persons who are 
carrying concealed weapons, 
students and staff who are at risk 
for suicide, persons suffering from 
mental illness, intoxication or 
other risk factors.   
 
Improving natural surveillance
 Crime Prevention Through 
Environmental Design (CPTED) is 
another research-based body of 
knowledge that is used by archi-
tects while designing buildings.  
Schools can use some of these 
concepts during renovations but 
also during day to day opera-
tions.  A key concept of CPTED 
is allowing natural surveillance 
through the application of build-
ing design features or simple 
adjustments in the physical envi-
ronment.  The resulting features 
create a greater ability for staff 
and students to see and hear one 
another – resulting in a greater 
sense of security for normal users 
of the space and vulnerability for 
those who are there to do harm.  
 Natural surveillance has 
been found to be effective be-
cause people who are doing 
things they are not supposed to 
do typically prefer privacy from 
others.  For example, a group of 
children who want to bully stu-
dent may be deterred from doing 
so because they realize that a 
school employee is in a position 
to see or what is happening.    
 
A few common examples of natu-
ral surveillance include:
• Placement of windows in key 

areas when designing or 
renovating a school

• Doorless bathroom designs
• Building entry designs that 

make it easier for office staff 
to see people who enter the 
facility

• Moving vending machines 
to improve line of sight in a 
hallway 

• Keeping window shades 
open to improve the ability of 
people to see others through-
out the building and create a 
greater ability for staff and 
students to see and hear one 
another – this helps prevent 
actual incidents, as well as 
false accusations of employee 
misconduct when staff and stu-
dents are in secluded areas.  

Creating positive territoriality 
 Another of these concepts 
focuses on efforts to connect 
students, staff, parents and the 
community to the school through 
design features.  Murals, displays 
of student artwork and brightly 
colored resilient flooring are a 
few common examples of con-
cepts that have been found to 
enhance positive territoriality.  
A clean, warm and welcoming 
school setting not only looks 
good and supports a positive 
school climate, culture and tone - 
it also has been found to reduce 
crime and the fear of crime.

Removal of the fear barrier

 Each of the concepts I’ve 
mentioned in this article helps to 
reduce the frequency and sever-
ity of bullying in schools, and in 
doing so, they also help remove 
what I call the fear barrier.  
When I was a child, my fear of 
victimization at school was a far 
more powerful impediment to my 
ability to learn than my severe 
learning disability.  When I was 
diagnosed with Dyslexia in the 
third grade, they told my parents 
I would likely never graduate 
from high school nor learn to 
read a book on an adult level.  
Neither they nor my parents 
understood that the hostile and 
unwelcoming school was far more 
of a barrier to my education than 
Dyslexia.  
 Thankfully, there were a 
number of educators and other 
adults in my life who helped me 
overcome at least some of the 
challenges of Dyslexia and my 
immense fear.  It is only due to 
their efforts that I can read and 
write books today.  Without their 
assistance, I would not have 
written this article.  I think that is 
a fitting example of the incred-
ible power that each and every 
school employee has to help to 
address bullying, to help students 
succeed and to create schools of 
dignity, honor and respect.  

Michael Dorn experienced severe 
instances of bullying in several of 
the schools he attended.  Dedicat-
ing his life to making students safe 
at school, he became a campus 
police officer at the age of 18 and 
now serves as the Executive Direc-
tor of Safe Havens International, 
the world’s largest non-profit school 
safety center.    
 
Contact him at mike@weakfish.org
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Bringing our People up to 
the speed of our safety and 
security technology

by Michael S. Dorn

 Never before have we had 
such effective technology to address 
safety, security and emergency situ-
ations for our schools.  The quality 
and capability of today’s security 
cameras, access control systems, fire 
detection equipment, emergency 
communications systems and other 
technologies too numerous to detail 
here is simply astounding.  As with all 
computing products, the costs of pre-
viously cost prohibitive security and 
emergency preparedness technolo-
gies has dropped while the quality 
has improved. 
 Incredibly clear and compact 
camera technology, visitor manage-
ment systems and robust emergency 
communications technologies have 
been designed for schools.  Tech-
niques have also been developed 
that can help school employees 
spot the subtle signs that a person 
is dangerous, and researchers have 
identified how human beings can be 
prepared to think faster and more 
reliably than some of our most ad-
vanced computer systems. 
 The key to a truly outstanding 
approach to school safety, security 
and emergency preparedness is to 
work diligently to implement suitable 
technology solutions while also work-
ing just as hard to train and empower 
school employees to use their incred-
ible ability to protect others.  School 
officials should seek an appropriate 
balance between their technology 
and the efforts to train and empower 
their people to function more effec-
tively in the safety arena. 
 For example, we now have 
reasonably priced technology solu-
tions to enable a front office employ-
ee to clearly see and hear a visitor 
before they are buzzed into a school.  
But this technology will be even more 

effective if the employees who 
operate it are trained and empow-
ered to use the simple yet power-
ful concept of pattern matching 
and recognition.  This evidence-
based technique builds on the hu-
man brain’s ability to notice and 
match patterns of human behavior 
to experiences stored in their work 
and life experience.   
 These powerful concepts 
have been used to reduce mor-
tality in cardiac care units by as 
much as 50%.  Now, school bus 
drivers, teachers, custodians and 
other school employees are being 
trained and empowered to use this 
proven approach to detect sexual 
predators, bullies, non-custodial 
parents, terrorists and a number 
of other types of aggressors who 
seek to harm students and staff. 
 An increasing number of 
school districts and non-public 
schools are training and empow-
ering their employees to prevent, 
prepare for and respond to school 
crisis situations through human 
factors approaches.  Tried and 
true assessment-based approaches 
- like pattern matching and rec-
ognition, mental simulation and 
controlled breathing - that have 
been successfully applied in other 
fields are finally making their way 
into K-12 schools. 
 Even the highest quality 
metal detectors and access control 
systems have been easily defeated 
in controlled tests as well as in ac-
tual incidents.  At the same time, 
assessments have also 
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demonstrated that it is very dif-
ficult to defeat excellent technol-
ogy when it is combined with 
properly trained and empow-
ered employees. 
 Fortunately, the range 
of options available to schools 
is increasing at a steady pace.  
As changes in technology make 
staff development efforts more 
accessible, realistic and effec-
tive, more and more schools are 
seeing the benefits of compli-
mentary approaches to school 
safety, security and emergency 
preparedness technology.  
Decades of research and as-
sessment in other fields are now 
making our schools safer. 
 Taking care to implement 
solid school safety, security, 
and emergency preparedness 
technology while training and 
empowering school employees 
are both effective and necessary 
components of a truly top flight 
school safety strategy.  Be sure 
to recognize and utilize one of 
the most powerful assets any 
school has – it’s people. 
  
Michael Dorn has coordinated 
school safety assessment proj-
ects for more than 2,000 public, 
private, charter, parochial and 
independent K-12 schools, and 
pioneered a variety of cutting 
edge concepts for safety, secu-
rity, emergency preparedness, 
climate and culture assessments 
for schools. 



 
    

 
Resources on the Web: TSA “Good Catch!” announcement and Press release page 
 
This web page is dedicated to showcasing notable finds at Transportation Security Administration check-
points.  These are informative to read, since they demonstrate how people try to conceal weapons and 
other contraband in one of the world’s most secure environments (in a relative manner of speaking).  
Some of the press releases are also just fun to read – like finding out about the weird items that people 
try to smuggle onboard – including a spear gun, grenades, snakes and marijuana hidden in a peanut but-
ter container.
http://www.tsa.gov/press/goodcatch/index.shtm
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“The Safety Riddle” Answer: This “safety line” at an elementary school in Henderson, NC is an inexpen-
sive, yet invaluable strategy implemented by the school’s principal many years ago.  When the principal 
was assigned to the school, she observed afternoon dismissal and was concerned that students could be 
easily hit by cars because of the parking lot layout.  After observing the traffic flow with law enforcement 
and facilities personnel, a variety of prevention measures were implemented, including the use of this 
safety line.  Students must wait behind this line while being closely supervised by staff, who walk each 
student to their car when a parent or guardian arrives.

High as a Kite answer (from page 5):   
These are rings with hidden compartments to store drugs.  
In ancient times these may have been used to carry poi-
son, but in the past several decades they have been a 
“convenient” way to carry drugs in pill or powder form.  
The pill on the left is Xanax, a prescription anti-anxiety 
pill that is commonly abused in either whole form or even 
crushed and snorted.  The substance on the left could be 
cocaine, methamphetamine MDMA or even heroin.  These 
rings would be convenient for a drug user because a small 
amount of the powdered drug could be snorted directly 
from the ring while it is being worn.  These rings can be 
easily identified on a careful visual inspection by looking 
for the hinge and clasp that are visible even when the 
rings are closed (See the photo on page 5).

Check out our new website!

Completely redesigned,  
with more resources and  
information to help you  
make your school a  
safer place!

Want more?  Follow us online:
Safe Havens International @SafeHavensIntl
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http://www.safehavensinternational.org/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Safe-Havens-International/259211260783806
https://twitter.com/#!/SafeHavensIntl
http://www.tsa.gov/press/goodcatch/index.shtm

