
A s the executive director of 
the Wisconsin School Safety 
Coordinators Association 

(WSSCA) — one of America’s oldest 
school safety organizations — I am 
frequently asked for advice on ways 
to make schools safer. Commonly 
asked questions involve buying 
cameras, locking doors, hiring police 
officers, etc. I could fill an entire 
magazine with recommendations, 
but I only have one article. Here are 
my top ten steps to make Wisconsin 
schools safer.

10  Money.  I hope you don’t think 
money will solve all your prob-

lems. I have seen schools in poor 
districts that were much safer than 
their wealthy counterparts. There 
will never be enough money to do all 
the things you want so you have to 
wisely use what you have. 

Start with an assessment of  
your school (WSSCA can do that  
or have your Crisis Planning Com-
mittee do it for you). List all your 
problems, then prioritize them 
starting at the top. 

First on any list should be this: 
Lock your doors. That doesn’t cost 
much money. Admittedly, locking 
doors is just a speed bump. But if a 
person is determined to enter a 
school to kill (or simply to steal), we 
need to employ as many speed 
bumps as can we can to deny or 
delay the actor. (How many of you 
leave your front door unlocked at 
night while you are sleeping?) Con-
trolling access to your building, thus 
your students and staff, is a 
no-brainer. Do it. This is probably 
your cheapest insurance. 

9  A school board committed to 
safe schools.  Of course, all 

boards say they are committed to a 
safe school, but their actions speak 
louder than their words. The board’s 
commitment may include funding, 
certainly, but it may also mean pro-
viding the political support that 
programs and projects need to take 
root, so they become the culture. 
Listen to the person responsible for 
your safety programs. I worked for a 
supportive board who asked a lot of 
questions, but they also backed my 
recommendations.

8  Appoint a safety/security 
coordinator.  One person 

should be responsible for your 
safety/security programs (and not 
the principal). Get that person 
trained (WSSCA can train them but 
there are others who do a good job, 
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as well). All the experts agree:  
One well-trained person responsible 
for safety is best.

7  Have a Crisis Plan.  ACT 309, 
the Wisconsin School Safety 

Law requires this! The law mandates 
a review of the crisis plan by 
someone in the chain-of-command, 
emergency drills, and anti-bullying 
efforts, as well as many other items. 
Plan your work — then work your 
plan. This is how your school will 
respond in a crisis. All the experts 
agree that a crisis plan is a must.

6  Have Interagency Memoran-
dums of Understanding.  “In a 

crisis I will do this and you will do 
that.” The protection of schools is 
unequivocally a community responsi-
bility. Your local law enforcement and 
fire chiefs must be actively involved in 
your crisis plan design. After all, they 
will be the ones responding to your 
school in a crisis. Listen to their rec-
ommendations and make sure they 
listen to yours. This must be a joint 
effort or there will delays in the 
response — and that could mean 

 K e y  F i n d i n g s
These Keys Can Help Guide School Safety Efforts

 I n 2002, the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Secret 
Service, examined 41 K–12 student attackers involving 37 incidents 
in the United States from 1973 through May 2000. These research 

results, though focused on targeted school violence, remain highly  
useful as a guide for law enforcement officials, educators, and  
mental health practitioners.

The study identified 10 key findings for the development of strategies  
to address targeted school violence: 

• There is no accurate or useful profile of students who have 
engaged in targeted school violence. 

• Incidents of targeted violence at school are rarely sudden, 
impulsive acts. 

• Prior to most incidents, other people knew about the attack-
er’s idea and/or the plan to attack. 

• Most attackers did not threaten their targets directly prior to 
advancing the attack. 

• Most attackers engaged in some behavior prior to the inci-
dent that caused others concern or indicated a need for help. 

• Most attackers had difficulty coping with significant loss or 
personal failures. Moreover, many had considered or 
attempted suicide. 

• Many attackers felt bullied, persecuted, or injured by others 
prior to the attack. 

• Most attackers had access to and had used weapons prior to 
the attack. 

• In many cases, other students were involved in some capacity. 

• Despite prompt law enforcement officer responses, most 
shooting incidents were stopped by means other than law 
enforcement intervention.

Source: The Safe School Initiative (SSI) completed by the U.S. Department 
of Education and the U.S. Secret Service. N

August 2013   |   9



unnecessary injuries or deaths. Addi-
tionally, you may need to move your 
students in a crisis and you need mem-
orandums of understanding to pre-
plan something like that. This to-do 
list is long, but it starts with a meeting 
of all stakeholders in your community. 
If our children are our most 
important resource, then we 
must all agree to protect 
them. 

5  Parental 
Involvement.  

This has become an 
increasingly difficult 
problem across the 
country. We have a lot 
of great parents — just not 
enough of them. Some parents actu-
ally have become a threat to some 
schools. Students spend about seven 
hours a day in school for 180 days 
each year. That is about 14 percent 
of that child’s entire calendar year. 
Even with the best teachers, condi-
tions, etc., schools can only influ-
ence so much of that child’s 
development. Parents remain the 

most influential factor in a child’s 
education. As a team, parents and 
schools can do so much more to 
enhance a child’s education and 
development. This is an uphill battle 
with parents and an extremely diffi-
cult task without them.  

4  Student Involvement.  
Students want to be safe 

and they will help keep 
schools safe. The adults in 
the school must be 
approachable for a 
student to address them 
with their concerns. When 

they do, they must be 
protected. Safety in school is 

everyone’s responsibility — all 
the time. Promote that. When you 
see something — say something. 

3  School Staff Committed To 
Safety.  The staff will help 

create the environment of a safe 
school. They must enforce the 
safety/security standards in the 
school. If they don’t, the standards 
will slip and quickly rise to unsafe/
insecure levels. Staff must interact 

with students all day long. They 
must know the students, what they 
are thinking, and what threats they 
face. An interactive, alert staff is 
critical to a safe school. 

2  Enhanced Communications.  
One of America’s great busi-

ness leaders, Jack Welch, former 
CEO of GE once said, “Great 
leaders are the best communicators. 
They set clear goals with clear conse-
quences.” There must be 360 degree 
communications between the prin-
cipal, the staff, the parents, the 
stakeholders, etc. If the community 
is expected to help protect schools, 
they must be informed of the threats. 
The school standards and acceptable 
norms must be clear to all. The 
leaders must create, and then com-
municate a welcoming, nurturing 
environment along with a consistent 
disciplinary policy. The two go hand 
in hand. 

1  A Trained and Caring Principal.  
When I asked my national 

colleagues if they agreed with princi-
pals being the number one factor 

 A fter the school shooting at newtown, conn., 
the White House pledged to release comprehensive 

emergency guidelines for school districts. In June, the Obama 
administration released the “Guide for Developing High-
Quality School Emergency Operations Plans.”

This guide addresses prevention, protection, mitigation, 
response, and recovery from technological, human-caused, 
natural, and biological threats. The document touches on 
everything from school design and storm shelters to planning 
emergency drills to balancing privacy and safety.  

The guidelines detail a six-part process for schools looking to 
develop emergency plans, these include: forming a collabora-
tive team, understanding threats, determining goals and 
objectives, developing specific courses of actions, reviewing 
plans, and implementing and maintaining the plan.

In addition, the report provides “a closer look” at several 
issues surrounding school safety, such as student privacy 
issues and more. Here are some highlights from the report.

n  school climate and emergencies

A positive school climate can help to prevent emergencies 
because it can reduce the incidence of behaviors that can 
contribute to crisis (e.g., violence, bullying, harassment, sub-
stance abuse). Further, schools with positive school climates 
engage students in developing strong relationships with staff 
and peers, increasing the likelihood that students will quickly 
report potential threats to trusted adults within the school.

n  social and emotional competencies

Social-emotional learning can help individuals stop and think 
before they react, control their response to stress, develop 
supportive and caring relationships, persist through chal-
lenge, seek help, and pay attention to theirs and others’ 
needs and feelings. These and other social and emotional 
competencies can help individuals prepare for and respond 
to emergencies. Students are more likely to develop such 
competencies when they have good relationships with adults, 
and when the adults model these competencies. 

Federal Government Releases School Safety Guidelines 

68% of schools have 
taken steps to increase 
safety since the Sandy 

Hook Elementary  
School shooting.
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influencing school safety, there was 
near unanimous agreement. We 
believe that the principal is 
the most significant 
internal safety factor in 
a school. The prin-
cipal establishes the 
school culture, envi-
ronment, acceptable 
standards of 
behavior, dress, the 
motivation of the staff, 
etc. Over the past few 
decades, principals have been 
challenged with issues related to 

race, drugs, gangs, poverty, elec-
tronic devices, social media, and 
physical threats to students and 

staff — just to name a few. 
The principal establishes 

and maintains the disci-
pline standards in the 
school. (NOTE: It is not 
the severity of punishment 
that alters bad behavior 

— it is the certainty of it.) 
He/she must establish the 

priorities for the budget, make 
parents welcome, make the school  
a warm and safe place to be, and  

he/she will influence the previous 
nine items. Quite a to-do list. 

If you have a great principal, do 
all you can to support him/her. Then 
start training his/her eventual replace-
ment. This process takes years. Like 
growing good crops in the field, there 
are no short cuts. But the end product 
is well worth the time and effort. Yes, 
principals should be the top priority 
on your list and in your heart! I wish 
you a safe day.  n

Pochowski is executive director of the 
Wisconsin School Safety Coordinators 
Association.

for more information about teaching social and emotional 
competencies, visit http://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov. 
for additional information on how social and emotional 
learning may be integrated into a multi-tiered framework, visit 
http://www.pbis.org.

n  PREPARINg FOR SCHOOL EMERgENCIES

As with any threat or hazard that is included in a school’s emer-
gency operations plan (EOP), the planning team will establish 
goals, objectives, and courses of action. These plans will be 
impacted by the assessments conducted at the outset of the 
planning process and updated as ongoing assessments occur. 
As courses of action are developed, the planning team should 
consider a number of issues, including, but not limited to:

• how to evacuate or lockdown students, staff, and visitors, 
including those who are not with staff or in a classroom (e.g., in 
the hall, bathroom, break room). Personnel involved in such 
planning should pay attention to disability-related accessibility 
concerns when advising on shelter sites and evacuation routes. 

• how to evacuate when the primary evacuation route is unusable. 

• how to select effective shelter-in-place locations (optimal loca-
tions have thick walls, solid doors with locks, minimal interior 
windows, first-aid emergency kits, communication devices and 
duress alarms). 

• how the school community will be notified that there is an 
active shooter on school grounds. This could be done through 
the use of familiar terms, sounds, lights, and electronic com-
munications such as text messages. 

n   ExERCISES

good planning includes conducting drills which must include 
first responders and school resource officers (where applicable). 
Exercises with these valuable partners are one of the most 
effective and efficient ways to ensure that everyone knows not 
only his or her roles, but also the roles of others at the scene. 
These exercises should include walks through school buildings 
to allow law enforcement to provide input on shelter sites as well 
as familiarize first responders with the location. N

To view the complete document, visit http://rems.ed.gov. Select 
“Publicattions” and then “Emergency Operations Plans and Guides.”

38% of superintendents  
say their schools are not 
safe from gun violence.
Source: School Improvement  

Network, January  
2013 survey.

About the WSSCA
The Wisconsin School Safety Coordinators Association (WSSCA), founded in 1968,  

is an association of professionals dedicated to the task of improving security, safety, and health  
in Wisconsin schools. WSSCA is a non-profit and non-government organization that includes administrators, 
supervisors, teachers, building and grounds personnel, health and nursing personnel, safety coordinators, 

security coordinators, school resource officers, school districts as well as private/public businesses through 
district, corporate and student memberships. The business of the association is conducted by a board  

of directors with an executive director. This group is further guided by several technical advisors  
with professional backgrounds in a variety of school safety and security related fields. N

find school safety resources on the WASB website at wasb.org.  
Select “Policy” and then “hot Policy Topics.”
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