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B Y  A R T H U R  F .  B L I N C I

“Preparing
for the 
Unthinkable”



T
ragic events fill the headlines:
senseless acts of random vio-
lence in the workplace, restau-
rants, and shopping malls
claim the lives of dozens of in-

nocent victims. For many years, we
thought schools and churches were im-
mune to such acts of evil. But since
that tragic April morning on the cam-
pus of Columbine High School in
1999, the security of school campuses
has been shattered. From the halls of
Virginia Tech University and Sandy
Hook Elementary School to even a
one-room Amish schoolhouse, tragedy
has struck unexpectedly. Schools have
experienced the unthinkable horror of
innocent students and teachers being
murdered indiscriminately on campus.
Adventist campuses and institutions
are not immune from such acts of vio-
lence. In recent years we, too, have suf-
fered unthinkable acts of violence that
have taken the life of a university em-
ployee who was shot and killed on
campus and a principal who was mur-
dered in her classroom. 

Violence is the leading cause of
death on K-12 school campuses in the
United States. A total of 279 homicides
were caused by students on U.S. school
campuses from 1992 to 2010 (this does
not include attacks by outsiders or vic-
tims injured but not killed).1

School security is very challenging.
Unfortunately, it is often an overlooked
aspect of emergency and safety planning.
All school administrators and employees
must be prepared to handle the unthink-
able. Because the subject is so vast and
complex, it is impossible to cover all as-
pects of school safety and security pre-
paredness in a single article. There are
numerous types of potential hazards and
incidents that will require an instant, in-
formed response by faculty and students.
This article will focus on how to address
the risk of campus violence. 

School Risk Assessment and
Emergency Planning

Each Adventist school must have an
Emergency Response Plan for its cam-
pus. This requirement is outlined in
General Conference Working Policy ~
S60 70—Risk Management and Safety
Plans2 (see the sidebar on page 24). The
purpose of these plans is to ensure that
administrators, faculty, and students are
prepared when the unthinkable occurs.
Adventist Risk Management recom-
mends that all school administrators
should obtain a copy of the Guide for
Developing High-Quality School Emer-
gency Plans,3 which was developed by
the Federal Emergency Management
Agency and the U.S. Department of Ed-
ucation to use as a road map in develop-
ing an emergency plan for your school.
This free resource and others available
on line at ready.gov provides helpful
templates to guide you through the
planning process.

Risk Assessment
Campus violence can take many

forms, including fights between stu-
dents, armed robberies and rapes,
bomb threats, and various active
shooter situations. In each case, school
administrators must be prepared to
take action immediately to protect stu-
dents and faculty from harm. Conduct-
ing a thorough risk assessment of the
school’s facilities, campus access points,
and the surrounding community is
your first step of preparing an emer-
gency response plan. Evaluate each of
the following elements:

• Community Impact – Obtain the
local crime statistics of the neighbor-
hood that surrounds your campus.
This will provide an indication of the
external criminal risk potential. Con-
duct meetings with local law enforce-
ment officials and first responders to
help you assess these risks and estimate
community response times in the event
of an incident.

• Human Impact – Who are the in-
dividuals at risk for harm? Identify
each specific type of individual and the
most likely types of incidents that
could occur, along with the potential
severity of injury. For example, plans
for dealing with preschool children will
be different from those for older chil-
dren and adults.

• Psychological Impact – How will
the trauma of an incident affect individ-
uals and the public associated with your
school? Be specific in considering the
impact on students, faculty, parents,
church constituents, and the school’s
reputation in the community. Identify
specific resources that will be required to
deal with these psychological issues.

• Functional/Physical Impact –
What security practices need to be im-
plemented or capital improvements
made on your campus to improve
safety and security? 

• Economic Impact – Determine the
potential cost of each element evalu-
ated. Be specific in order to obtain a
complete financial picture. Remember
to include the potential costs of losing
the use of school buildings or tuition
income if the school cannot reopen
immediately after an incident occurs
on campus. Once identified, prioritize
each item on the list and prepare an ac-
tion plan for its accomplishment. 

Risk assessment is not an easy
process. It requires time and detailed
analysis of each area listed above. Ad-
ventist Risk Management recommends
that each school board appoint a campus
safety committee and designate a safety
offi cer/chairperson. Conducting the
school’s risk assessment, preparing an
emergency plan, and implementing it
should be assigned to the safety commit-
tee. Throughout the process of develop-
ing the emergency plan, the school’s ad-
ministrators and board should be kept
informed of progress made, and then ap-
prove the final implementation strategy.
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Being Prepared
Even in the best of circumstances,

school administrators must understand
that when the unthinkable occurs, they
will be on their own until the first emer-
gency responders arrive on campus. The
best emergency response time will range
from three to five minutes in urban
areas. In rural areas, it can be 20 minutes
or more before help arrives. During
these initial minutes, your school staff
must be prepared to take appropriate ac-
tions to protect the students, themselves,
and others from harm. Often a violent
act will have ended less than five min-
utes after it began and before first re-
sponders even arrive on scene.

School administrators should net-
work with local law enforcement and
emergency first responders to under-
stand what actions these individuals will
take if a violent act is reported on cam-
pus. Their first responsibility is assessing
the situation—upon arrival, law enforce-
ment will evaluate the scene to deter-
mine whether the facility is secure, after
which they will admit other emergency
responders. Law-enforcement personnel
are not there to provide medical atten-
tion to the wounded or to assist with
evacuation/“shelter-in-place” proce-
dures. Removing the threat and securing
the facility are their first priority. Once
these are achieved, lifesaving rescue
measures can safely begin. The time you
spend working and networking with
first responders to ensure that they
know your facilities and you understand
their procedures can make a life-or-
death difference in times of emergency.

Securing Buildings and Campus
Access

The typical Adventist school campus
provides easy access for strangers to
enter. Campus security must be carefully
evaluated and plans made to determine
what constitutes appropriate access to
the campus and specific buildings.
Measures to consider include the follow-
ing:

• Installing perimeter security fenc-
ing for the campus and limiting access
to specified parking areas or entry
gates.

• Installing perimeter security light-
ing that will illuminate parking areas
and other outdoor areas of campus
during nighttime hours. 

• Monitoring parking areas during
evening activities and escorting indi-
viduals from school buildings to their
vehicles when warranted or requested.

• Having a central entrance where
all campus guests enter, sign in with
school personnel, and receive identifi-
cation badges.

• Instituting a closed campus where
students are required to enter/leave
only at specific times. This may include
a sign-in/check-out procedure using
their student ID cards.

• Installing electronic badge readers
in key locations to allow access to au-
thorized individuals only.

• Using closed-circuit cameras to re-
motely scan given areas.

• Monitoring all areas of campus by
arranging for patrols throughout the
day. This can be assigned to school staff
members, volunteers, or security offi-
cers. All types of suspicious activities
should be immediately reported to
school administration. 

• Training all staff members to be
alert regarding suspicious items left un-
attended and unauthorized individuals
on campus, reporting them immediately
to school administration. 

These security measures may re-
quire some expenditure of capital
funds to make improvements. Even if a
school cannot adopt all measures im-
mediately, every school administration
should appropriate adequate funds to
ensure adequate campus security. 

Training and Practice Drills
No school emergency plan is com-

plete without specific training and
practice drills for both students and
staff members. Training and practice
are essential elements before a random
act of violence or another emergency
occurs on campus. Key elements to
consider in planning:
1. Identify the type of response that

will be required for each type of inci-
dent:

a. Evacuation procedures
b. Shelter in place
c. Campus lockdown

d. Safe area/meeting place—roll-call
procedures

e. School policy on student release
to parents in the event of an emergency

Plans must be made for each type of
response and for implementation.
Working with local law enforcement
and emergency responders is critical as
you design the school’s emergency-re-
sponse procedures.
2. Schedule staff training for each

part of the school’s emergency plan.
Every school administrator, teacher, an-
cillary school staff, and volunteer
should be required to complete this
training. All school personnel must
know how to respond if an incident oc-
curs—the procedures to be followed
and how to collaborate to ensure the
safety of all involved. They should be
taught how to act independently, if
necessary, in making appropriate deci-
sions. This training should be practiced
and reviewed regularly to test each ele-
ment of the school’s emergency plan.
3. Training of students—It is critical

for all students to be trained in an age-
appropriate manner to follow school
emergency procedures. They need to un-
derstand (a) the different types of emer-
gency situations that could occur; (b)
the types of notification that will be
given; (c) the appropriate response to
each type of emergency (e.g., the differ-
ence between procedures for evacuation
and shelter in place) and to directions
given by a police officer or fireman in an
emergency; and (d) the proper actions
to take if they find themselves alone or
with other students. Emergency practice
drills should be included throughout the
school year in addition to fire drills so
students comprehend the different types
of situations that can occur and how to
respond.

Communication
1. Intracampus communication—

Every school needs a communication
plan that is simple and clearly under-
stood. Alarm systems are typically used
in situations involving fires or storm-
related emergencies on campus. How-
ever, a variety of different alert systems
should be considered for other types of
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Because even in the best of circumstances, when the 
unthinkable occurs, school administrators will be on their 

own until the �rst emergency responders arrive on campus.

Now is the time to build your emergency plan
so that you are ready in case the unexpected happens.

VISIT OUR WEBSITE FOR RESOURCES AND GUIDES

Are you prepared for the

...our ministry is to protect your ministry      |      www.adventistrisk.org
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emergencies, including random acts of
violence. These may include:

a. Public-address system in all
rooms and outdoor campus areas;

b. Automated emergency text/e-mail
alert system for students, staff mem-
bers, and parents;

c. Flashing strobe lights to alert peo-
ple in outdoor or remote areas that an
incident has occurred so staff and older
students can call in for instructions;

d. Intercoms between the school of-
fice and classrooms; 

e. Portable radios to provide com-
munication between school staff mem-
bers.

Avoid the use of codes such as
“Code Red in Zone 4” in times of
emergency because not everyone will
comprehend their meaning. A clear,
concise announcement of the emer-
gency should be given, along with the
type of response that is required. For
example: “There is an active shooter in
the gymnasium. Immediately lock-
down and shelter in place, and await
further instruction.” By using this type
of clear, understandable message, all
parties including visitors and business
vendors know the nature of the emer-
gency and can respond immediately.
2. Communicating with the

media—When a violent incident oc-
curs, you can expect the news media to
cover the event, so school administra-
tors must be ready to handle the result-
ing challenges. Consideration should
be given to the following areas:

a. Train school personnel—Be sure
that all school staff and volunteers un-
derstand that any media requests are to
be immediately directed to the ap-
pointed spokesperson for official com-
ment. Teachers and administrators
should not give interviews to news re-
porters, especially while a situation is
still developing and/or law enforce-
ment is conducting an investigation.

b. Select and train a spokesperson—
This should be done before the start of
each school year. The designated per-
son should receive specific training by
the conference/union communication
department.

c. Be prepared—Prepare an infor-

mation packet containing information
about your school and its emergency
response plans that is ready to release
when an emergency occurs. 

d. Respect the privacy of individuals
involved—It is always best to let law
enforcement authorities handle the re-
lease of public information on the
names of victims and alleged perpetra-
tor(s) of a violent act.

e. Obtain counsel on how to re-
spond to media request—Consult with
local authorities and legal counsel on
how to handle news conferences and
what to say in press releases about the
incident. 

f. Designated press areas and sched-
ule—Establish a location where the
news media can gather or where news
conferences will be given. Be prepared
for these events, and keep on schedule
to the best of your ability.

g. Build relationship—Get to know
the local news media in your commu-
nity throughout the school year. Invite
them to cover special events on cam-
pus. Nurturing a positive relationship
outside of a crisis is likely to prove to
be a real asset during the emergency.

3. Communicating with parents—
In its registration package, the school
should provide all parents/guardians
with a written summary of the emer-
gency procedures the school has devel-
oped for the protection of its students
and staff. It should include: 

a. Types of emergencies that may
occur and the school’s response plan
for each;

b. Location where they are to assem-
ble to pick up their child following an
emergency;

c. Procedures the school will use to
notify them if their child is injured in a
school emergency situation or accident;

d. Directions on how to register for
the school’s electronic emergency noti-
fication system(s). 

Communicating the school’s efforts
and interest in making the safety of
students a high priority in all situations
will help to build strong parental trust
and goodwill.

School Security Services
Schools may need to consider em-
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The primary goal for the risk management/safety plan is to provide a safe
environment in which to worship, work, study or fellowship. Proactive safety
planning shall be a priority for all denominational sponsored activities. It is crit-
ical that every denominational organization develop a risk management/safety
plan for the following reasons: 

• To establish best practices that can prevent accidents within the organiza-
tion

• To satisfy compliance with governmental health and safety regulations
• To reduce the risk of liability, bodily injury, loss of life or loss of physical

assets 
• To help your organization prepare and plan for the unexpected
• To establish management’s commitment, responsibility, authority and ac-

countability for safe practices and loss prevention
To identify and reinforce safety and loss prevention awareness throughout

the organization.
Each organization shall appoint a safety officer to implement the risk man-

agement plans developed, conduct safety training and perform loss prevention
site surveys of denominational facilities. The Safety Committee should report
their recommendations to the officers of the denominational organization. 

S60 70 – Risk Management and Safety Plans 
(General Conference Working Policy)



ploying or contracting for on-campus
security officers. This decision requires
careful study to determine the type of
security services required. The decision
must include whether security officers
will be allowed to carry weapons. Con-
sideration must also be given to the su-
pervision of these individuals, and the
level of experience or professional
training that will be required of the se-
curity officer. All decisions to hire secu-
rity officers or outsource for contracted
security services should be approved by
the school board.

In 2011, a new organization, Profes-
sional Adventists for Safety and Secu-
rity, was created by security employees
serving at denominational institutions
throughout the world. The mission of
these professionals is to help the
church develop standards and best
practices for safety and security in
church facilities. We in Adventist Risk
Management encourage you to contact
these security professionals for assis-
tance and to solicit their ideas on de-
veloping an effective campus-emer-
gency plan. For more information on
PASS, visit their Website: http://advent
 istsecurity.gcnetadventist.org/.

Teamwork 
In today’s violent society, we cannot

afford to be apathetic or to assume that
“it could never happen at our school.”
Adventist institutions must be pre-
pared at all times for the unthinkable!
Remember, the lives of your students
and staff members are at risk. But plan-
ning must be a group effort. The prin-
cipal or administrator cannot create an
effective school emergency plan by
himself or herself. Solomon reminds
us: “Where there is no counsel, the
people fall; but in the multitude of
counselors there is safety” (Proverbs
11:14, NKJV).4 It takes a team effort,
with school staff, parents, and local
first responders working together to
develop and implement a school emer-
gency plan. 

The security and safety of students,
faculty and campus guests must always
be our highest priority. Watchfulness
and preparedness for the unexpected
are part of the job description of to -
day’s school administrator. Benjamin

Frank lin reminds us “By failing to pre-
pare, you are preparing to fail.”5 This
must not be the case at any Adventist
school! Developing and implementing
a school emergency plan will help you
be prepared if, God forbid, the un-
thinkable occurs on your campus. �
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Online Resources Guide
A number of excellent online re-

sources are available to help guide you
in developing a risk assessment for
your school and preparing an emer-
gency plan for your campus. Listed
below are several that will guide you
through this process and assist in the
training of staff and students:

• “Guide for Developing High-Qual-
ity School Emergency Operations
Plans” (2013): http://rems.ed.gov/
 docs/ REMS_ K-12_Guide_508.pdf

• “Guide for Developing High-Qual-
ity Emergency Operations Plans for In-
stitutions of Higher Education” (2013):
http://www.fema.gov/media-library-
data/20130726-1922-25045-3638/
 rems_ihe_guide.pdf

• Youth Violence Web Resources:
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion: http://www.cdc.gov/violencepre
vention/ youthviolence/ schoolviolence/
data_stats.html

• International: “School Emergency
Planning” (2013): http://adventist
  risk.org/Prevention.aspx 

• “School Safety and Security
Toolkit” (2009): National Crime Pre-
vention Council: http://www.ncpc. 
org/ resour ces/ files/pdf/ school-safety/
 11964-School%20Safety%20Toolkit%
20final.pdf 

• “When Bad Things Happen in
Good Schools,” Douglas Jones: The Jour-
nal of Adventist Education (April/  May
2000): http://circle.adventist.org/
 files/jae/en/jae200062044103.pdf

• “Risk in Focus: School Security”
(2013): http://www. youtube. com/
 watch?v=uttOieC9wEE 

• “Active Shooter How to Respond”:
U.S. Department of Homeland Secu-
rity (October 2008): http:// www.dhs. 
gov/xlibrary/assets/active_shooter_ 
booklet.pdf 

• “Options for Consideration”: Ac-
tive Shooter Training Video (2013) –
U.S. Department of Homeland Secu-
rity: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v
 =oI5EoWBRYmo&feature=youtube 

• “Run, Hide, Fight” (2012): http:// 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=  5VcSwej   
U2D0

This article was reviewed by Advent-
ist Risk Management (ARM) president
and attorney Bob Kyte and William
Chunestudy, Ph.D., in the ARM Risk
Control education department.
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