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ew nightmares 
could be worse than 
the sound of gun-
fire within a school 
or a young student 
screaming that some-
one (or several peo-
ple) with guns have 
been seen walking 

down a corridor toward a class-
room. Truly, we live in troublous 
times, and school safety has be-
come a more complex challenge 
for school administrators and 
teachers. While we continue to 
rely on divine guidance and pro-
tection, God also rewards dili-
gence in those who plan for trou-
ble. Jesus clearly advised His 
disciples about what they should 
do—flee into Judea—when they saw “the abomination of 
desolation” (Matthew 24:15-20, KJV) and admonished them 
to be ready for the unexpected thief (Matthew 24:43-46, 
KJV). This article will share some ways that schools can 
better prepare themselves for threats from human agents 
bent on violence and mayhem. 

For a Christian school in a quiet neighborhood, facing an 
emergency such as school violence and terrorism may seem 
unimaginable. But even these schools may be faced with 
the unthinkable, and all schools can prepare their personnel 
for quick and useful actions, even under conditions of shock 
and terror. How? By making good plans and then practicing 

these plans until everyone who might be affected is ready to 
respond, and the environment is prepared for secure shelter. 

This principle has guided attempts to prevent loss of life 
in school fires. Such efforts have paid off—during the years 
2002-2005, although there were 6,560 structural fires in ed-
ucational buildings in the U.S. that caused $99 million in 
damage, there were no deaths reported in these fires.1 Dur-
ing the same period, however, 121 children, teachers and 
others died in school-related incidents of violence.2 Not all 
of these incidents receive national attention; therefore, many 
adults are unaware of the prevalence of such threats. 

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is 

PREPARING 
        FOR THE 
UNEXPECTED 

                                                                                      BY PATRICIA B. MUTCH
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actively researching primary and secondary school-
related homicides and has concluded that: (a) most vi-
olent deaths occur during transition times such as the 
start or end of the school day or during a lunch pe-
riod; (b) homicides are more likely to occur at the 
start of a school term; (c) nearly half of the perpetra-
tors gave some type of warning signal (threat, note) 
prior to the event; (d) among students who commit-
ted a school-associated homicide, 20 percent were 
known to have been victims of bullying, while 12 per-
cent were known to have expressed suicidal thoughts 

or shown suicidal behaviors.3 These findings suggest 
that being aware and alert to threat signals can facili-
tate early intervention, which can help pre-
vent school-related violence. 

 Increasingly, state and municipal laws 
are requiring all schools—private and pub-
lic—to prepare for emergencies involv-
ing human threats to the safety of children 
and employees. They are similar in intent to 
regulations that require schools to conduct 
fire drills and comply with fire-prevention 
regulations. These laws are important safe-
guards for Christian schools and should not 
be viewed as unwarranted government in-
terference in religiously affiliated schools. 
Further, many resources have been created 
to help schools develop emergency-operations plans. 
Many of these have been posted on the Internet, mak-
ing them available worldwide.

Initial Steps Toward Readiness
As a first step, it would be wise to make contact 

with local emergency-management resource per-
sons who work with the community. These are usu-
ally experienced first responders such as law enforce-
ment, fire services, and emergency medical personnel. 
Many school administrators already have a coopera-

All schools can 
prepare their 
personnel for 
quick and useful 
actions, even un-
der conditions of 
shock and terror.



6        The Journal of Adventist Education    October/November 2009                                                                 http://jae.adventist.org

tive relationship with the local fire department. It is 
time to develop a similar rapport with the local emer-
gency manager at the county law-enforcement office 
or fire department. Most counties in the U.S. now em-
ploy professionally trained persons who are knowl-

edgeable about school safety and ready to 
assist in developing plans. They will be 
invaluable in identifying potential haz-
ards at your school and in helping you 
develop a plan to deal with such haz-
ards. Inviting this professional to visit the 
school is a good first step in your emer-
gency response planning. 

If your school doesn’t presently have a 
school safety committee, creating one is 
another important initial step. This group 
can ensure good emergency plan develop-
ment since it can pull together employees 
and volunteers with a variety of skills and 
knowledge. Include people such as:

• Principal 
• School board member or chair
• A building supervisor or maintenance 

person who knows the building systems 
and utilities

• The health or physical education teacher, who 
knows first aid 

• Science teachers who know about hazardous 
chemicals and weather hazards

• Teachers who work with students having disabili-
ties and special needs

• The English teacher/school newspa-
per sponsor, who understands how to deal 
with media

• A parent representative
• Any teachers or staff with experience 

in volunteer firefighting
• A ham radio operator who can assist 

with communications when telephones 
fail

• Someone with training in counseling 
who can assist with student risk assess-
ment and crisis counseling

• A pastor or local church elder who 
can provide spiritual support 

• Members of local church or commu-
nity with special knowledge or skills

The principal may be the leader of this 
committee or may delegate this responsibility to a 
teacher. 

The school’s safety committee should spend time 
familiarizing themselves about emergency plan-
ning for schools. Helpful information may be ob-
tained from the resources in this issue of the JOURNAL. 
The emergency manager should meet with the school 
safety committee and may recommend local training 

events that may be helpful. Often, this person is also 
willing to hold a school-wide briefing for teachers and 
staff, as well as parents, in order to raise awareness 
about the importance of school emergency prepared-
ness. Although this article focuses on manmade emer-
gencies, a similar process should be used in preparing 
for natural disasters and is thus referred to as all-  
hazards planning.

In the U.S., many schools in the public sector are 
presently engaged in this planning process. The U.S. 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
has a very useful free, independent-study learning 
module, IS 362 Emergency Planning for Schools, 
which can be taken either electronically on the In-
ternet, or by using a downloaded self-study manual. 
Those who enroll in this program can download ques-
tions and take an open-book examination to demon-
strate their knowledge of the module’s content. By 
passing an exam with 70 percent accuracy, they can 
receive a FEMA certificate.4 Another useful resource 
is the local Red Cross chapter, which is often able to 
provide low-cost training for emergencies, including 
courses in First Aid and home safety.

Creating a School Emergency-Operations Plan
Once a planning team, such as a school safety com-

mittee, has been formed and has gathered informa-
tion about planning for school emergencies, the next 
step is to assess both school assets as well as risks and 
hazards. Details on how to do this are found in the re-
sources already mentioned. 

Assets would include faculty and staff or nearby 
parents with specialized skills or experience (volun-
teer firefighters, health-care professionals, amateur ra-
dio operators). Does the school have a public-address 
system available for making school-wide emergency 
announcements? Does it have its own power genera-
tor in case community power supplies go down? Does 
it have its own well to supply clean water to the cam-
pus? Are there places in the school classrooms or 
other buildings where students and staff could take 
shelter from natural disasters such as tornadoes or 
hurricanes? 

A map of the school should be available for handy 
reference in case of an emergency, showing not only 
all rooms, windows, and entrances, but also utility en-
trances and shut-offs, stored chemicals (in laborato-
ries and farming areas) and other hazardous materials, 
as well as the location of fire extinguishers and first-
aid equipment. 

All risks to the school community, both natural 
hazards and manmade threats, should also be iden-
tified. Questions to use in making this identification 
are shown in the sidebar Assessing School Hazards on 
page 8.

With an updated understanding of existing risks 
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and available assets and resources, the planning team 
can develop an emergency-operations plan. In mak-
ing your plan, consider the location of nearby roads, 
neighboring commercial or civic facilities, parks, and 
other schools. If you had to evacuate your students 
and staff, where would you send them? 

 Be sure to put the plan in writing, and include spe-
cific information about everyone’s tasks and respon-
sibilities during a variety of emergency conditions. 
The National School Safety Center’s manual, What If? 
Preparing Schools for the Unthinkable (see resource 
list), provides detailed guidance for developing such 
a plan. 

Because of the possibility of targeted violence in 
schools, the emergency-operation plan should in-
clude how to determine the appropriate response to a 
spoken or written threat. The National School Safety 
Center recommends the creation of a threat-assess-
ment team to guide the most appropriate response. 
The FBI has also created a guide to effective preven-
tion and intervention in the case of a school threat (see 
sidebar on page 9). Threats should be taken seriously. 
A trained counselor should be available to help assess 
the level of risk in incidents involving threats.

Once the plan has been developed, it must be com-
municated to several groups of people. Not only 
teachers and staff, but students, too, must be given in-
struction regarding specific and immediate actions to 
take when the school issues an emergency alert. This 
can be done through a combination of announcements 
in assemblies and classrooms, and emergency lock-
down drills. Posted directions in all classrooms and 
offices are helpful tools. 

Parents also must be briefed on the elements of 
the plan to keep their children safe and informed of 
school expectations for their involvement. In the event 
of a threat of a school shooting, local law enforce-
ment will create a perimeter around the school and 

will not permit parents and bystanders to enter the un-
safe building until it has been secured. Parents need 
to know where they can go to receive further informa-
tion about their child(ren). This place should be a safe 
area a short distance away from the school property. If 
children must be evacuated, parents must be directed 
to the location where their child(ren) can be picked up. 
The school can also take a leadership role in providing 
education for parents in how to ensure family readi-
ness for emergencies. Many resources exist for fam-
ilies through Red Cross materials, local government 

brochures, and FEMA modules. If a wider emergency, 
such as a terrorism incident or a community-wide di-
saster occurs during school hours, such as happened 
in the World Trade Center bombing, families need to 
have agreed-upon contact points and know how to re-
assemble in safe locations outside the immediate area. 

If your 
school 
doesn’t 
presently 
have a 
school 
safety com-
mittee, 
creating 
one is [an] 
important 
initial step.
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Preliminary Steps – Obtain answers to these questions:
1. What hazards are listed in emergency plans for your community? This list may be available from the  

 police or fire department or a nearby government office. Such lists relate to general environmental and  

 manmade risks.

2. What hazards are structural – related to your school building(s)? These relate just to your immediate  

 building environment. 

3. What hazards may relate to your neighborhood? Are you situated next to a busy highway? Is your 

 neighborhood at high-risk for property and personal-injury crimes? Are you located some distance from  

 emergency responders who might provide assistance? 

Weather-Related Hazards
1. Flooding.

2. Earthquakes.

3. High winds (cyclone, tsunami, cumulus downburst, hurricane, tornado, severe thunderstorms). 

4. Wildfire/lightning strikes.

5. Winter storms.

Manmade Hazards
1. Violent crime: roving gangs, civil unrest, crime against persons or property (school shootings/bombings,  

 rape, mugging, arson, burglary, kidnapping, student strikes/riots, threats of violence).

2. Pandemic or food poisoning.

3. Nearby commercial or industrial hazards: fuel storage or gas station, nuclear power plant, chemical  

 plant, transportation-related risk of hazardous material spills.

4. Nearness to high-voltage electrical lines or underground gas lines.

5. Threat of terrorism (including bio-terrorism) or political conflict.

Building-Related Hazards
1. Soundness of roof (snow load capacity and wind resistance), walls (unreinforced masonry may collapse  

 in earthquake or high winds), and other structural components.

2. Electrical/chemical fire or gas explosion.

3. Lack of sheltered areas for refuge from high winds. 

4. Blocked or inadequate avenues for rapid evacuation of a building. 

5. Storage and use of hazardous materials such as laboratory chemicals and cleaning supplies.

6. Overgrown shrubbery that could provide cover for criminals. 

7. Unregulated access to school property. 

Hazard Identification
1.  Do systematic and regular “walkarounds” to look for potential hazards. 

2. Prepare a map of the school and school grounds that notes potential hazards and location of utilities,  

 emergency equipment, and supplies. The map should also identify evacuation routes and open-air 

 assembly points away from school property, as well as “first-responders” in the local community (fire,  

 police, ambulance, utility companies). 

3.  Prepare a hazard-analysis worksheet to index school risks. A sample worksheet is shown on page 9. All  

 hazards whose analysis yields a “Medium” or “High” Risk Priority should get attention within the  

 school’s emergency operations plan. 

4.  Once hazards have been identified, develop an action plan that deals with prevention, roles and respon- 

 sibilities of participants, dissemination of information, appropriate response, and update and testing of the  

 action plan.

ASSESSING SCHOOL HAZARDS
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Practice the Plan
No matter how good the plan may be, only by practicing it will 

students and staff learn well what to do in the case of an emer-
gency. Therefore, regular drills for school lockdowns should be 
scheduled. An emergency manager can advise how to conduct 
drills (for securing classrooms) and school-wide lockdown exer-
cises for sheltering and securing the entire school family. Such 
lockdowns are learning opportunities in which things in the plan 
that did not work well can be identified and improvements made. 
Different hazards should be dealt with in such emergency exer-

cises, including how to safely evacuate several school buildings at 
the same time.

Administrators can involve students in emergency prepa-
rations. In the U.S., Community Emergency Response Team 
(CERT) training is now being recommended for all communi-
ties. The required 20-hour program prepares volunteers to do 
light search and rescue, give first aid, and follow directions to 
safely assist emergency responders. Many schools, both private 
and public, are now making such training available to their junior 
high and secondary students, forming school-based CERTs. Such 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

HAZARD    FREQUENCY    MAGNITUDE    WARNING   SEVERITY    RISK PRIORITY
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Severe Winter Storms 4 Often 4 Catastrophic 4 Minimal 4 Catastrophic 3 High

(without power loss) 3 Occasional 3 Critical 3 6-12 hours 3 Critical 2 Med

 2 Seldom 2 Limited 2 12-24 hours 2 Limited 1 Low

 1 Never 1 Negligible 1 24+ hours 1 Negligible
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Structure Fire 4 Often 4 Catastrophic 4 Minimal 4 Catastrophic 3 High

 3 Occasional 3 Critical 3 6-12 hours 3 Critical 2 Med

 2 Seldom 2 Limited 2 12-24 hours 2 Limited 1 Low

 1 Never 1 Negligible 1 24+ hours 1 Negligible
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Earthquake 4 Often 4 Catastrophic 4 Minimal 4 Catastrophic 3 High

 3 Occasional 3 Critical 3 6-12 hours 3 Critical 2 Med

 2 Seldom 2 Limited 2 12-24 hours 2 Limited 1 Low

 1 Never 1 Negligible 1 24+ hours 1 Negligible

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

SAMPLE RISK INDEX WORKSHEET (add items as needed)

 

 FEMA. IS 362 Multi-Hazard Emergency Planning for Schools. Available at http://training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/IS/is362.asp. 

 U.S. Department of Education. Action Guide for Emergency Management at Institutions of Higher Education. Office of 

  Safe and Drug-Free Schools. 2009. Available at http://www.ed.gov/admins/lead/safety/emergencyplan/index.html.

 O’Toole, Mary Ellen. “The School Shooter: A Threat Assessment Perspective.” Available from the Federal Bureau of Investi-

  gation at http://www.fbi.gov/publications/school/school2.pdf.  

 Citizen Corps. “Introduction to Community Emergency Response Teams (C.E.R.T.)” Available at http://www.citizencorps.

  gov/cert/index.shtm. 

 Red Cross. “Preparing for Events, Terrorism.” Available at http://www.redcross.org/portal/site/en/menuitem.d229a5f06620 

  c6052b1ecfbf43181aa0/?vgnextoid=fd71779a32ecb110VgnVCM10000089f0870aRCRD&vgnextfmt=default.

 Stephens, Ronald D., June Lane Arnette, and Hilda Clarice Quiroz. What If? Preparing Schools for the Unthinkable. The   

  National School Safety Center, 2006. Available at http://www.schoolsafety.us ($24.95 each, discounts for bulk orders).

 

 U.S. Department of Homeland Security. “Ready Kids.” http://www.ready.gov/kids/index.html.

 Adventist Risk Management, Inc.: Contact John Dougan at jdougan@adventist.risk.org for information regarding a variety 

  of safety measures for schools.

IMPORTANT RESOURCES FOR SCHOOL EMERGENCY PLANS



10        The Journal of Adventist Education    October/November 2009                                                                 http://jae.adventist.org

students are an asset to any school. This is 
a good way to teach them a service orienta-
tion as they obtain practical knowledge and 
skills that will be of lifetime benefit. CERTs 
are trained through programs sponsored by 
the Citizen Corps (see sidebar on page 9).

Summary 
While violence from manmade causes 

cannot always be predicted, it’s possible to 
take steps that ensure everyone is ready to 
respond if such a crisis strikes your campus. 
Working in cooperation with local emer-
gency response professionals in the local 
community, Adventist schools can develop 
School Safety Committees that arm them-
selves with knowledge about preparedness, assess the 
assets and hazards, and prepare an emergency opera-
tions plan. Further, they can involve older students in 
service by training them to become members of Stu-
dent Emergency Response Teams. 

Calling on God for courage and wisdom to do such 
preparedness is an appropriate course of action for be-
lievers, combined with prayers for divine protection 
in the perilous times around us. As Christ assured 
His disciples prior His crucifixion, “In the world ye 
shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I have 

overcome the world” (John 16:33, 
NKJV).5  

_______________________________

Patricia B. Mutch, Ph.D., has an 
extensive background as a professor 
of Nutrition Science, an administrator 
with the Institute for Prevention of 
Addictions, and as an academic 
administrator, all at Andrews Univer-

sity in Berrien Springs, Michigan. Since 2006, she 
has served as the developer and coordinator of the 
university’s new curriculum in Emergency Preparedness. 
Dr. Mutch is also responsible for the updating and 

expansion of the university’s Emergency Operations 
Plan. She holds the FEMA Certificate of Achievement 
in the Emergency Management Institute’s Professional 
Development Series and has also received training 
in Emergency Operations Center functions as well as 
Emergency Exercises Development and Evaluation.
_____________________________________________
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CAN YOU 
HEAR ME 

NOW?

School violence 
is everyone’s 
problem: Each 
person coming 
into contact with 
students can 
either improve 
the safety of the 
school or increase 
its risk.
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“Can you hear me now?” This phrase is repeated in 
remote locations in a popular U.S. TV ad that boasts 
great cell phone reception for a certain company. The 
ad is powerful because we all want to be heard, but 
the most desperate to be heard are youth, who com-
municate this need in a multitude of ways. In 1999, 
two youth used guns and attempted to set off bombs 
to get “heard,” and in the process killed 12 students, 
a teacher, and then themselves at Columbine High 
School in Colorado. At the end of 2007, in a private 
school in India, two youth killed a fellow student after 
administrators ignored death threats the victim had 
made against the shooters. These kinds of problems 
also occur in Seventh-day Adventist schools. 

What’s the Problem? 
Media attention to school shootings has left many 

feeling that schools are not safe. In fact, schools are 
safe: In the U.S., the odds of a child dying at school 
by homicide or suicide are about one in a million,1 
which means that in school, children are safer than en 
route because the risk of death for youth under age 
15 in a car accident is more than 140 times as great. 
The frequency of school homicides in the U.S. 
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peaked in the 1992-1993 school year and 
has generally decreased since 1997.2  

So, what’s the problem if schools are 
safe? All behaviors mean something. Youth 
who turn to violence nearly always seek 
other (behavioral) means of communicat-
ing first.3 While the odds are low that you 
have had a shooting at your school, the 
odds are 100 percent that your students 
need to be heard.

Adventist schools are often located in 
seemingly safe, smaller communities. Yet, 
such tight-knit communities can actually 
create a subculture where messages about 
urgent needs are not shared with caring adults because of un-
spoken rules of silence, or because such needs are seen as moral 
faults. In the relatively small Heath High School in Paducah, Ken-
tucky, “a mass murder was inconceivable.”4  But in 1997, a young 
teen fired eight rounds into a prayer circle there, killing three stu-
dents and wounding five others. 

Is such an event equally “inconceivable” at your school? This 
may depend on whether your teachers listen to their students. In a 
survey of students’ and teachers’ perceptions, 64 percent of teach-
ers believed that they listened carefully to what students had to 
say, but only 35 percent of students believed that teachers listened 
carefully to what students said—a difference of nearly 30 percent, 
with two-thirds of students feeling unsupported by teachers.5   

Teachers may dismiss requests for help if a child seems to have 
done something to “deserve” the teasing or bullying, or if the 
child seems to be overreacting. Even if this is true, the pain is real 
to the child, and seeking help means something: The child needs 

help! He or she needs to be taught how to 
behave in a way that doesn’t “invite” retal-
iation. But the child also needs your help 
in getting the bullying to stop.

Even more than public school teach-
ers, Adventist teachers have a mandate to 
“listen.” This is part of our calling to help 
youth build loving connections with God 
and others. “Teachers often fail of com-
ing sufficiently into social relation with 
their pupils. They manifest too little sym-
pathy and tenderness, and too much of the 
dignity of the stern judge. . . . To be harsh 
and censorious, to stand aloof from his pu-

pils or treat them indifferently, is to close the avenues through 
which he [or she] might influence them for good. . . .The work [the 
teacher] is doing day by day will exert upon his [or her] pupils, 
and through them upon others, an influence that will not cease to 
extend and strengthen until time shall end.”6  

So, how can we listen to our youth? Students threatening vi-
olence toward themselves or others feel hopeless and helpless. 
They seek to regain control but typically lack social skills, self-
soothing skills, or problem-solving skills. Aggressive youth tend 
to interpret social cues incorrectly (e.g., positive or neutral be-
haviors are interpreted as hostile), view others as blocking their 
goals, can think of few non-aggressive responses to interper-
sonal problems, view aggression as an acceptable way of achiev-
ing their goals, and have difficulty crafting socially acceptable re-
sponses.7 Youth may also develop aggressive behaviors because 
they see that aggression sometimes “works.”8 These kinds of be-
haviors communicate that such youth need support to learn and 

  fulfilling a wish to die (e.g., “suicide by cop”).

  loners considerably more often than did their peers.

  percent versus 54 percent of cases).

  Asian, and 5 percent were from other ethnic or racial groups. 

  status and involvement.
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Table 1

Characteristics of School Attacks and Attackers
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practice new social and coping skills.
Which behaviors predict an im-

minent attack? It’s difficult to say 
precisely. An extensive evaluation9 
of the youthful shooters in nearly 
40 school attacks between 1974 and 
2000 revealed the characteristics 
listed in Table 1 on page 12.

Because characteristics of shoot-
ers are so varied, and a combination of factors can lead to attacks, 
trying to profile potentially dangerous students is not a good 
idea—it would misidentify innocent students and fail to identify 
others who don’t fit the profile. However, there is a commonal-
ity. Everyone has needs for belonging/affection, esteem, and self-
actualization. For every one of the shooters, these needs were not 
met.

Are the factors in Table 1 (guns, bullying, suicide, etc.) pres-
ent in Adventist schools? Absolutely. However, because these fac-
tors often occur in students who never become violent, a check 
list must be replaced by an understanding of the importance of 
paying attention to these behaviors—not because the youth is ex-
pected to be violent but because the behavior is a message that he 
or she needs care, support, and attention.

Clearly, certain behaviors must be investigated, such as: (1) 
ideas or plans for hurting oneself or others, (2) interest in or state-
ments about attacks, (3) access to weapons, and (4) approval of vi-
olence to solve problems. Although less urgent than the previous 
four, behavior changes in style of self-care, relating to others and 
daily events, activities and activity level, or health can signal sui-
cidal or homicidal thinking. Each of these behaviors also commu-
nicates a need for support. While a follow-up interview must be 
scheduled to clarify whether there is clear intent and risk of im-
minent danger, it is equally essential to listen to and support the 
youth because making threats means he or she needs support and 
attention. 

Whose Problem Is It? 
School violence is everyone’s problem: Each person coming 

into contact with students can either improve the safety of the 
school or increase its risk. But teachers are the school’s first de-
fense. To prevent students being “unnoticed,” at the beginning of 
the year, teachers should review their records and talk with the 

previous year’s teachers about each 
student. Administrators must be in-
cluded in discussions about students 
of concern since they have access to 
the entire student file and can spot 
the cumulative risk factors both in-
side the school and in the commu-
nity.

There are many things that teach-
ers, with the support of administra-
tors, can do to build the relationships 
necessary to minimize the risk of vi-
olence at school:

 • Be a supportive adult. To sup-
port youth with problem behaviors 
and recognize when something is 
amiss, an ongoing relationship is cru-
cial. Administrators must not dismiss 
worries expressed by caring adults 
on the basis that the adult is “too 
close” to the child to be objective—
these caring adults are the most cred-
ible. The support of an adult who is 

consistently available to and interested in a youth is a primary 
factor to help young people overcome traumas and stressors. 

Here is one way10 the principal can systematically ensure con-
nection for each student: (1) create a list of students; (2) have 
teachers put stars next to students with whom they have a positive 
connection; (3) ask teachers to make concerted efforts to connect 
with students who have no or few stars, searching for small posi-
tive points that might be traditionally viewed as “expected of all” 
but represent exceptions for a troubled student. Persistence, con-
sistency, and a refusal to be put off by unpleasant behaviors is es-
sential.

• Prevent bullying. This is part of “hearing” students. Bullying 
should never pass without comment—doing so will likely be seen 
by both the perpetrator and victim as condoning it.

• Watch for behavior changes. Increased anger or withdrawal, 
academic changes, writing about death, eating changes, etc., often 
indicate a need that teachers can address if they maintain at least 
a conversational relationship with each student. 

• Meet self-esteem needs. Teachers can help each student meet 
his or her needs for significance and belonging; competence and 
mastery; power and independence; and virtue and generosity.11 

• Teach appropriate behaviors. Teachers should provide posi-
tive, specific feedback about appropriate behaviors and rely less 
on punishment to manage negative behaviors, since punishment 
typically does not help the student learn the desired behavior. One 
study showed that 90 percent of teachers believed they praised 
students when they did well, but only 43 percent of students felt 
praised.12

• Integrate social-skills training into the curriculum. A posi-
tive classroom climate can be achieved if teachers provide train-
ing in problem-solving and social skills as part of the curriculum. 
Students trained to manage stress and relationships respond pro-
socially instead of aggressively. See the list of curriculum-based, 
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While the odds are 
low that you have 

had a shooting 
at your school, 

the odds are 100 
percent that your 

students need to be 
heard.
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empirically proven pro-
grams in the Resources 
section of this article.

School violence is 
also the students’ prob-
lem. In nearly every 
case, a fellow student 
knew about the attack 
in advance. Student in-
volvement does not 
just happen: the princi-
pal and teachers must 
get students involved. 
Inform students cor-
porately and remind 
them frequently that to 
maintain school and personal safety, stu-
dents must tell a trusted adult when they 
hear other students say they want to obtain 
weapons; talk, write, joke, or otherwise 
communicate ideas relating to homicide or 
suicide; plan or threaten an attack, even if 
the statements are made in anger and con-
tain little specificity (e.g., “Something big 
is gonna happen!”). Students must be re-
minded that both those in a radically dif-
ferent group as well as their close friends 
need support when desperate messages are 
communicated. Failure to share such state-
ments with adults who can access support 
and ensure safety is dangerous. 

Because youth may be uncomfortable 
sharing such information with an adult at 
school, administrators must ensure that 
students can submit such reports anony-
mously. There may be a hotline number students can call in your 
area—contact local school and government agencies or search the 
Internet.13 Administrators must take these reports seriously.

Telling an adult goes against the code of youth, so students fil-
ing a report must feel certain that their identities will not be re-

vealed. Advise them 
that seeking support 
for someone’s safety is 
not “tattling,” any more 
than seeking medical
care for a peer with a 
broken bone is “tat-
tling.” Adults must han-
dle reports in a reason-
able, fair, supportive, 
and confidential way, 
neither over- nor under-
reacting (see below).

The principal must 
make sure that students 
know about every re-

source available for reporting concerns 
and seeking support. A printed brochure 
on how best to approach and inform adults 
will decrease the barriers to reporting. Tell 
students that violent youth usually talk 
about their plans in advance as a way of 
communicating a need. Peers have the op-
portunity to prevent violence and meet the 
needs of these youth.

Making Sure At-Risk Students Get 
Help 

Principals must also ensure that at-
risk youth get psychological help. Current 
trends in psychology are receptive toward 
religion. Psychologists follow a code of 
ethics that prohibits religious discrimina-
tion and promotes working within the cli-
ent’s worldview. In the past, some Chris-

tians have not sought help from psychologists, believing that 
problems should be solved through prayer. Prayer is essential, 
but God also expects people to help one another. The first thing 
God proclaimed “not good” was Adam being alone—he needed 
a helper.14  God expected His people to listen to priests, proph-

Is there evidence, preferably from multiple sources, that the youth: 

Table 2 

Eleven Key Questions for Violence Risk Assessment
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In a survey of students’ 
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tions, 64 percent of 
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percent of students be-
lieved that teachers lis-
tened carefully to what 
students said.
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ets, and judges to correct their misbehaviors. Jesus’ interactions 
with Nicodemus reveal that He expected him to provide guid-
ance to His people. Spiritual gifts include the ability to counsel or 
teach. Keep in mind that the youth who has an inappropriate view 
of God is unlikely to benefit from prayer until he or she gains a 
clearer understanding of God’s love—something that can be ad-
dressed in therapy.

Psychologists provide targeted interventions that address the 
specific needs of youth, family, and school. Treatment plans iden-
tify specific goals, tell how they will be addressed, and describe 

what will be considered evidence of improvement. If a youth is 
referred initially because of a school’s concern about his or her 
risk for violence, the psychologist will determine whether the 
youth presents an imminent threat, identify steps to keep the 
counselee and others safe, explore a variety of solutions, and try 
to reduce the youth’s sense of hopelessness.

The principal should deliberately network with local mental 
health professionals. This might involve telephoning local psy-
chologists when no crisis is pending to ask how they would deal 
with referral of a potentially violent youth from a private Advent-
ist school. If a psychologist seems particularly helpful, the prin-
cipal can ask him or her to address the teachers about various 
topics of interest. Some psychologists might even present such 
seminars free of charge as a community service. This will enable 
the school staff to get to know the psychologist and his or her ap-
proach, and to see him or her as a resource. It is also helpful for 
principals to network with crisis-management teams in local pub-
lic schools to learn about available resources for private-school 
students and to develop a network of professional colleagues with 
whom to consult. Trying to make such connections after a crisis 
occurs is far riskier.

Dealing With Threats 
When a student behaves in a threatening way, how should 

teachers respond? The school staff must protect those under their 
care, including the threatening student. The principal and board 
must develop a plan before a crisis occurs. 

Threats must be acted on decisively and fairly. Reports that 
mention violence require immediate action. If a student is al-
ready acting on violent ideas (e.g., heading toward the school with 
a gun), then police must be contacted instantly. But, because di-
rect threats have not typically been part of the pattern of school 

attacks, administrators must not 
wait until a threat is issued to in-
tervene, gather additional infor-
mation, and refer youth for sup-
portive services. It is important 
to obtain information from a va-
riety of sources with whom the 
youth has been in contact be-
cause seemingly innocuous in-
formation, when pieced together, 
can reveal grave danger that may 
not be obvious to any single per-
son.

The principal must distinguish 
between a student who makes a 
threat (e.g., during an angry in-
terchange) and one who poses a 
threat (e.g., intends to act or has a 
plan). Although both youth must 
be heard and taken seriously—
with immediate support and re-
sources put into place on their 
behalf—those who pose a threat 
are an imminent danger, thus im-
mediate action is required. 

Interviews with the youth and others should always seek infor-
mation about the youth’s access to weapons, expertise in using 
firearms, and current efforts to obtain weapons and munitions. 
Fein et al. identify 11 key questions to use in assessing whether a 
student poses an imminent risk of violence (see Table 2 on page 
14).15 These must be investigated in a way that does not stigmatize 
the youth or increase his or her pain and discomfort.

Answers to these questions should be based on facts (not opin-
ions or emotions). The administrator should obtain information 
from the following sources, in the order listed:16 (1) school records 
and teacher interviews; (2) classmates and other adults who know 
the youth; (3) parents/guardians (making it clear you are seeking 
to help the youth); and (4) the youth himself or herself (using di-
rect but non-accusatory questions); and (5) the identified targets 
(if any). Answers to the questions in Table 2 should enable you to 
understand the youth’s needs and current risk, and prevent expul-
sions for playful or accidental behavior. Youth often say outra-
geous things that do not reflect their intent. Although discipline 
and supportive resources for managing student behavior are war-
ranted for playful/accidental behaviors, expulsion would be harm-
ful. Behaviors mean something, so addressing the need will prove 
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Summary

A positive class-
room climate 
can be achieved 
if teachers pro-
vide training in 
problem-solving 
and social skills 
as part of the 
curriculum.
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ex-
perience Now

Can you hear me now?

Yes!
______________________________________

Ron Coffen, Ph.D., is an Associate Professor 
of Educational and Counseling Psychology at 
Andrews University in Berrien Springs, Michigan. 
His doctorate is in Clinical Psychology with an 
emphasis in Child Psychology. Dr. Coffen is a 
licensed and practicing child psychologist with 
a small private practice and is also a full-time 
professor of graduate courses in youth emotional 

and behavioral problems, child and adolescent therapy, child devel-
opment, and cognitive assessment.

_____________________________________________________

Resources

Report: Threat Assessment in Schools
URL (free PDF)

Report: Final Report and Findings of the Safe School Initiative: Im-
plications for the Prevention of School Attacks in the United States

URL (free PDF):

-

-

Book: Reaching and Teaching Stressed and Anxious Learners in 
Grades 4-8
Google link (preview):

-

Guide:
The Handbook of School Violence and School Safety

URL (preview)

-

Booklet: Early Warning, Timely Response: A Guide to Safe Schools
-

URL (free PDF):
-

(Continued on next page)
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R
ecently, the issue of 
campus safety has 
become of growing 
interest within Ad-
ventist schools. How 
safe are our students? 

If a threat were issued on an Advent-
ist campus, would the faculty and staff 
be prepared to handle the crisis? What 
steps are presently being taken to en-
sure that students are safe, and how 
can those steps be improved? With 
the news of unfortunate events occur-
ring on college campuses—both pub-
lic and private colleges as well as Sev-
enth-day Adventist schools—these and 
many other additional questions have 
been raised.

According to the American Heritage 
Dictionary, a crisis is defined as “an 
unstable condition, as in political, so-
cial, or economic affairs, involving an 
impeding abrupt or decisive change.”1 
As our world continues to see an in-
crease in violence, crime, and terror-
ism, Adventist schools need to be pre-
pared for anything that may come their 
way. 

This article focuses on North Amer-
ican Adventist colleges but includes 
principles that can be adopted by K-12 
schools and higher education institu-
tions outside North America. It’s im-
portant to review what exactly our 
schools are doing in regard to the is-
sue of campus safety, and what needs 
to be done for the future. By looking at 
what campuses have experienced and 

What Adventist Colleges 
Are Doing to Ensure 

Campus Safety
BY ELLEN POIRIER
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analyzing the policies that are currently in place, the future 
of Adventist campus safety becomes much easier to pre-
dict and to prepare for. Margaret Spellings, the former United 
States Secretary of Education, said this of crisis management: 

“Knowing how to respond quickly and efficiently in a cri-
sis is critical to ensuring the safety of our schools and stu-
dents. The midst of a crisis is not the time to start figuring 
out who ought to do what. At that moment, everyone in-
volved—from top to bottom—should know the drill and 
know each other.”2 

Crisis management is an extremely critical issue for our 
education system. Our schools need to be prepared—for 
anything.

Protecting Students on Campus
In the past few years, Adventist colleges have faced some 

difficult challenges. Some of the better known incidents in-
clude a fire at Southern Adventist University’s Thatcher 
Hall (the women’s dormitory) and an assault on a professor 
at Andrews University. Both schools had excellent safety 
policies and procedures in place before these tragic events 
happened, yet the incidents still occurred. Because of inci-
dents like these, it is imperative to determine exactly what 
policies and procedures Adventist schools already have in 
place, how those procedures can be improved, and how fre-

quently they are updated, in 
order to protect everyone on 
campus.

Making sure administra-
tors, teachers/staff, and stu-
dents all are aware of the 
current safety procedures is 
crucial in the event of a cri-
sis. Without already estab-
lished policies and a process for actively updating them, 
campus safety cannot be ensured. 

So what are Adventist college campuses doing to protect 
employees and students?

1. Every North American Adventist college campus has 
an existing campus safety department. Each department has 
a director who is in charge of developing new procedures 
and following through on each safety procedure. The safety 
department is responsible for protecting the people on cam-
pus from a variety of dangers.  

2. Each campus safety department provides a 24-hour 
safety patrol to ensure that the campus is always being 
watched for suspicious activity. 

3. The campus safety departments provide, upon request, 
an escort to any location on campus. 

4. Most of the college safety departments have a section 
on their school’s Website that pro-
vides helpful safety tips, explaining 
what is and what is not correct safety
protocol. Students and employees 
can access useful information that 
will help keep them safe, both on
and off campus.
 
Guidelines for Dealing With Crime 
and Violence

Many schools already have spe-
cific guidelines for handling crime 
or violence. For those that do not, 
protocols must be set up so the staff 
and students will know what to do 
when a crisis happens. These guide-
lines must be easily accessible to 
dormitory residents. For example, 
on its Website,3 La Sierra University 
in Riverside, California, provides 
a section titled “Student Rights to 
Know,” an excellent resource for 
its students and faculty that clearly 
explains the campus policies and 

By looking at what campuses have experienced and 
analyzing the policies that are currently in place, 
the future of Adventist campus safety becomes much 
easier to predict and to prepare for.
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riety of other people are on campus, such as 
farm employees, repairmen, visiting profes-
sors, high school band clinic participants, retir-
ees doing research at the library, accreditation 
teams, church administrators and members at-
tending the university board meeting, newspa-
per reporters, delivery persons, and so on. Due 
to these complications, in most cases, colleges
must find creative ways to notify everyone on 
campus and protect them as best they can with 
the help of local law enforcement.

Fire Safety
On April 26, 2005, Southern Adventist Uni-

versity experienced a traumatic event—a day 
that was “the most difficult day of my presi-
dency,” said Gordon Bietz, the president of the 
university.9 A fire broke out early that Tuesday 
morning in the women’s residence hall, resulting 
in the death of one of the residents and other injuries. 

Ever since that unfortunate event, Southern Adventist 
University has rededicated itself to fire safety procedures 
and systems. Although the university had a code-compliant, 
proactive safety program at the time of the incident, they 
carefully reviewed their plan after the fire. The university’s 
Website includes a list of key fire safety elements:

1. Maps are posted around campus and within the dormi-
tories to show evacuation routes and the reassembly point.

2. When the alarm is activated, a university officer is dis-
patched to the scene to assess the situation, secure the area 
in question, and aid in evacuating the occupants of the fa-
cility. 

3. Fire extinguishers are strategically located throughout 
campus buildings.

4. On the back of each men’s and women’s residence hall 
room door, emergency procedures are posted.

5. Fire drills are conducted each semester.
6. Monthly inspections occur to ensure that the buildings 

are in compliance with the National Fire Protection Associ-
ation codes.

7. No candles, incense, oil lamps, or other open flames 
are allowed in the residence halls or other university build-
ings.

8. Additional fire safety tips are posted on the Website.10

Unexpected Threat
In 2007, Andrews University experienced a different type 

of safety incident. According to the school’s official state-
ment, early on the morning of April 16, a Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Theological Seminary student attacked a seminary 
professor. Hearing his cries for help, the professor’s office 
staff called the campus safety department and the local law 
enforcement. The student attacked both the police and the 
paramedics who responded. When the student was finally 
under control, he was taken into custody by the local law 
enforcement. Fortunately, the professor did not have life-

threatening injuries and was able to return to his classroom 
later that afternoon. 

With this sudden attention focused on its campus safety 
department, Andrews University immediately began to dis-
cuss and refine its procedures. Niels-Erik Andreasen, uni-
versity president, assured the entire campus that Andrews 
did indeed have “clearly defined procedures and processes
and trained, responsible individuals tasked to carry out 
those procedures in case of emergency. The Andrews Uni-
versity staff has not lost sight of emergency protocol. They 
are constantly working to review, revise, and renew those 
processes, reflecting responsible care and concern for the 
precious human resources on [their] campus.”11 Since that 
time, the Andrews has assembled a University Student In-
tervention Team.12

The Media
When a school is faced with a situation similar to what 

Southern Adventist University or Andrews University ex-
perienced, it is normal to expect the media to become in-
volved. Rather than taking an adversarial or defensive 
stance, the school can view the media as crucial to the de-
velopment of the school’s campus safety department and as 
providing insight into how the community views the school. 
However, most schools are unaware of how to correctly use 
the media, and in some cases, may suffer long-term damage 
from negative reporting. 

The Practical Information on Crisis Planning: A Guide 
for Schools and Communities provides helpful tips on how 
schools can use the media to their advantage.13 

Tips for Working With the Media
1. Make it a priority to work with the media so they are 

well acquainted with your school and its needs before some-
thing happens. Invite them to campus for a press conference 
describing your disaster preparedness planning. It will also 
be reassuring to the families of the students and to the fac-
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ulty and staff to know that there is a plan already in effect. 
2. Appoint one person to deal with the media. He or she 

should typically be in an administrative position—someone 
who is well informed about campus policy making and is 
able to clearly articulate information to the media. This per-
son is assigned to alert the media when a crisis occurs, and 
to issue follow-up statements as needed.

3. Make it clear that only the appointed person will make 
announcements to the media regarding the incident. This 
will make it easier to communicate with the media because 
they will already know who to contact for updates.

4. When dealing with a crisis, designate a site where all 
media announcements will be made. If possible, choose a 
site away from the students, faculty, and staff.

5. The campus staff should be alerted that when reporters 
ask for an interview or attempt to get pictures, they must be 
redirected to the designated media area. The media should 
get all their information from the designated person at the 
specified site, not from on-campus interviews with students 
and staff.

6. If the school coordinates one large press conference 
where both the emergency responders and the media are in-
vited to attend, this gives the school more control over how 
much information is released and when it is given.

After the Crisis
Following an incident on a school campus, students, fac-

ulty, and staff may react in varying ways. Dealing with a 
crisis is extremely difficult and, in some cases, “crisis in-
tervention” may be necessary. According to the previously 
mentioned crisis planning guide, crisis intervention involves 
a variety of “after the crisis” solutions and can be imple-
mented by faculty, counselors, social workers, or even com-
munity service providers, depending on their training.

The three most widely recognized crisis-intervention pro-
grams are group crisis intervention, acute traumatic stress 
management, and individual counseling. (See the article by 
Ron Coffen on page 11.)

Group Crisis Intervention1. 
The most common and successful type of crisis interven-

tion is group crisis intervention (GCI). This is also the most 
convenient type for both the students and the institution be-
cause it involves group therapy, which is more affordable 
than individual treatment. The interested individuals (stu-
dents or staff) meet together to discuss what happened and 
their various reactions to it. Together, they can share stories 
and provide support to everyone in the group session. How-
ever, if the supervisor finds that a participant needs more 
help than others in the group, individual counseling should 
be suggested (see Individual Counseling below).

Acute Traumatic Stress Management2. 
The goal of Acute Traumatic Stress Management (ATSM) 

is “to stimulate adaptive coping mechanisms and to stabilize 
more severe reactions among students.”14 There are 10 stages 
within the ATSM program:

• Assess the danger/safety for self and others.
• Consider the mechanism for injury.
• Evaluate the level of responsiveness.
• Address medical needs.
• Observe and identify at-risk individuals.
• Connect with these individuals.
• Ground the individual.
• Provide support.
• Normalize the response.
• Prepare for the future.

Individual Counseling3. 
When particular students cannot seem to handle the sit-

Making sure administrators, teachers/staff, and students all are aware of 
the current safety procedures is crucial in the event of a crisis.

Fire fighters, Thatcher Hall fire, Southern Adventist 
University, 2004.
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This article has been reviewed and approved by Adventist Risk Manage-
ment, Inc.

__________________________________________

At the time this article was written, Ellen Poirier
was a Summer Intern at Adventist Risk Manage-
ment, Inc., in Silver Spring, Maryland. She is 
currently a senior at Andrews University in Ber-
rien Springs, Michigan, and is pursuing a Bach-
elor of Fine Arts in Visual Communications with 
an emphasis in graphic design. 

____________________________________________________________

Practical Information on Crisis Planning: A Guide for Schools and 
Communities

Practical Information on Crisis Planning

-

Practical Information on Crisis Planning

-

Many schools already have spe-
cific guidelines for handling crime 
or violence. For those that do not, 
protocols must be set up so the staff 
and students will know what to do 
when a crisis happens.



http://jae.adventist.org                                                           The Journal of Adventist Education    October/November 2009         25 

The Problem in the United States 
The Bureau of Justice Statistics in collaboration with the Na-

tional Center for Education Statistics collects data from students, 
teachers, principals, and the public on school violence in the 
United States. They have found that the percentage of school vio-
lence increased from 71 percent in the 1999 to 2000 school year, 
and even higher, to 81 percent in the 2003-2004 school year. From 
July 1, 2004, through June 30, 2005, 21 children (5 to 18 years of 
age) were killed at U.S. schools.2 

A case in point is the disturbing Amish school shooting in 
Nichol Mines, Pennsylvania, on October 2, 2006. A disturbed 
man from the outside community held 10 little girls (aged 7-13) 
hostage. There were 26 students in school the day he attacked, 15 

boys and 11 girls. He shot all of the girls except the one who es-
caped, killing five, before taking his own life.3 This was only one 
of three deadly shootings that week (the other two occurred on 
September 27 and September 29, 2006).4 

One year later, on October 16, 2007, America’s worst mass 
school shooting occurred: the Virginia Tech massacre (as it is 
now known). Seung-Hui Cho, a 23-year-old student, shot and 
killed 32 people and wounded 17 before killing himself.5 Many 
wondered what motivated the shooter, and what, if anything could 
have been done to prevent this tragedy and others.

The Problem Internationally 
Studies, although limited, clearly show that violence is a ma-

jor problem in other countries as well, and not only in the U.S., as 
some might believe. Wherever it occurs, it has a negative impact 
on teaching and learning.6 

Researchers who studied school violence in 37 nations around 
the world reported problems that caused students and teachers to 
be fearful at school. In more than half of these countries, one in 
four students feared becoming a victim (i.e., being hurt or threat-
ened) at school; they also feared that their peers would be the vic-
tims of violence. The teachers were also concerned about the 
threat of violence, seeing it as interfering with their teaching and 
as a major barrier to their students’ learning.7 This has caused a 
tightening of security at schools around the world. 

The Problem in Adventist Schools
Who would have believed that schools in the 21st century 

would need metal detectors and other high-powered security de-
vices to identify weapons and other paraphernalia used in vio-

HOW 
SAFE 

IS YOUR SCHOOL?

“In an urban, working class city of 62,000, 
a young teenage boy carrying a knife en-
tered one of 40 mostly unlocked and un-
monitored entrances at a high school of 
over 2,000 kids. He was not a student at 
the school. He searched through the build-
ing for another boy with whom he had ar-
gued the previous weekend. He found him 
in a second floor hallway and stabbed him, 
injuring him severely. The victim’s best 
friend was stabbed to death as he tried to 
help his friend. The school had never be-
fore experienced this type of violence.” 1

BY PATTI HERRING AND ELIZABETH HOLZHAUSER
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lent assaults? We are still adjusting to the high security measures 
at airports, courthouses, and other governmental facilities—and 
now many schools, too, must operate under high security. You 
might be thinking, Not in Adventist schools. We don’t need ex-
pensive security devices, and our students do not have to endure 
the strip searches that are necessary at public schools; thank the 
Lord that Adventist schools do not have that problem. Further-
more, if we start securing our schools, the world might mistak-
enly assume that the measures are an admission that our schools 
are not safe. 

Many people believe that school violence is perpetuated by 
children who dress in a certain way, or live in bad neighborhoods, 
or who attend inner-city public schools—and the highly publi-
cized cases encourage these perceptions. We want to believe that 
our schools are special places, protected and exempt from the re-
alities of violence. Unfortunately, it is time for a reality check. 
Because of sin, the world is out of balance, and violent people are 
everywhere; thus unbalanced behavior can and does find its way 
to Adventist school campuses. We must take action now to pre-
vent this from happening. Preventing something before it happens 
makes a lot more sense than dealing with the consequences. 

This brings us to the question of how vigilant Adventist schools 
should be in preventing violence of all kinds on our campuses. In 
this article, we will discuss what you can do to keep your school 
safe and thus protect your students and staff. We do not wish to 
unduly alarm you, but instead fast-forward you into thinking 
about what adjustments are necessary to ensure that your school 
is safe, stays safe, and becomes safer. In addition, we will bring 
you up to date on research about the com-
plex issue of school violence, discredit 
some commonly held myths about the 
perpetrators of school violence, and pre-
sent some practical recommendations 
and helpful resources to help you guard 
and protect your school environment. 

What Is Violence?
What constitutes violence? The defini-

tion differs worldwide, depending on so-
cietal and cultural norms, but the World 
Health Organization (WHO) defines it as 
“the intentional use of physical force or 
power, threatened, or actual, against one-
self, another person, or against a group or 
community, that either results in or has 
a high likelihood of resulting in injury, 
death, psychological harm, mal-develop-
ment, or deprivation.”8 

• “Self-inflicted violence” includes acts 
of violence intentionally inflicted upon 
oneself such as suicide, skin cutting (or 

mutilation), and other self-destructive acts or behaviors. 
• “Interpersonal violence” is defined by the WHO as a victim-

offender relationship-type violence, whether occurring at school, 
in private, in public, in the family, or in the community. Inter-
personal violence includes corporal punishment used at school, 
bullying, harassment, child abuse, domestic violence, and vio-
lence perpetrated against someone because of gender, race/eth-
nicity, religious affiliations, age, disability, or sexual identity. The 
WHO considers such behavior violence even if it is committed or 
condoned by the government or those in control of an institution. 

• “Organized violence” is perpetrated by “social or political 
groups motivated by specific political, economic or social objec-

Researchers who studied school violence in 37 nations around the world 
reported problems that caused students and teachers to be fearful at school.
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tives.” Examples include war, religious, ra-
cial, gang, mob, and other group conflicts.9

Contributing Factors
It is important to remember that young 

people are not normally prone to vio-
lence,10 and those who do commit violent 
acts learned those behaviors from life cir-
cumstances or other factors that put them at 
higher risk than others to become violent of-
fenders. Some of these risk factors include 
the following: 

• Poor interpersonal communication skills
• Substance abuse (illegal substances, al-

cohol, and prescription drugs)
• Observing violence or inappropriate in-

terpersonal behavior in the home or in the 
community

• Being victimized (at home, at school, o  
in the community)

• Having access to firearms and ammuni-
tion, as well as other weapons 

• Disparate or preferential treatment if a 
member of or affiliated with certain racial/
ethnic groups, religious groups, genders, or school social groups 

• Socio-economic disparities between racial/ethnic groups, 
genders, or school social groups

• Media influences
• Peer influences11

• Gang affiliation
• Low school performance
• Inability of caregivers to maintain a stable family unit
• Cyber abuse12

• Anger about perceived 
unfair treatment, unjust 
rules or policies

• Societal, cultural, or 
neighborhood norms that 
condone violent behavior13

• Lack of spirituality in 
the home, and thus in the 
youth’s life.

Spirituality: The good 
news is that spirituality 
has a positive influence on 
children’s attitudes and be-
haviors. It is impossible 
to shield children from all 
negative influences in life, 
no matter how hard parents 
and teachers might try. 
However, the fact that par-
ents have had the foresight 
and the means to enroll 
their children in Adventist 

Many people believe that school 
violence is perpetuated by children 
who dress in a certain way, or live 
in bad neighborhoods, or who 
attend inner-city public schools—
and the most publicized cases 
encourage these perceptions.

r
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schools is an important preventive factor. Studies show that reg-
ular religious engagement can help compensate for exposure to 
acts of violence that children encounter in everyday life. Research 
also shows that children whose parents engage them 
in regular religious activities, and whose religious 
belief system and faith are exercised on a regular ba-
sis, are more likely to be able to handle accidental 
and occasional exposure to violence without harmful 
consequences (i.e., participating in delinquent behav-
ior and choosing delinquent associations).14 

Improving Interpersonal Relationships for Safer 
Schools

To investigate why some school environments 
have lower rates of violence than others, Court15 con-
ducted ethnographic research at an Israeli religious 
middle school (grades 6 through 8), Abu Snam, to 
discover this institution’s secrets for creating a non-
violent school environment. The students came from 
a mixed population of Moslem, Druze, and Christian 
Israelis. She found that school’s goal was to transmit 
values that encouraged students to choose non-vio-

lent behavior to resolve conflict and to get along with their peers, 
although the school was located in a violent community. 

The vice principal, a Druze, said that the school housed “three 
religions but one value,” which is “respect for other people.” 
Court reported: “I came away from this research feeling I had 
been privileged to see a remarkable school that is virtually free of 
violence, a considerable accomplishment in an area of the world 
fraught with violence and strife.”16 

How did they do it? Court found that leadership was the key to 
this school’s success. Administrators focused on communication, 
and stressed teaching tolerance, respect, and non-violent behavior 

WHO Information Series on School Health. Violence Prevention: 

An Important Element of a Health-Promoting School: http://www.who.

int/school_youth_health/media/en/93.pdf.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Using Environmen-

tal Design to Prevent School Violence: http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/dvp/

CPTED.htm.

The Ophelia Project  http://www.opheliaproject.org.

Government of Newfoundland and Labrador (2005). Creating Safe 

and Caring Learning Environments: A Teacher Resource: http://www.

gov.nl.ca/edu.

Constitutional Rights Foundation, Service Learning Network, The 

Challenge of School Violence. Talking Points: Causes of School Violence 

13:1 (2007): http://www.crf-usa.org/service-learning-network/13_1-

challenge-of-school-violence-lead.html.

[This article] will bring you up to 
date on research about the complex 

issue of school violence, discredit 
some commonly held myths about 
the perpetrators of school violence, 

and present some practical 
recommendations and helpful 

resources to help you guard and 
protect your school environment.

Violence Prevention Resources

.
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in response to school situations. Their anti-violence methods con-
sisted of the following strategies: 

• Implementing a Values Education Curriculum for all grade 
levels.

• Dealing with bullying, rudeness, or any other incidence of vi-
olence immediately when it occurred by talking, listening, engag-
ing other students in resolving the issue or conflict—never ignor-

ing any acts.17

• Requiring that everyone (students, school personnel, includ-
ing administration) refrain from gossiping or slanderous remarks, 
treat others with respect, and keep the doors of communication 
open.

• Speaking frankly with students about sensitive issues such 
as suicide bombings, and the consequences of such acts, and en-

T
he following myths were carefully de-

veloped by Dedman from detailed 

case files of the most notorious school 

shooters who ultimately committed sui-

cide, from comprehensive interviews 

with those convicted of school-asso-

ciated violence, as well as information 

from the United States Secret Service, and the United 

States Department of Education.18 

1. “He didn’t fit the profile.” There is no functional 

profile or checklist that will accurately predict whether 

someone is contemplating a violent act at the school 

site. Demographics, socioeconomic commonalities, 

family characteristics, and mental histories are too 

broad or vague to ensure that the innocent will not be 

unjustly profiled or stereotyped. Those who have com-

mitted acts of school violence represent all races, so-

cial and economic backgrounds, varying academic

achievement, and family circumstances. Although it is 

true that males constitute an overwhelming majority of 

the perpetrators, this is one of three major commonal-

ities. 

2. “He just snapped.” It is a rare that people “just 

snap.” According to the experts, most school attack-

ers had a preconceived plan, indicating that their act 

was not impulsive. Overall, the planning phase included 

contemplating the attack, logistical preparation, and 

weapon/ammunition procurement.

 3. “No one knew.” In nearly all cases, someone be-

sides the perpetrator knew of the plan. Some used 

one of three social networking Websites, YouTube, My-

Space, or Facebook. Additionally, friends of the attack-

er, siblings, or others knew of the idea or the plan, but 

in most cases did not tell an adult. 

4. “He hadn’t threatened anyone.” There is fear that 

any type of threat; no matter how implausible, will lead 

to a school shooting or an attack of some kind. This 

situation has led to an increase in unwarranted sus-

pensions and expulsions.19 At Ranchero Middle School 

in Hesperia, California, 8th grader Trinity Mathieson 

was suspended from school for two days for writing 

down the names of those students who were bullying 

him. His mother needed this information in order to re-

port the actions of the children to the principal. Writing 

down the names of his classmates on a piece of pa-

per was not a criminal act, but the administration re-

ferred to it as a “kill list.” The climate of fear generated

by an earlier incident at another school was used to 

justify the suspension. “Most attackers never threat-

ened, and an overwhelming majority who threaten

never attack.”

5. “He was a loner.” A significant number of the most 

notorious school shooters did have close friendships 

with classmates, were involved in social activities, 

sports, school-related clubs, and extra-curricular activ-

ities. Being stereotyped as a “loner” is not a homicid-

al determinate.

6. “He was crazy.”  For the most part,  the per-

petrators were never professionally diagnosed with a 

mental disorder. This is not to say that mental illness 

was not a factor. However, information from case his-

tories did confirm that many individuals had recent 

past histories of depression, suicidal thoughts or at-

tempts, as well as ineffective personal coping skills. 

7. “If only we’d had a SWAT team or metal detec-

tors.” Incidents begin and end quickly even when law 

enforcement responds promptly. Persons who are re-

solved to commit a crime will find a manner in which 

to do so. 

8. “He’d never touched a gun.” In all cases of school 

attacks in which multiple fatalities occurred, firearm 

usage was the culprit. The weapons were either pur-

chased by the attackers themselves, garnered from 

friends and relatives, or obtained from their own home 

environment. Moreover, the attackers usually practiced 

discharging the weapon prior to the event. The use 

of firearms is the second major commonality among 

school shooters. 

9. “We did everything we could to help him.” Bully-

ing by other students or groups of students prior to the 

attack was the major theme that emerged from analyz-

ing the case histories. The shooters felt that the adults 

in the school environment either could not or would 

not assist them. Furthermore, friends and family mem-

bers tended to minimize the bullying incidents. Bullying 

and other types of individual maltreatment is the third 

and final commonality. Consequently, teachers and 

school administrative staff were targeted in 50 percent 

of the fatalities. 

 10. “School violence is rampant.” Again, based 

upon a review of the available data, it is apparent that 

school shootings are extremely idiosyncratic events 

and not part of any discernible trend. Ironically, they 

may have received magnified coverage because of 

their rarity rather than their typicality.20

Ten Myths About School Violence Perpetrators
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gaging in discussion about non-violent 
ways of dealing with conflict and dis-
agreements in and out of the classroom.

• Structuring ongoing professional 
development activities for school per-
sonnel, both at school and in the com-
munity, including parents and commu-
nity members when appropriate. These 
activities were carefully evaluated for 
effectiveness and modifications made 
as necessary. 

• Including parents in the planning, 
implementing, and evaluating of anti-
violence activities by actually inviting them to school to see the 
school’s philosophy in action.

• Focusing on consistent, strong leadership.21

Physical Environmental Precautions for Safer Schools
For decades, public health workers have initiated changes in 

the environment to prevent disease and protect and restore the 
public’s health. Some environmental measures include quaran-
tine to prevent the spread of communicable diseases, seat belts 
and airbags to reduce vehicle deaths and injuries; and commu-
nity parks for safer outdoor physical activity that prevents obesity, 
heart disease, and other conditions related to a sedentary lifestyle. 
Criminologists, recognizing the strengths in this approach, fol-
lowed suit by identifying some characteristics of the physical en-

vironment that could be altered in or-
der to deter criminal activity. They 
identified such interventions as alter-
ing a building’s physical design, de-
creasing weapon availability, and con-
trolling and monitoring the number of 
people in a building and their purposes 
for being there.22 

Because of these factors, the Crime 
Prevention Through Environmen-
tal Design (CPTED) approach rec-
ommends changes in the physical en-
vironment that make it more diffi-

cult for perpetrators or assailants to commit violent acts. This 
plan does not address what motivates perpetrators to commit vio-
lent acts; it merely gives them less opportunity to act out their ag-
gressions. But implementing safety measures does make people 
feel safer and more secure, and encourages a sense of well-being. 
Fear is immobilizing, and interferes with the calm that is needed 
for teaching and learning. In protecting the school environment, 
CPTED suggests focusing on five major principles:23 

1. Natural surveillance means “minimizing opportunities 
for out-of-sight activities.” This involves using structural fea-
tures that make it easier to see what is going on at all times, in all 
places; for example, having windows in the doors of each class-
room, and at the entrance to the school office. This allows stu-
dents and staff on the inside of the school to see those on the out-

Teachers and staff should 
watch for and immediately 
deal with unacceptable 
behaviors, such as fighting, 
bullying, name-calling, 
and other acts of aggression 
meant to belittle or put down 
other students.
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side, and vice versa. 
2. Access management. This 

refers to closely monitoring ac-
cess to all school areas at all 
times, especially when school 
is in session. Entrances and ex-
its should be clearly marked, 
and signs used directing visitors 
to monitored areas and steering 
them away from unsupervised lo-
cations. When visitors are given access, they receive nametags, 
which they must wear throughout the visit. At the conclusion of 
the visit, they return the nametag to the main office and log out; 
this logbook becomes an official record. Access to dormitories 
and other locations that are off limits to the public should be re-
stricted through the installation of an electronic keycard/key pad 
system. Another example of managing access is using fencing, 
hedges, flowerbeds, or other landscaping features to regulate ac-
cess to the school. 

3. Territoriality. This term means having an area in the school 
that sends out an unmistakable message of “school pride” and 
“creating a warm and welcoming environment” that gives stu-
dents a sense of ownership. These messages should come from 
students, teachers, staff, and administrators. For example, as you 
enter the school, there could be a mural with a painting of Christ 
or a sign painted in school colors. Trophy cases could display 
awards won by students, teachers, or staff as well as other school 

prizes, student artwork, or 
pictures of everyone at work 
and at play, etc. 

4. Physical maintenance. 
This involves improving the 
physical appearance of the 
school with regular and con-
sistent repairs and mainte-
nance, so that it looks well 
kept at all times. This sends 

out a positive message to students and parents. For example, im-
mediately painting over graffiti, repairing walkways and stair-
ways to maintain safety, keeping restroom fixtures clean and in 
working order, keeping water fountains clean and sanitized, etc. 
Pretend you are expecting a special guest to visit; how would you 
like your school to look? Use this as a rule of thumb to maintain 
your school environment. 

5. Order maintenance. This means “fostering a sense of phys-
ical and social order” by immediately nipping unwanted behavior 
in the bud. For this to occur, an adult presence is needed when-
ever students are going from one area in the school to another, 
and wherever students congregate outside the classroom. Teach-
ers and staff should watch for and immediately deal with unac-
ceptable behaviors, such as fighting, bullying, name-calling, and 
other acts of aggression meant to belittle or put down other stu-
dents.

Teachers should not only set and model the social norms for  

Remember—advance planning 
does not mean you think that 
something will happen. It simply 
means you are prepared in the rare 
event that it does, and that you 
want to ensure everyone’s safety.
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A collaboration among school 
administrators, teachers, 
staff, parents, PTA members, 
school boards, law enforce-
ment, community programs 
and agencies, and the gov-
erning bodies of the world-
wide church is needed to keep 
our schools safe.
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✓ If confronted while seated in an office or classroom, imme-
diately fall to the floor.

✓ When walking down the hallway, look for an open room in 
which to take cover.

✓ Close, lock, and/or barricade doorways; turn off lights, and 
hide.

✓ If a room has shades or curtains, close them.
✓ When outdoors, get behind a tree, wall, or other barrier; lie 

down and wait for rescue.
✓ If caught in an open parking lot, hide behind the front wheel/

engine area of a vehicle.
✓ Once in a secured location, stay put; wait and listen for di-

rections from law enforcement. 
✓ Limit phone calls to emergency purposes only.

Conclusion
The main key to preventing and dealing with the issue of 

school violence is a thorough understanding of the facts sur-
rounding this problem. First, gather the facts. This involves con-
ducting a thorough needs assessment of your school environment 
to determine how safe your school is against threats from within 
(i.e., interpersonal behaviors) and from outside (i.e., an assailant 
attack). Then determine the best proactive anti-violence preven-
tion approaches to implement.

Schools can make a difference in teaching students to be non-
violent and to settle disputes peaceably, even if they have limited 
resources. A school’s greatest resource is manpower, people who 
want to make their schools safe places for learning and growth. 
Experts agree that the quality of school personnel affects the 
quality of education, and no doubt can affect the quality of vio-
lence prevention programs as well.27 All Adventist schools should 
have a values education component included in all curriculums, 
for all grade levels. This should be taught from a biblical and doc-
trinal standpoint, focusing on the Fruits of the Spirit (love, joy, 
peace, long-suffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, 
temperance—Galatians 5:22, 23), as themes. 

Safer school environments contribute to positive educational 
outcomes; unsafe ones contribute to poor future outcomes for ev-
eryone concerned. A collaboration among school administrators, 
teachers, staff, parents, PTA members, school boards, law en-
forcement, community programs and agencies, and the govern-
ing bodies of the worldwide church is needed to keep our schools 
safe. 

“Violence is neither ordained, nor is a necessary evil in our 
society. It is not caused directly by poverty or economic hardship, 
but is mediated by people living in poor economic conditions, liv-
ing environments, and conflict-ridden schools. Violence begins 
in the minds of men,”28 and, with God’s grace, violence can end 
there, too. ✐

__________________________________________

R. Patti Herring, Ph.D., R.N., is an Associate 
Professor at the School of Public Health, Depart-
ment of Health Promotion and Education, at
Loma Linda University in Loma Linda, Califor-
nia. She is also co-investigator for the Adventist 

Health Study-2. Elizabeth Holzhauser, M.P.H., 
C.H.E.S., is a doctoral student in the Department 
of Health Promotion Education at the Loma 
Linda University School of Public Health. 
___________________________________________
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S
chools are not immune to traumatic events. Recent 
incidents such as the swine flu pandemic outbreak 
or the mass shootings that occurred at Virginia Tech 
painfully remind us that, in an evil world, schools 
will continue to face crises and threats. Schools are 
also affected by other challenges, which may include 

suicides, accidental deaths, severe life-threatening physical inju-
ries, unexpected illnesses or deaths, and sexual assaults or abuse.

Despite the wholistic approach of their educational environ-
ment, Adventist students still remain vulnerable to traumatic 
events that can affect them physically, emotionally, cognitively, 
behaviorally, and spiritually. The recent vehicular deaths of four 
Pacific Union College students and the tragic accidental 2005 
dormitory fire that occurred at Southern Adventist University 
provide a clear warning that all Adventist educational institutions 

should develop, implement, and practice a crisis intervention 
response to various traumatic incidents that can affect the well 
being of their students, teachers, and staff. In fact, biblical princi-
ples suggest that Christian educational leaders have a moral obli-
gation to implement such policies and procedures. Specific prin-
ciples that support such action includes loving your neighbor as 
yourself (Galatians 5:14); children are a gift from the Lord (Psalm 
127:3); educators have a valid calling (Ephesians 4:11, 12); the 
responsibility of training children appropriately (Proverbs 22:6); 
loving each other as Christ loves each of us (John 15:12); and 
Christ’s example of meeting the immediate concerns of the peo-
ple, thus creating an atmosphere in which He could present the 
gospel to them (Matthew 4:23). 

Therefore, this article will outline a crisis intervention frame-
work that can provide support when psychological crises occur in 

Responding to               

              CRISIS 
in the Adventist Educational 
          Environment:

                             A CISM Perspective
BY HARVEY J. BURNETT, JR.
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an educational environment.

Defining Crisis, Critical Incidents, 
Critical Incident Stress, and Trauma

In order to understand and respond 
to the needs of students and others who 
have been exposed to traumatic events, 
we need to review several key terms: 

A crisis occurs when a stressful life 
event overwhelms a person’s ability to 
cope effectively with a perceived chal-
lenge or threat.1 The person’s psycholog-
ical balance is disrupted, making him or 
her unable to function adequately in var-
ious areas of daily living (e.g., decreased 
academic performance, abrupt cessation 
of church attendance, or increased use 
of sick time).

Critical incidents are the stressor 
events that can produce 
a crisis response in many 

human beings.2 Table 1 lists individual and commu-
nity incidents that may cause psychological trauma. 
Exposure to such incidents can lead to critical inci-
dent stress, a heightened state of arousal resulting in 
strong cognitive, emotional, physical, behavioral, and 
spiritual reactions.3

The wholistic biblical worldview embraced by 
Adventist educational institutions provides guiding 

principles to use in helping students and others who have been 
exposed to a critical incident. A key factor for Christian educators 
to keep in mind is that these events can affect students’ relation-
ship with God; therefore, teachers and administrators must create 
a learning environment that fosters a positive perception of God 
and His remnant church and reduces the likelihood that students 
will experience a crisis of faith. 

Responses of Children, Adolescents, and Adults to Critical 
Incidents

As stated earlier, direct or indirect exposure to a critical inci-
dent can cause stress reactions that affect several areas of human 
functioning. Some common signs and signals are listed in Table 
2 on page 36. Young people’s reactions to these traumas vary, 
depending on the following factors: proximity to the impact zone; 
comprehension of the nature of the disaster; physical injury sus-
tained; amount of disability; witnessing injury or death of one or 
more family members or friends; perceived or actual life threat; 
duration of life disruption; familial and personal property loss; 

Table 1

Common Individual and Community Critical (Traumatic) Incidents
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

                              Individual                           Community
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Vehicle accidents and plane crashes     Earthquakes, tornados, hurricanes, fires, floods
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Sexual assaults/abuse       Large-scale environmental pollution
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Life-threatening experiences      Multiple injury/fatal accidents
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Serious physical injury/abuse      Terrorism, war, bombings
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Perception of a serious threat to self or a significant other   Highly publicized violent or sexual crimes
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Psychological abuse       Traumatic events involving children
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Severe injury or death of a family member     Homicides in the community
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Suicide of a person close to the individual     Community-wide disasters and pandemics
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Homicide  
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Observing any of the individual or community incidents 

listed above 

All Adventist educational institutions 
should develop, implement, and practice 
a crisis intervention response to various 
traumatic incidents that can affect the 
well being of their students, teachers, and 
staff.
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parental reaction and extent of family disruption; 
child’s predisaster state; and probability of recur-
rence.4 Exposure to such traumas is much more 
widespread than might be imagined: According 
to Everly and Mitchell,5 children and adolescents 
have an estimated exposure rate of 40 percent to 
traumas.

A study by Vogel and Vernberg suggests that 
a child’s response to a disaster depends on his or 
her own perception of the trauma, which, in turn, 
is influenced by the child’s cognitive and physical level of devel-
opment.6 When experiencing loss, exposure to trauma, and dis-
ruption of routine, children may exhibit five responses: increased 
dependency on parents or guardians; nightmares; developmental 
regression; specific fears when exposed to reminders of the disas-
ter (e.g., a toy car if the child was in a car crash); and re-enact-
ment of the disaster through play.

It is important to remember that people react differently to 
traumatic events. Furthermore, the signs and symptoms may not 
appear immediately after the critical incident. Usually, the stress 
reactions are temporary but can last for a month or more. It is 
strongly recommended that if these behaviors persist, the person 
be referred to a mental health professional. 

Crisis Intervention Response
Crisis intervention is defined as the provision of emergency 

psychological care or “psychological first aid” to people affected 

by a critical incident in order to help them return 
to normal functioning and prevent or mitigate 
the psychological effects of the event.7 The hall-
marks of providing effective crisis intervention 
are listed in Table 3.8 The goals of crisis interven-
tion are stabilization, mitigation of acute signs 
and symptoms of distress, restoration of indepen-
dent functioning, and referral for a higher level of 
care when necessary.9

A well-established and effective method of 
caring for individuals exposed to traumatic events is the critical 
incident stress management (CISM) system developed by retired 
New York City firefighter and paramedic Dr. Jeffery T. Mitchell.10 
CISM interventions have three phases: pre-crisis, acute crisis, and 
post-crisis11 and are comprehensive enough to be applied to indi-
viduals, small or large groups affected by the crisis event, fami-
lies, organizations, and even an entire community. 

CISM services are educational and designed to enhance perfor-
mance and increase stress resistance. CISM is not psychotherapy, 
nor is it a substitute for psychological treatment.

 The CISM crisis intervention approach has evolved so that it 
now includes various core components to help reduce human dis-
tress. These components correspond to the categories of disaster 
mental health interventions12: (1) pre-crisis planning and training; 
(2) large-scale demobilization and staff consultation procedures 
for public safety personnel as well as large-group crisis manage-
ment briefings for civilian victims of terrorism, mass disaster, 

 
Table 2

Common Signs and Signals of a Stress Reaction

Physical Chills; thirst; fatigue; nausea; fainting; twitches; vomiting; dizziness; weakness; chest pain; headaches; ele- 
  vated blood pressure; rapid heart rate; muscle tremors; shock symptoms; grinding of teeth; visual difficul- 
  ties; profuse sweating; difficulty breathing; problems sleeping

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Cognitive Confusion; nightmares; uncertainty about the present or future; hyper-vigilance; suspiciousness; intrusive 
  images; placing blame; poor problem solving; poor abstract thinking, attention/decision making, or concen- 
  tration/memory; disorientation regarding time, place, or persons; difficulty identifying objects or people;  
  heightened or lowered alertness; increased or decreased awareness of surroundings

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Emotional Fear; guilt; grief; panic; denial; anxiety; agitation; irritabili ty; depression; intense anger; apprehension; 
  emotional shock or outbursts; feeling overwhelmed; loss of emotional control; inappropriate emotional 
  responses

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Behavioral Withdrawal; antisocial acts; inability to rest; intensified pacing; erratic movements; change in social activity; 
  change in speech patterns; loss or increase of appetite; hyper-alertness to environment; increased alcohol 
  or drug consumption; change in usual communications patterns (e.g., abrupt decrease or increase in number  
  of phone calls) 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Spiritual Anger at God; questioning of basic beliefs; withdrawal from places of worship; a feeling that faith practices  
  and rituals seem empty; a loss of meaning and purpose; an uncharacteristic religious involvement; a sense  
  of isolation from God; anger at clergy

It is important 
to remember 
that people re-
act differently 
to traumatic 
events.
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community crises, and school system trag-
edies; (3) individual acute crisis interven-
tion; (4) brief small-group discussions to 
help reduce acute symptom; (5) longer small-
group discussions; (6) family crisis interven-
tion; (7) pastoral/spiritual crisis intervention/
disaster ministry; (8) organizational crisis 
planning and interventions; and (9) follow-
up and referrals for additional psychological 
assessment and treatment where indicated.

The CISM model can be adapted to meet 
the needs of diverse organizations and set-
tings,13 including schools. In fact, the Inter-
national Critical Incident Stress Foundation 
(ICISF) has developed two specific two-
day training courses (Responding to School 
Crisis and Managing School Crisis) as well 
as a specialized training certificate to help 
responders meet the needs of students, par-
ents, and teachers exposed to critical inci-
dents. 

Providing a School-Based Crisis Inter-
vention Response

According to Schonfeld and Newgass, 
schools can provide a safe place where chil-
dren, adolescents, and college victims can 
go for help after a traumatic event.14 They 
assert that a properly trained school crisis 
response team can provide care, triage, support services, short-
term counseling, and referrals to community-service agencies, 
during and after a crisis affecting students, parents, staff, and 
other adults in the community. Therefore, we offer the follow-
ing general suggestions that all Adventist educational institutions 
can implement in order to provide an effective crisis response for 
their institution:

First, establish a crisis intervention response team. This school-
based team should include (1) a school counselor, psychologist, 
social worker, or a local community volunteer with training in 

counseling; (2) teachers who are will-
ing to work as a team and who have 
a sincere interest in serving others 
through providing crisis response; (3) 
a pastor or school chaplain; and (4) an 
administrator. Adventist colleges and 
universities should include their coun-
seling center employees as organizers, 
facilitators, and members of the school 
crisis intervention teams. The size 
of the crisis team will depend on the 
complexity of the crisis response plan 
established by the school and the avail-
able resources. 

Second, each Adventist school cri-
sis response team should develop stra-

tegic plans based on critical incidents that may require or bene-
fit from a team response. In the United States, most states have 
created helpful crisis response templates, available to all schools 
through their state department of education and/or local emer-
gency management office. Furthermore, the Department of Men-
tal Health and Substance Abuse of the World Health Organization 
has developed guidelines for mental health and psychosocial sup-
port in emergency settings.15 

The school crisis-response team can work as a subcommittee 
of a school health committee. The team should establish plans for 
the following types of crises: death of a student, staff member, 
or a community member whose demise affects a significant por-
tion of the school population; natural disasters likely to occur in 
a school’s geographic location; situations that involve a threat to 
the physical safety of students such as a violent crime or fire; and 
incidents that involve a perceived threat to the emotional stability 
of students such as bullying.16

Another important aspect of establishing a school crisis team is 
ensuring that its members receive appropriate training in the fol-
lowing core skill areas: assessment and triage; strategic planning; 
one-on-one, small group, and large group crisis interventions; 
and follow-up and referral mechanisms. School crisis team mem-
bers should also receive additional training for school-based crisis 
interventions. Crisis teams should meet regularly to practice their 
skills, assess and update their crisis plans, and review the latest 
information relating to crisis-intervention management. Table 4 
on page 38 lists several key training resources that are available.

Table 3

Hallmarks of Crisis Intervention

1. Provide early intervention.
2. Offer services near the person’s normal area of 
    functioning.
3. Encourage the person or group in crisis to believe that               
    the situation can be managed and that they can recover  
    from the experience.
4. The intervention should be short.
5. Simple, directive interventions are the most useful.
6. Interventions should be practical.
7. The responder must be willing to use novel ideas to  
    help.

The goals of crisis inter-
vention are stabiliza-
tion; mitigation of acute 
signs and symptoms of 
distress; restoration of 
independent function-
ing; and referral for 
a higher level of care 
when necessary.
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Pre-incident education is 
an extremely important part 
of crisis intervention. Advent-
ist schools should educate their 
students, parents, teacher aides, 
faculty, staff, and administra-
tors about the nature of critical 
incidents; their potential effect; 
and how to respond as an event 
evolves. They also should teach 
wholistic coping strategies that 
are useful prior to, during, and 
after traumatic incidents; and 
share what their school plans 
to do if such events occur. Age-
appropriate materials can be presented by a member of the school 
crisis team, a faculty or staff member, or a guest lecturer. 

A final key component in providing an effective crisis interven-
tion response is developing a list of referral resources to which 
the administrators can turn if a critical incident occurs. This will 
require identifying, contacting, and networking with community 
mental health providers, organizations, CISM teams, churches, 
and other local school districts to which administrators can 
quickly refer students, parents, and staff for additional or more 
critical support. Furthermore, some conferences have developed a 
list of licensed Adventist medical and mental health professionals 
in the conference service area that school crisis teams can include 
in their referral repertoire. 

Adventist schools that are too small or that lack the fund-
ing to develop an internal crisis team must build ongoing part-
nerships with neighboring school districts, colleges and univer-
sities, community mental health agencies, and if available, area 

and statewide CISM personnel. The International Critical Inci-
dent Stress Foundation (ICISF) provides CISM training, consul-
tations, and links to various state and local CISM teams through-
out the world.17 Through such partnerships, Adventist schools and 
their crisis response teams can obtain free or reduced cost train-
ing, access to additional referral resources, and support from 
other experienced and trained teams. Table 5 on page 39 provides 
a general listing of various resources that educational leaders and 
school crisis team members can contact for further information.

Conclusion
Nearly 2,000 years ago, Jesus warned His disciples that prior 

to His return, the world would experience traumatic events that 
would have a profound impact on all people of the earth regard-
less of age, race, gender, religious affiliation, level of educa-
tion, and socioeconomic status. Today, the escalating number 
of critical incidents occurring throughout the world testifies to 

Table 4

Crisis Intervention Training Resources
American Red Cross: http://www.redcross.org

Offers several training courses in crisis intervention and disaster response.

International Critical Incident Stress Foundation, Inc.:  http://www.icisf.org

Offers training in CISM interventions and CISM instructor training as well as a Certificate of Specialized Training Program in 

six specialty areas.

LivingWorks: http://www.livingworks.net

Offers the Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training (ASIST) model, which is the mostly widely used suicide intervention 

training program in the world.

Michigan Crisis Response Association, Inc.: http://www.mcrainc.com

Provides a list of teams in Michigan that are excellent resources for crisis response in schools, and provides training and 

support for organizations both in Michigan and beyond.

World Health Organization: http://www.who.int/mental_health/emergencies/en/

WHO’s Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse provides leadership, guidance, and technical advice for policy 

development and field intervention activities.

Small group critical incident stress debriefing.
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the fact that Christ’s return is imminent. Therefore, it is essen-
tial that Adventist educational institutions—at all levels—pre-
pare, plan, and train appropriate personnel to provide an appro-
priate response for their students, staff, parents, and members of 
the surrounding community who may be exposed to traumatic 
incidents. By providing such a timely, proactive response, they 
will not only be able to maintain an educational environment con-
ducive for learning, but will also communicate a clear message of 
care, compassion, and hope to our students, their parents, school, 

urgent call of Matthew 28:18, 19. By responding to crises well in 
our schools, we can be the “hands of God” to lead others to our 
Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 

__________________________________________

Harvey J. Burnett, Jr.,
Ph.D.,

_____________________________________________________________
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Table 5

General Crisis Intervention Response Resources
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Organization      Website   Contact Information
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

American Association of Christian Counselors  http://www.aacc.net  (800) 526-8673
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

American Association of Suicidology   http://www.suicidology.org  (202) 237-2280
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

American Red Cross     http://www.redcross.org  (800) 733-2767
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

International Critical Incident Stress Foundation, Inc.  http://www.icisf.org (410) 750-9600
           (410) 313-2473
           (Emergency Hotline)

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
National Center for PTSD     http://www.ncptsd.org  (802) 296-6300

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
National Suicide Hotline         800-SUICIDE
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“Do not fear” appears repeatedly as a directive in the Bi-
ble. Sometimes, this admonition is perceived as simply spiritual 
advice. During times of crisis or disaster, however, there is a great 
need to combine our spiritual assurances with practical informa-
tion and life-saving actions. Most of our educational institutions 
are subject to the threat of natural disasters such as earthquakes, 
tornadoes, fires, floods, hurricanes/cyclones, or tsunamis. Like-
wise, the risk of a violent incident involving a shooting or terror-
ism, or a nearby technological disaster such as a hazardous ma-
terials spill, is a real, and in many places, growing threat. While 
any of these events justifiably result in fear, having mechanisms 
to communicate the threat effectively during a crisis can provide 
a window for lifesaving actions, and prevent the panic that often 
occurs in emergency situations. 

Early emergency warning systems have historical roots in civil 
defense. Similar to the concept of air-raid sirens used in times of 

war, these systems were developed to warn of an imminent threat 
to the public that spreads over large geographic areas. During the 
Cold War, the United States established an emergency broadcast-
ing system known as CONELRAD, using radio stations.1 This na-
tional warning system evolved into the Emergency Broadcasting 
System (EBS), and subsequently into the present-day Emergency
Alert System (EAS), which was now used to notify the public of 
many threats, including severe weather alerts.2 Other countries 
continue to use air-raid sirens as their emergency warning sys-
tem. Given the global reach of natural disasters, the importance 
and value of emergency warning systems that can reach out to a 
large population has been highlighted by the immense death tolls 
from recent tsunamis, tropical storms, and hurricanes/cyclones. 

The proliferation of personal communication devices, such as 
cellular phones, pagers, texting devices, PDAs, and personal com-
puters, is revolutionizing emergency warning systems. Typically 
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offered as an off-site hosted service, 
today’s computer-based systems facil-
itate rapid message delivery to multi-
ple devices, and allow for delivery of 
the message to specific groups or au-
diences that can be targeted by the re-
cipients’ attributes or geography. One 
example of this targeted message de-
livery in action was the use of an au-
tomated “reverse 911” system during 
the 2007 wildfires in San Diego, Cal-
ifornia, which contacted thousands of 
residents through their home phones, 
giving them the order to evacuate.3 

How They Work
Emergency notification systems 

use multiple communication path-
ways, including voice calls to land-
line and cellular phones, along with 
text messages to cellular phones, pag-
ers, PDAs, and e-mail addresses, to simultaneously alert a large 
group of people about an emergency or disaster condition. On a 
school campus, specific instructions, such as an order to initiate a 
lock-down during threat of school violence, can be communicated

electronically to students, teachers, and staff within minutes, 
even if they are in different buildings on campus. Even individu-
als who are off campus would receive the notification and could 
be advised to stay away from the incident until the campus is 
deemed safe. 

When integrated into our educational institutions, emergency
notification systems can serve as a valuable tool to ensure early
warning about a campus crisis. Several emergency notification 
systems also provide for two-way communication, which allows 
the recipients to confirm receipt of the message or even indicate 
their current status as “safe” or “in need of assistance.” Systems 
that support two-way communication enable administrators to 
rapidly account for the status of students, teachers, and staff. Ac-
cess to reliable information is valuable in assuaging the fears that 
naturally arise during emergency or disaster experiences. Imag-
ine the relief in parents’ hearts upon finding out that their chil-
dren have confirmed through the notification system that they are 
safe after an earthquake or similar calamity. Similarly, emergency 
notification systems that include parents can be used to keep them 
informed about the initial incident and provide timely updates on 
the status of the emergency, reducing the need to answer individ-

ual inquiries or announce the infor-
mation publicly. 

Emergency notification systems can 
also be used for non-emergency ad-
ministrative purposes to reduce staff 
time and the reliance on phone trees. 
Uses might include conducting a rapid 
poll to determine the number of staff 
available for an event, informing a 
group of administrators about student 
illnesses, deaths, or localized emer-
gencies, or automatically bridging ex-
ecutive leadership into an unsched-
uled conference call.

Selecting a System
Selection of an emergency notifica-

tion system requires an understanding 
of your institution’s needs and exist-
ing communication resources, along 
with the capabilities of the service 

provider. Important features to look for in an emergency notifica-
tion system include the following:  

1. Supports multi-modal notification. A notification system 
should be able to quickly contact all of the devices to which you 

need to communicate. This might include home, work, and cellu-
lar phones, along with text messages to phones, e-mail addresses, 
pagers, or even fax machines.

2. Allows real-time, two-way communication. The best notifi-
cation systems not only send messages quickly, but can also con-
firm receipt of the message at the time of delivery. Confirmation 
reports should allow the message sender (or other authorized ad-
ministrators) to view message confirmations in real-time, and 
provide both cumulative response data, as well as the ability to 
view individual confirmation responses. 

3. Provides mechanisms for reliability and redundancy. The 
emergency notification system should always remain opera-   
tional, even if the communication infrastructure in your area 
collapses. Emergency notification service providers should have 
mechanisms in place for service redundancy, including emer-
gency self-sufficiency and multiple computer servers that are lo-
cated in different parts of the country or world. 

4. Has adequate capacity for emergency usage. If an emer- 
gency notification system is to be used for life-safety messages,
the system’s ability to deliver messages should be measured in 
minutes, not hours. Evaluating a notification system’s total capacity,

Having mechanisms to communicate the threat effectively 
during a crisis can provide a window for lifesaving 
actions, and prevent the panic that often occurs in 
emergency situations.
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voice and text message throughput per 
minute, and the percentage of utiliza-
tion historically seen by the service 
provider, will help you determine if 
all members of your institution can be 
messaged within the notification win-
dow you need. 

5. Offers multiple access points and 
methods for initiating an emergency 
message. Most emergency notification 
systems require messages to be initi-
ated from a secure Website, or by 
phone, using a touchtone keypad or 
interactive voice menu. Some systems 
offer access to a live operator who is 
trained to take and send the message, 
and a few allow the initiation of mes-
sages from an application downloaded 
to a smart phone. 

6. Remains affordable with your 
usage patterns. Emergency notification 
service providers offer different pricing 
packages—some allow a small number 
of messages and charge for overage, 
while others package large bundles of 
notification messages for a single price. 
A few providers allow unlimited usage 
of the notification system. Service providers’ prices are compet-
itive; thus, you should get comparative bids from several compa-
nies (many of them offer special pricing for schools). Recently, 
one notification system was made available to schools at no cost.4

7. Provides a user-friendly mechanism to manage and main-
tain the user contact database. Emergency notification service 

providers use different mechanisms 
and procedures to maintain a current 
database, ranging from manual data 
entry to automated systems that link to 
existing databases. Manual data entry 
works for small user groups, while 
larger institutions will likely benefit 
from linked systems that capitalize on 
existing databases, such as those from 
human resources. Some systems allow 
the use of a limited database, using 
names of users and e-mail addresses, 
to invite users to enter and update per-
sonal contact information via a secure 
Website. 

System Limitations
Understanding the inherent limita-

tions of emergency notification sys-

tems is crucial to the choice and successful integration of a sys-
tem. Because these systems use existing communications and 
Internet infrastructure—telephone lines, cellular phone towers, 
and Internet providers—damage to these resources will compro-
mise their ability to deliver messages. In situations with service 
denial due to high system usage or damaged infrastructure, text-

The proliferation of personal communication 
devices, such as cellular phones, pagers, texting 
devices, PDAs, and personal computers, is revo-
lutionizing emergency warning systems.

Emergency notification process for system in place at Loma Linda University
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based messages may be more reliable due to a lower consumption 
of bandwidth, compared to voice messages. Systems that span 
different technologies and use multiple methods of notification re-
duce the likelihood of message failure resulting from overload or 
damage in any one area of the infrastructure. 

Opt-in or Opt-out?
Emergency notification systems are only as good as the con-

tact information entered into the system’s database. For exam-
ple, if an individual has an outdated cellular phone number or 
e-mail address listed in the database, the system won’t be able 
to contact this person. Two primary approaches exist for enroll-
ing users and their contact information into the notification data-
base: opt-in and opt-out. The opt-in approach requires individual 
users to voluntarily enter their contact information if they wish to 
receive notifications. One of the disadvantages of opt-in systems 
has been a relatively low percentage of participants.5 The opt-out 
approach utilizes contact information from existing databases, 
and requires users in the database to opt out of the system if they 
do not want to receive notifications. While the opt-out approach 
usually results in a higher percentage of participants, the infor-
mation stored tends to be less reliable that obtained through opt-
in programs, resulting in a higher number of undeliverable mes-
sages.6  Hybrid approaches are possible in an educational setting, 
as students can be required to update their information and then 
be given the choice to opt-out during registration periods.

A database management plan is an important foundation for 
a successful emergency notification system. At a minimum, 
this plan should address which contact points will be used by 
the emergency notification service, whether the system will uti-
lize an opt-in or opt-out approach, how often the database will be 
updated, what process will be used to update batches of users as 
well as individual users when the need arises, and what measures 
will be taken to address database privacy and security concerns. 
Discussing how the database will be managed and maintained 
with a prospective vendor is critical. And developing a clear plan 
for keeping the database accurate and up to date before contract-
ing with an emergency notification service will help to ensure 
successful implementation and reliable ongoing service. 

One of Many Tools
Finally, as with all technological resources, emergency notifi-

cation systems should be viewed as one tool in a larger commu-
nication and notification strategy. Alternative methods for local-
ized message delivery include public address systems, sirens, 
bullhorns, electric signs, and even runners carrying written mes-
sages. Targeting a broader audience for message delivery includes 
the use of the school’s Webpage and partnerships with local 

broadcast media to deliver information through cable channels 
and radio stations. Emergency plans that integrate these meth-
ods into a layered approach with an emergency notification sys-
tem will help ensure that the message is delivered even in adverse 
conditions.7 

Successful communication is a key element in managing crises 
and disasters. With their ability to quickly distribute messages to 
individuals through multiple devices regardless of their location, 
emergency notification systems represent a significant break-
through in facilitating communication during emergencies and 
routine business. When used in conjunction with a well-devel-
oped and maintained emergency plan, these systems can help to 
overcome many of the traditional challenges of delivering practi-
cal and life-saving information to an entire institution in the event 
of an emergency. ✐    

_______________________________________________

Ehren Ngo, M.S., EMT-P, is Program Di-
rector for Emergency Medical Care’s Bache-
lor of Science and Emergency Preparedness 
and Response Certificate at Loma Linda Uni-
versity (LLU) in Loma Linda, California. Mr. 
Ngo has a long-standing interest in disas-
ter and emergency management and the ap-
plication of technology. His Master’s degree 
in Emergency Health Services focused on 
the health impacts of disasters. He serves as 
LLU’s disaster operations coordinator and is 
a liaison and trainer for the city of Loma Lin-
da’s Community Emergency Response Team 
(CERT) program. Rick Williams, Ph.D., is 
Vice President for Enrollment Management 
and Student Services at Loma Linda Uni-
versity. His responsibilities include manag-

ing the university’s emergency notification system for contacting 
LLU students.
________________________________________________________
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I
t was February 9, 2009, and Ardmore Adventist
Academy’s weather radio was forecasting bad 
weather during the night, which only prompted me 
to feel concerned, as head teacher, that some win-
dows in the gym might get broken by flying debris. 
So, the phone call and first sight of the tornado-
ravaged building were shocking, to say the least. 
Broken windows? It was impossible to even tell 
where the windows had been in the building!

My first thought was to thank the Lord that the 
calamity occurred at 7:38 p.m., when no one was in the build-
ing. Not only had the tornado struck after school let out for the 
day, but the scheduled board meeting also had been cancelled. 
Although much of the building had been demolished, we were 
pleased to see how well the bathrooms, our emergency location, 
had held up during the storm. 

What to Do First?
But then the reality of the enormous task ahead of us began to 

hit home, raising many urgent questions: How quickly could our 
insurance agents make arrangements to 
retrieve the still-usable items from the 
building? Had anyone contacted the con-
ference office? How could we quickly 

find a location to hold classes? How do we get the kids through 
this, emotionally? What steps do we need to take in reconstruct-
ing the building? Should we build an in-ground shelter?

The tornado that struck our school in Ardmore, Oklahoma, was 
classified as an EF 4, with winds of around 170 miles per hour. 
As I looked around, I was amazed that despite the devastation, 
the trees were budding. Then I realized that those weren’t buds; it 
was pink insulation splattered throughout the branches. 

From the pattern of downed trees and damaged buildings in the 
immediate neighborhood, it appeared that the tornado had splin-
tered into several parts. The portion that hit the school went right 
through the middle of the building. The back wall was left stand-
ing, but the front wall was bowed out, and the side walls were 
stacked like dominoes. The tornado collapsed the roof on most 
of the building, but totally removed it from the back third of the 
building, including the library where the school board would have 
convened. 

But in that room and several others, books and papers were 
neatly stacked on the tables and shelves, and pictures were still 
hanging on the walls. It was hard to comprehend that the storm 

could rip off the roof while leaving 
stacks of papers untouched. But, unless 
destroyed by the falling roof, most of the 
classroom materials were where we had 

BY STEPHEN DENNIS
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A tornado devasted Ardmore Adventist Academy in February 2009.

  



http://jae.adventist.org                                                           The Journal of Adventist Education    October/November 2009         45 

left them the day before. At 
the front of the building, the 
caved-in roof had actually 
stopped just three feet short of 
crushing our expensive hand-
bells, which looked just as 
we had left them after the last 
practice session.

Many of the items picked 
up by the tornado were scat-
tered throughout our pecan 
orchard. Broken windows, 
chunks of brick, and broken 
furniture were all mixed to-
gether.

The most urgent concern was where to hold classes and who 
to hire to rescue usable items from the school. Getting a team in 
quickly after a disaster is important (before it rains again or the 
building is vandalized). But if we had taken some additional time 
to compare bids from several companies, things would have gone 
more smoothly, and we might have saved some money.

One of the most important things we learned was that we 
should have chosen a contact person, either before the disaster or 
at least immediately afterward, whose assignment was to work 
with all groups or individuals, checking on their fees and the 
quality of their work, but even more important, making sure that 
the actions taken in a number of areas suited our needs, rather 
than simply following the insurance company’s directives. This 
included the rescue of usable materials, demolition of the current 
building, and reconstruction of the school plant.

Having one person in charge can prevent a variety of business 
problems, avoid miscommunication, promote unity in decision-
making, and ensure appropriate monitoring of expenses (which 
may even prevent fraud). This person has the final say about a va-
riety of decisions, and is the one through whom everyone should 
pass information: the insurance company, the school, the parents, 
the church, and the conference. Even though other people are des-
ignated to oversee certain projects, the contact person is the one 
ultimately in charge. When deciding how to proceed, school ad-
ministrators must not allow themselves to get stuck wrangling 
over decisions in a variety of committees. They must designate a 
contact person with the authority to move forward quickly.

Avoid Snap Decisions
Another lesson we learned is that it’s unwise 

to make quick decisions in an emergency situ-
ation. Consultation and research are necessary 
before making choices with long-term and ex-
pensive implications. Yes, some decisions will 
have to be made right away, for purposes
of emergency care and safety. But other deci-
sions can wait until after the shock of the ca-
lamity has passed and you have had a chance to 
seek counsel. 

In our case, the rescue team began clean-
ing up and removing usable materials from the 
building the day after the tornado struck, and 
finished its initial work about a week later. By 
that time, classes had already been moved to 
temporary quarters: Sabbath school rooms at 
the local Seventh-day Adventist church, about 
five miles away. 

Temporary Schoolrooms
Although board members and others brain-

stormed about a temporary location and we be-

 Disaster

The tornado that 
struck our school 

in Ardmore, 
Oklahoma, was 
classified as an 

EF 4, with winds 
of around 170 
miles per hour.

                The remaining portion of the academy building being removed.    
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gan looking for an alternate school site the same day the tornado 
struck, it was not until later that we realized we should have done 
some research to ensure that the classrooms had adequate space 
to conduct everyday school activities. Teachers and students and 
tables and supplies were all crammed in together. Having peo-
ple on top of people hinders the education process in ways that 
are just unimaginable. The large room into which I and the upper-
grade students moved was really very nice. But the smaller one 
was really tiny. My wife and her students 
actually got more done by sitting on the 
floor to do their work. 

As we searched for a long-term solution, 
we had to keep in mind a variety of safety 
and practical issues: health-department re-
quirements, especially the number of bath-
rooms and food preparation area; building 
security, especially in relation to visitor ac-
cess; and the adequacy and location of out-
side play areas. With our temporary quar-
ters, we were fortunate with the last one. 
The church property included a large 
empty grass lot.

Moving to Modular Buildings
Though using the church’s Sabbath 

school rooms was a helpful, if imperfect, short-term arrangement, 
we decided that installing modular classroom buildings on the 
playing field just west of the destroyed building would be a better 
long-term solution while we waited for our school to be rebuilt. 
It took a month to get the modular buildings in place and to prep 
them for classroom use. Looking back, I wish we had had shelv-
ing installed in the closets and chalkboards/whiteboards hung on 
the walls before we moved into the buildings. We also discovered 
that we needed to set up bottled-water dispensers in each room 
(modulars don’t come with much plumbing). For in-class shelv-
ing, we did find some crates at an office supply store that worked 
well until we got the desks replaced. The crates were stackable 
and connected to each other vertically and horizontally.

We had to replace all of the school’s outside play surface mate-
rials before we could allow the students to go outside for recess. 
Broken glass and other dangerous materials were strewn all over 
the field and playground. The gravel in our softwells beneath our 
playground sets had to be removed and replaced (we were able to 
get this done before we moved into the modular buildings). How-
ever, the grass didn’t get replanted until shortly before school dis-
missed for the summer, so the children never did get to play on it 

again.
We belatedly discovered that it would 

have been better to delay replacing some 
classroom furniture until our new build-
ing was finished. We had space issues in our 
modulars, which were designed for class-
rooms, when we had to use portions of 
them for storage. In hindsight, we probably 
should have acquired an additional modu-
lar building for our storage needs, which we 
may do yet.

Connecting With the Conference
Immediately contacting the conference 

educational superintendent after the disas-
ter was, of course, vitally important. The 
superintendent, with help from others at the 

conference office and several local pastors, organized a trauma 
intervention event for our students the Monday after the tornado 
(our first day back in class). If your conference doesn’t have peo-
ple at the office who can provide crisis counseling, they can prob-
ably put you in touch with local people to provide this service. 
The conference office can also be helpful in coordinating dona-
tions of textbooks from sister schools to enable you to get started
again.

As I write this article, in early July, work is moving forward 
on getting a stand-alone sign made. This is to identify the three 
modular classroom buildings, next to our destroyed school, as our 
temporary location while we are rebuilding. This is preferable to 
trying to attach a school sign to these temporary buildings. We 

The tornado collapsed 
the roof on most of 
the building, but to-
tally removed it from 
the back third of the 
building, including 
the library where the 
school board would 
have convened. 

                      Ardmore Adventist Academy students in one of their temporary classrooms.
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A few additional observations:

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________

Stephen Dennis, M.A.

The most urgent 
concern was 
where to hold 
classes and who 
to hire to rescue 
usable items 
from the school.
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