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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 
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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.
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