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Preface

Every parent sends their child to school to learn, to mature, and to enjoy interaction with
others, and with a simple expectation—that their children will return home safely and happily
every day. Unfortunately, however, efforts to ensure student safety have taken a prominent place
in school life in recent years, including widespread implementation of school active shooter drills
and security measures in the vast majority of K—12 schools in the United States. These practices
are intended to prevent tragedy and to prepare students and staff to respond successfully should
one occur. Yet in the process of preparing for rare but worrisome events, we must also ask: What
is the impact of these heightened worries on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of
students and school staff?

This congressionally mandated study, conducted by the National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine and supported by the U.S. Department of Education, examines the
potential adverse effects of so-called active shooter drills and related security measures on
students and staff. The committee was charged with evaluating the available evidence and
recommending actions to mitigate potential harms, while ensuring healthy development and
well-being in school environments.

In carrying out this important task, the committee faced a sobering reality: Although these
protective practices have become ubiquitous in U.S. schools, there is remarkably little evidence
to guide their design and implementation. While congressional enactment of the 1996 “Dickey
Amendment” did not explicitly prohibit such research, it prohibited the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention from using funding appropriated for injury prevention and control to
advocate for or promote gun control. The chilling effect of the Dickey Amendment on the use of
federal funding for research on gun violence more broadly also left critical questions unanswered
and opportunities to learn from school practices unrealized. For more than 2 decades—spanning
a period during which the number of school shootings markedly increased and these drills
became routine—public health research on gun violence and related prevention strategies was
significantly constrained.

As this report makes clear, continuing gaps in current evidence leave many unanswered
questions about the potential risks associated with school active shooter drills, as well as their
effectiveness. Needless to say, this uncertainty does not absolve us of the responsibility to take
preventive action. We know a great deal about what children and youth need to thrive. We also
know that some well-intentioned practices, when implemented without proper attention to
developmental needs, can produce unintended and potentially harmful consequences for many of
the children who are essentially treated as experimental subjects. A central purpose of this report
is to avoid these unintended consequences. Instead, the recommendations offered in this report
draw upon established developmental science, trauma-informed approaches to stressful events,
and a growing body of knowledge about resilience. Our aim is to help school leaders make
informed decisions to protect student and staff well-being.

XV
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This important assignment presents both a challenge and an opportunity. The committee’s
inquiry documented a broad and growing public interest in ensuring school safety. However, the
nation lacks a unified research agenda, and few states or schools have the resources needed to
undertake this work on their own. As a result, the work is fragmented and unsystematic: it is
distributed across government agencies, state legislatures, professional associations, advocacy
groups, researchers, and school districts. In the absence of a strong federal infrastructure
designed to nurture child and adolescent development throughout the nation, state and regional
collaboration will be essential so that evolving experience and knowledge is shared and
emerging best practices are accessible to all. Key challenges include standardizing the collection
of meaningful data, evaluating policies already in use, and highlighting both successful and
unsuccessful initiatives. By highlighting both innovation and failure, these jurisdictions are well
positioned to lead the way in building the future knowledge base in a systematic and careful way.
Indeed, without the development of a coordinated research enterprise, we risk losing yet another
generation of opportunities to answer the questions that matter most: Which practices truly keep
students and school staff safe, and which practices pose undue risks of harm?

The committee is hopeful that collaboration between state legislatures, universities, and
other research organizations, supported by occasional national funding initiatives, will be able to
nurture a long-term program of research and policy development. Our public sessions and
interviews revealed an intense and growing commitment to act. The recommendations in this
report aim to equip policymakers, educators, health professionals, and communities with the
tools they need to make informed decisions that are grounded in evidence and that are
appropriate for youth across the full range of development.

On behalf of the committee, we are pleased to offer this report to the nation as both a
resource and a call to action. We are grateful to the U.S. Congress, the U.S. Department of
Education, the staff of the National Academies, and the many individuals who contributed their
expertise and insight over the course of our deliberations. Most of all, we are mindful of the
students, families, educators, and school communities at the center of this work—those who are
asking the right questions and who live with the consequences of these policies every day. Their
experiences underscore the urgent need to act with care and clarity, ensuring that school safety
measures support the well-being of the children and adults they are meant to protect.

Richard J. Bonnie, Chair
Committee on the Impact of Active Shooter Drills
on Student Health and Wellbeing

July 2025
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Summary!

“Active shooter drills” are a relatively recent addition to the variety of safety and
emergency preparedness trainings offered for more than a century to students and teachers in
U.S. schools. The term active shooter drills has been used to describe a range of practices
including but not limited to lockdown drills, options-based drills, and full-scale simulation
exercises. These terms—particularly lockdown drills and active shooter drills—are often
conflated, though lockdowns represent only one practice on a broader spectrum of practices used
in schools as part of active shooter drills.?

Following the 1999 school shooting at Columbine High School in Colorado, some
schools began implementing active shooter drills as part of efforts to prepare for such incidents.
These drills became more prevalent 13 years later following the Sandy Hook Elementary School
shooting in Connecticut. Today, more than 25 years after Columbine, 95% of U.S. public schools
conduct active shooter drills as part of emergency response training. Yet while these drills are
now commonplace, evidence on their impact on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of
students and staff remains limited.

Increased public concern about school shooting incidents has coincided with increased
implementation of safety and security measures, including active shooter drills and physical
security measures (e.g., metal detectors, armed personnel, police presence). As a result, many
states now mandate active shooter drills; however, the ways in which those drills are defined,
designed, and implemented and the frequency with which they are carried out vary significantly.
Indeed, the conflation and imprecise use of terminology for the practices that are being used in
school active shooter drills further contributes to confusion about what types of activities
students and staff are experiencing.

STUDY OBJECTIVES AND STATEMENT OF TASK

As school active shooter drills and implementation of other physical security measures
have increased, so too have concerns about their potential negative effects on the mental,
emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff.

In this context, the 117th Congress requested a comprehensive study on the mental health
effects of lockdown drills and active shooter drills in elementary and secondary schools in the

! This summary does not include references. Citations for the discussion presented in the Summary appear in
the subsequent report chapters, as does a detailed discussion of the policies and evidence reviewed to support the
committee’s conclusions and recommendations.

2 Where possible, the committee specifies the nature of the drills described in the evidence reviewed.
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2 SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

United States. This legislation (Public Law 117-328)? directed the National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine to undertake a study focused on the mental, emotional, and
behavioral health outcomes of these drills. The goal was to better understand the potential risk of
adverse psychological effects and to identify best practices for mitigating those effects, as well as
to identify practices that can improve safety and security while minimizing harm. The National
Academies convened an ad hoc committee of relevant experts to carry out this study (see Box S-
1 for a summary of the committee’s statement of task). The 14-member committee included
experts in trauma-informed care, K—12 school administration and leadership, K—12 school
security policy and programs, developmental-behavioral pediatrics, child and adolescent
psychiatry and psychology, criminology, developmental neuroscience, developmental and family
psychology, school psychology, public health, public policy, and program development.

BOX S-1
Summarized Statement of Task

¢ Identify the potential short- and long-term mental, emotional, and behavioral health
effects of active shooter drills on students and school staff.

e Describe what is known about the potential effects of school active shooter drills on
various populations of students including students with disabilities, Black and Latinx
students, dual language learners, and students belonging to different age groups.

¢ Identify the components, criteria, features, best practices, and procedures for active
shooter drills that can minimize negative mental, emotional, and behavioral health
effects and that promote resilience in children, youth, and school staff.

o Determine the necessary supports, school programs, and staff experience needed to
implement, monitor, and evaluate the identified best practices.

It is important to recognize that the statement of task did not ask the committee to
evaluate the effectiveness of school active shooter drills or other school security measures. While
the effectiveness of these practices is an important consideration—particularly if there are
potential associated risks—the committee was tasked with assessing the known impacts of such
drills and security practices on mental, emotional, and behavioral outcomes and to identify
practices to mitigate adverse effects on students and staff. References to what is known about
effectiveness of practices or interventions are included where relevant to contextualize the
outcomes that may result from various policies, practices, and interventions. The question of
whether school active shooter drills should be discontinued altogether was also outside of the
scope of the committee’s charge; rather, the committee’s report focuses on identifying best
practices for mitigating risks to student and staff wellbeing when these practices are
implemented.

In responding to its statement of task, the committee drew on the specific body of
research related to the impact of school active shooter drills, and how these drills and other
school safety and security measures fit within a broader framework of comprehensive emergency

3 The appropriation can be found in https://www.congress.gov/congressional-report/117th-
congress/house-report/403.
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preparedness strategies that promote safe and supportive school environments. The committee
paid particular attention to community, school, family, and individual factors that can inform
best practices for the use of these measures as components of a broader school safety and
security strategy. The committee also drew on complementary research literature in such related
areas as child and adolescent development, trauma-informed and developmentally appropriate
practices, school safety, emergency preparedness, and violence prevention. To further enrich this
review, the committee also solicited expert testimony and input from constituent groups through
public information-gathering and listening sessions.

Although active shooter events can take place in a variety of locations, the committee
was tasked with focusing specifically on active shooter drills in schools to understand their
potential impact on mental, emotional, and behavioral health. The committee views schools as
fundamentally distinct from other types of settings where active shooter events may take place,
such as movie theaters, hospitals, and other workplaces. Schools are institutions for child and
adolescent development and learning, and children are legally mandated to attend them. The
wide age range of students in K—12 schools also introduces developmental considerations that
are essentially connected to school safety and that must be understood and accommodated in
order to create safe and supportive learning environments.

EVIDENCE ON MENTAL, EMOTIONAL, AND BEHAVIORAL HEALTH OUTCOMES

The committee’s review of the evidence informed the findings and conclusions that serve
as a foundation for its guidance on best practices before, during, and after school active shooter
drills. It also helped identify practices that should be avoided to prevent or mitigate the potential
for adverse impacts on mental, emotional, and behavioral health. The committee’s findings and
conclusions served as the basis for policy recommendations to meet the needs of schools,
students, staff, and communities in the implementation of school active shooter drills and other
school safety and security measures.

In reviewing practices being implemented in elementary and secondary schools across
the country, the committee noted the wide variety of practices referred to as “active shooter
drills”—many of which were not designed for application in schools or to meet the unique needs
of student populations. As previously noted, the committee also found that research on the
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes (e.g., fear, anxiety, perceptions of safety and
preparedness, perception of school climate) resulting from school active shooter drills and school
safety and security measures is limited. These two findings are not unrelated: the lack of standard
guidance on implementing school active shooter drills and the limited evidence evaluating
practices to identify areas for improvement have led to the wide variation in how drills are
implemented.

The current evidence base on the effects of school active shooter drills on mental,
emotional, and behavioral health is limited and mixed. While some studies show that drills may
increase participants’ sense of preparedness, others report increases in fear or distress—
especially among students with existing vulnerabilities. Responses vary widely, and most studies
reviewed by the committee relied on narrow outcome measures that may not fully capture more
subtle or lasting effects. There is also a lack of long-term or causal data that could offer clearer
guidance. Similarly, research on broader school safety and security practices offers mixed
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4 SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

findings that make it difficult to differentiate the impacts of specific practices or how multiple
security measures interact to influence mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes. For
example, measures such as locked doors may be perceived as protective, while more intensive or
visible security strategies—such as metal detectors or regular law enforcement personnel
presence—can cause some students to perceive their school environment as less safe. As with
school active shooter drills, the impact of these measures depends heavily on context, including
the school environment, developmental needs of students, and how policies are implemented.

Given the limited research on mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes related
to school active shooter drills and security measures, the committee regards systematic research
on this specific topic as a high priority. Specifically, it envisions a robust research agenda aiming
at better understanding the effectiveness of specific drill elements at preventing harm in the event
of an actual emergency, the potential risk for adverse outcomes associated with practicing these
elements, innovative preparedness strategies, and the varying impacts on diverse populations of
students and staff in K—12 schools. The committee also found that existing guidance on best
practices was developed by a variety of professional associations, researchers, state and federal
policymakers, foundations, advocacy organizations, and other groups and is not always
consistent. Thus, it identified opportunities to address and improve this fragmented nature of the
evidence base.

Tailoring approaches to school active shooter drills to meet the needs of individual
communities requires accounting for school and community contexts, which can complicate
efforts to provide standardized guidance. However, schools can improve the effectiveness of
their safety and security planning through collaboration among educators, families, community
members, law enforcement and first responders, and mental and physical health professionals.

The literature points to confidence among students and staff in their preparedness and
their development of skills in regulating emotional responses in emergency situations as factors
that could improve their sense of safety. The committee identified opportunities to ensure that all
students and staff are prepared, can develop emotion-regulation skills, have their needs
considered, and can be included in emergency preparedness efforts. For example, students with
disabilities or functional and access needs—including visual, hearing, communication-related,
mobility-related, cognitive, attentional, and emotional—are sometimes not included in
emergency management planning, which in turn may limit their opportunities for their full
participation in emergency drills and preparedness for emergencies with potential consequences
for mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes. Principles such as universal design* offer
an approach that schools can use to develop usable and accessible practices to ensure that the
needs of all students and staff are met.

BEST PRACTICES FOR PROTECTING MENTAL, EMOTIONAL, AND
BEHAVIORAL HEALTH FOR STUDENTS AND STAFF

The committee’s review of the available research and professional consensus on best
practices for implementing school active shooter drills and on their impact—as well as the

4 Universal design is “the design and composition of an environment so that it can be accessed,
understood, and used to the greatest extent possible by all people regardless of their age, size, ability, or
disability” (section508.gov).
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research literature on developmentally appropriate practices for fostering mental, emotional, and
behavioral health—informed its formulation of strategies for mitigating potential risks to
students and staff when implementing school active shooter drills.

While many schools conduct active shooter drills as part of their emergency response
efforts, it is important for these drills to be grounded in the broader context of the school’s
comprehensive safety plan. When school active shooter drills are performed in isolation (as they
often are), without taking adequate account of the children’s emotional and psychological well-
being, they can inadvertently arouse unnecessary anxiety or fear. When grounded in a positive
school climate, these drills can foster a prepared, resilient, and calm school community. Thus,
rather than viewing drills as isolated events responding to a hypothesized immediate threat,
schools can connect them to broader discussions about safety, school climate, and well-being.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Schools should adopt trauma-informed, developmentally
appropriate approaches to school active shooter drills that balance preparedness with
emotional and psychological safety. It is essential for the design and implementation
of drills to prioritize student and staff well-being in order to prevent unnecessary
mental, emotional, and behavioral health harms and ensure that drills foster
environments conducive to the learning and skill-building they are intended to
impart. State-level legislation mandating drills should require the implementation of
trauma-informed, developmentally appropriate drills designed with input from
experts in mental health and child development.

The committee’s review of the evidence also identified practices that are likely to cause
mental, emotional, and behavioral health harms when implemented in the context of school
active shooter drills: simulation exercises involving student participation; high-intensity, hyper-
realistic, or high-sensorial components; and deception.

RECOMMENDATION 2: State legislatures and education agencies should enact
policies prohibiting the use of high-intensity or high-sensorial simulations and
exercises, as well as deception, as part of active shooter drills in K-12 schools. If
statewide action is not taken, local school districts should prohibit the use of these
practices as part of active shooter drills and should require that all drills be
announced to students, staff, and parents before they begin.

Table S-1 outlines practices that are least likely to cause MEB harms before, during, and
after school active shooter drills (highlighted in green); practices that should be implemented
with caution because they are more likely to have negative impact than positive impact on
mental, emotional, and behavioral health (highlighted in yellow); and practices that professional
consensus largely agrees should not be implemented due to their high potential to cause harm
(highlighted in red). These practices are discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.

TABLE S-1 Strategies for Mitigating Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral (MEB) Health Harms
When Implementing School Active Shooter Drills

Practices Least Likely to Cause MEB Health Harms
Before:
e Implement robust social-emotional programming to help students develop the skills
needed to engage successfully in drills.
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Implement with Caution—More Likely to Have Negative than Positive MEB Health
Impacts:

e Implement options-based practices with caution as they may be more likely to have
negative MEB health impacts. Guidance is needed on adaptations of options-based
approaches for different groups and populations, as well as on the appropriateness of
these practices for various developmental stages.

Overall, the committee concluded that a positive school climate® is foundational to the
effective implementation of school active shooter drills, and that school safety preparedness

5 School climate refers to the overall quality and character of school life, shaped by the shared
experiences of students, families, and educators. It encompasses the school’s norms, values, relationships,
teaching practices, and organizational structures. A positive school climate promotes safety, respect within
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plans can be integrated into a broad framework that addresses prevention, mental health
supports, and school climate. Currently, however, access to the resources required to implement
best practices effectively—not only funding, but also staff capacity and time—varies across
schools. In addition to these resource constraints, schools may face context-specific challenges
such as urbanicity and distance from first responders. The resulting variations in timing,
methods, and decision-makers involved in implementing practices that are less likely to cause
MEB harms can significantly shape the experiences of both students and staff. Thus, there is a
need for strategies to ensure that schools have access to the necessary resources.

IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS

Considerable autonomy exists at the state, district, and school levels to select programs
and strategies that address local needs. Decision-makers balance policies, feedback from key
constituencies, appropriateness and context fit, perceived effectiveness, implementation capacity,
and cost—among other factors—when deciding which policies and practices to adopt.

The committee formulated recommendations, summarized in this section, aimed at
fostering consistent implementation and a unified understanding of best practices in school active
shooter drills, ending the use of practices likely to cause mental, emotional, and behavioral
health harms, addressing disparities in access to resources critical for a safe and supportive
school environment, improving accessibility to ensure that all students and staff are considered in
emergency planning, and promoting training for law enforcement personnel working in schools.

Responsibility for developing guidance on active shooter drills has been spread across
multiple entities, including professional associations, researchers, state and federal agencies,
foundations, and advocacy organizations. While these groups have offered valuable
recommendations, including best practices and policies, a cohesive, coordinated approach is
necessary to ensure that schools have the resources, training, and support needed to implement
strategies that are safe for all students. The committee’s recommendations outline actionable
strategies tailored to each level of potential influence, ranging from national policy initiatives to
school-based implementation efforts. Additionally, the committee highlights opportunities for
philanthropic organizations and interested researchers to support schools in identifying, refining,
and evaluating best practices. By fostering multilevel collaboration, schools can strengthen their
emergency preparedness strategies while ensuring that the well-being of students and staff
remains at the center of these efforts.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Federal agencies, including the Department of Education,
the Department of Health and Human Services, the Federal Emergency Management
Agency, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, should issue national
best-practice guidelines aligned with the committee’s guidance to follow trauma-
informed and developmentally appropriate principles.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Research funders, including philanthropic organizations
and research institutions, should fund independent studies on the effects of school
active shooter drills on mental, emotional, and behavioral health, and support the

the school community, collaboration, and engagement, supporting both learning and healthy development
(schoolclimate.org).
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adoption of trauma-informed safety practices to ensure that school safety practices
are evidence based and centered on the health of students and school staff.

RECOMMENDATION 5: School districts should ensure that school nurses, school
counselors, school psychologists, school social workers, and other school-based health
professionals are engaged in proactively monitoring students for signs of anxiety or
distress during and following school active shooter drills. School districts should
provide educators and school staff with training that equips them to recognize and
monitor signs of psychological distress in students when school active shooter drills
are implemented. School districts, informed by mental health professionals, should
ensure that appropriate mental, emotional, and behavioral health support services
for students are available when drills are conducted.

RECOMMENDATION 6: Any sworn law enforcement officer assigned to work in
elementary or secondary schools should be properly trained to work with students in
an educational environment and properly prepared to respond in a developmentally
appropriate manner to the mental, emotional, and behavioral health needs of school-
aged children and adolescents.

State legislatures should require that all law enforcement officers assigned to
schools—including full-time school resource officers and other sworn law
enforcement officers stationed temporarily in schools—complete specialized
training in supporting student well-being and contributing to safe, developmentally
appropriate emergency responses that mitigate adverse mental, emotional, and
behavioral health outcomes for students and school staff.

Law enforcement officers assigned to work in elementary or secondary schools
should be trained in the specific drills and security measures used in the schools
they serve to ensure coordinated and effective responses.

School districts and law enforcement agencies should verify that all officers working
in schools have completed the required training prior to any school assignment.
Researchers, education policy organizations, law enforcement training institutes,
and law enforcement professional organizations should conduct research on the
effectiveness of school resource officer training for all law enforcement officers
assigned to schools, with a particular focus on their role in school active shooter
drills and develop standardized training curricula for use nationwide.

RECOMMENDATION 7: To ensure that all schools have sufficient resources to

implement best practices in school safety, federal, state, and local governments should
ensure that adequate funding is provided and sustained to promote a positive school
climate; to foster safe and healthy learning environments; and to design, monitor, and
evaluate school safety measures and policies, especially as they relate to reducing potential
negative mental, emotional, and behavioral health impacts.

e Congress should fund the provisions of the Bipartisan Safer Communities
Act pertaining to school safety initiatives, violence prevention efforts, and
programs that promote a positive school climate.

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



SUMMARY

In the absence of federal action, state legislatures and education agencies
should establish school safety grant programs to provide targeted funding
for safety initiatives, student mental health, and program evaluation.

Local school boards and municipal governments should allocate
discretionary education funds to support school safety programs if federal or
state funding is unavailable or inadequate.

Foundations, corporate sponsors, and community organizations should be
engaged to provide supplemental funding for developmentally appropriate
school safety initiatives, particularly in underfunded districts.

RECOMMENDATION 8: Students with disabilities should have equal access to
emergency preparedness activities—including school active shooter drills—to ensure
their safety during emergencies. Policies at the federal, state, and local levels should
ensure that emergency preparedness measures address the individual needs of
students, and schools should provide accommodations that allow students with
disabilities to participate effectively in active shooter drills without compromising
their well-being.

Federal agencies, including the U.S. Department of Education, the
Department of Justice, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency,
should issue formal guidance clarifying how schools should apply the
Americans with Disabilities Act, the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act, and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 to school active shooter
drills.

If federal action is delayed, state education agencies, legislatures, and
emergency management agencies should take the lead in ensuring that
students with disabilities are fully included in emergency drills with
necessary accommodations. State laws and policies should mandate that
schools plan proactively for accessibility in preparedness efforts.

School districts, local education agencies, and municipal governments should
take immediate steps to ensure that active shooter drills are accessible to
students with disabilities by integrating clear accessibility measures into their
planning and implementation.

Disability advocacy organizations, educational foundations, and private-
sector partners should collaborate to develop training materials and best-
practice toolkits that support schools in implementing accessible active
shooter drills.

Researchers, universities, and disability advocacy organizations should
collaborate to study the effectiveness of accessible active shooter drills,
particularly their impact on students with disabilities.

RECOMMENDATION 9: Schools should establish clear standards to ensure that
active shooter drills are accessible to all students and staff and accommodate
functional and access needs to ensure full participation and safety during
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emergencies. To address this obligation, specific requirements should be established
to guide the planning and implementation of school active shooter drills that prioritize
safety for all students and staff.

The U.S. Department of Education, the Federal Emergency Management
Agency, and the Department of Justice should issue guidance for ensuring
that functional and access needs are addressed in school emergency
preparedness efforts.

State legislatures and education agencies should implement policies requiring
schools to proactively identify and support students and staff with functional
and access needs in emergency preparedness activities.

School districts should develop clear protocols for meeting functional and
access needs during school active shooter drills.

Philanthropic organizations and private-sector partners should support the
development of training materials and guidance for school staff and safety
teams, as well as pilot programs that help schools implement inclusive
emergency preparedness practices.

Universities, research institutions, and advocacy groups should collaborate to
study the effectiveness of accessible emergency preparedness measures,
particularly their impact on students with functional and access needs.

THE CHALLENGE AHEAD: BUILDING THE EVIDENCE BASE

Although an important goal of school active shooter drills is to enhance feelings of safety
and preparedness, research exploring the actual effects of these drills on the mental, emotional,
and behavioral health and well-being of those required to participate in them is sparse. The
committee’s review of the available research on this topic and on the impacts of other commonly
used security measures, identified limitations in the areas of research design and funding, data
and outcome measures, subgroup analysis, attention to individual drill components and
adult/staff populations, and guidance on the roles of school resource officers and community
engagement strategies. The committee noted opportunities to fill these gaps by focusing on the
following research priorities:

Identifying and refining best practices in the implementation of school active
shooter drills

Identifying suitable variations in varied community and population contexts
Developing standardized measures for assessing the effectiveness of school active
shooter drills

Ascertaining the effects of school active shooter drills on individual mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes

Identifying and exploring ethical considerations bearing on research on the
effectiveness and impact of school active shooter drills

Quantifying and managing costs while assuring best practices

The committee also identified opportunities to improve the current data infrastructure and
support future research by strengthening current data collection efforts to ensure more
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comprehensive tracking of safety and security policies and practices across schools—for
example, by adding questions to existing surveys to capture more information about the mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes associated with those measures. Leveraging existing
data sources as a starting point has the potential to advance the evidence base more rapidly than
would otherwise be possible.
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Introduction

Fully 95% of U.S. public schools conduct active shooter drills. However, the lack of
consistent standards informing these practices has led to significant variations in their
implementation, raising questions about both efficacy and possible negative impact on students
and staff (Executive Office of the President, 2024). These drills may increase preparedness, but
they may also induce feelings of anxiety and fear among students, their families and school staff.
Limited research on the long- and short-term effects of school active shooter drills on the mental,
emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff has left many of these questions without
definitive answers. Accordingly, Congress directed the National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine to study the mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes
resulting from the implementation of school active shooter drills and the use of school-based
security to ascertain what is known about the impact of these interventions on outcomes among
K—12 students and staff. The appropriation can be found in House Report 117-403 (U.S. House
of Representatives, 2022).

In 2003, a National Research Council report on the history of school violence (Deadly
Lessons: Understanding Lethal School Violence) found that, while school violence is statistically
rare, it can have lasting psychological effects on students and staff. However, recent studies
indicate that school active shooter drills—designed to prepare students for such incidents—may
also exacerbate anxiety, fear, and stress. Two National Academies reports—7he Promise of
Adolescence (2019b) and Vibrant and Healthy Kids (2019¢c)—emphasize the importance of
addressing the unique needs of children and youth and the potential negative effects of stress on
their development. These reports explain that failing to do so can lead to academic struggles,
adverse mental health effects, and other long-term health consequences.

Some students and staff may be particularly vulnerable to negative effects of school
active shooter drills (NASEM, 2019b, 2019c). For example, individuals with anxiety disorders,
histories of past trauma, or disabilities may experience heightened distress and require
individualized accommodations to enable them to participate in drills. Similarly, some students
may need individualized emergency preparations to process information quickly or maintain
silence during drills. Others may need language supports to understand and follow instructions or
mobility supports to accommodate physical limitations. Unfortunately, little research or guidance
is currently available to help staff understand and to address the needs of all students.

Schools face a complex challenge: balancing preparedness with the need to safeguard
student well-being. A trauma-informed approach to school safety, grounded in evidence-based
practices, is essential to ensure that drills are effective and do not cause harm. The aim of this
report is to ascertain what is currently known about the impacts of school active shooter drills on
the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and school staff and to provide guidance
that can inform policy and practice on how to prepare for active shooter drills in K—12 schools,
while also exploring some of the broader complexities of school safety. The report identifies a
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variety of school safety and security practices that are likely to be effective while minimizing
unintended harms.

SCOPE OF THE STUDY

In 2023, the 117th Congress requested a comprehensive study on the mental health
effects of lockdown drills and active shooter drills® in elementary and secondary schools in the
United States. This legislation, the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2023, directed the
National Academies to undertake a study focused on the mental, emotional, and behavioral
health outcomes of these drills. The goal of this legislation is to gain a better understanding the
potential risk of adverse psychological effects and to identify best practices for mitigating those
effects, as well as to identify practices that can improve safety and security while minimizing
harm. The legislation forms the basis for the committee’s statement of task (Box 1-1).

In response to this congressional direction, the National Academies Board on Children,
Youth, and Families convened an expert committee in 2024 to carry out the requested study and
develop this report. The 14-member committee includes experts in trauma-informed care, K—12
school administration and leadership, K—12 school security policy and program, developmental-
behavioral pediatrics, child and adolescent psychiatry and psychology, criminology,
developmental neuroscience, developmental and family psychology, school psychology, public
health, public policy, and program development.

BOX 1-1
Statement of Task

The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine (the National
Academies) will convene an ad hoc Committee of experts to conduct a consensus study on
the impact of active shooter drills and other school security measures on student mental,
emotional, and behavioral health and wellbeing. The committee will consider potential effects
on children and youth in grades K—-12, as well as those with disabilities. The report will include
recommendations on policy and practice that take children's diversities into consideration and
minimize potential adverse effects for students and school staff. The committee's report will
address questions including, but not limited to, the following:

e What is known about the possible mental, emotional, and behavioral health
effects (either long- or short-term) on students and school staff resulting from
active shooter/lockdown drills and related school security measures (e.g.,
metal detectors, police presence)?

o What is known about potential effects on students with disabilities, Black and
Latinx children, dual language learners, children with special needs, as well as
those belonging to different age groups?

® The term active shooter drills encompasses a range of practices, including but not limited to lockdown
drills, options-based drills, and full-scale simulation exercises. These terms—particularly lockdown drills
and active shooter drills—are often used interchangeably, though lockdowns represent only one component
of a broader spectrum of practices used in schools. Where possible, the committee specifies the nature of
the drills described in the evidence reviewed. Additional key terminology is defined later in the chapter.
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e What are the components, criteria, and/or features of active shooter/lockdown
drills, as well as best practices and procedures both leading up to and
following the drills that can promote resiliency and minimize adverse mental,
emotional, and behavioral health effects on children, youth, and school staff?

e What supports, school programs, and staff expertise are needed in order to
implement, monitor and evaluate the best practices identified

Interpreting the Study Charge

The committee’s statement of task was focused narrowly on understanding the short- and
long-term impacts of school active shooter drills and related school security measures on the
mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff. Importantly, the committee was
not charged with determining whether school-based active shooter drills or related security
measures are effective in preventing school violence—although questions of effectiveness are
important, especially in light of potential psychological risks. Where relevant, the report
references existing evidence on effectiveness to help frame the outcomes associated with
different approaches. However, the committee recognizes that school leaders, policymakers,
families, and other decision-makers face complex decisions and contend with difficult trade-offs
in the face of uncertainty when balancing the imperative to protect the physical safety of students
and school staff with the need to protect their mental, emotional, and behavioral health.
Accordingly, the committee does not offer conclusions regarding the effectiveness of specific
strategies in protecting students and school staff from active shooters; instead, the report focuses
on the available evidence related to mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes and best
practices that can mitigate potential harms. The committee did not consider whether such drills
should be eliminated entirely, as its charge was to identify strategies that can reduce potential
harm and support the well-being of those affected when these practices are used.

The committee interpreted the statement of task to refer specifically to drills designed to
prepare for firearm-related threats. As noted, the term /ockdown, which is mentioned in the
statement of task, is one of many practices that are sometimes used as part of school active
shooter drills; however, lockdowns are also used for other types of threats or emergencies.
Although some organizations have adopted broader terminology, such as armed assailant drills,
that does not specify the type of weapon, the committee uses the term school active shooter drills
to focus on drills related to the threat of active shooters as specified in its charge.

The statement of task also specifies both metal detectors and police presence as security
measures of interest, guiding the committee’s judgment that Congress intended the study to
include in-depth examination of these other security measures in addition to school active
shooter drills. Recognizing that some schools may not have sworn law enforcement personnel on
site, the committee also inferred that Congress intended consideration of police presence to
include other types of school safety personnel. In addition, the committee identified locked doors
as a security measure related to the implementation of school active shooter drills with the
potential to impact mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes for students and staff.
Although a wide range of school security measures are available to K—12 schools, the committee
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prioritized consideration of metal detectors, police presence, and locked doors, because they are
widely implemented among schools in the United States.

Although active shooter events take place in a many other settings, including movie
theaters and workplaces, the statement of task focused clearly on school active shooter drills—
specifically in K—12 (elementary and secondary) school settings and in pre-K settings as
applicable, given that some elementary schools may also serve pre-K students. The committee
views schools as fundamentally distinct from other settings because all states require children to
attend schools, and because schools are generally intended and understood to serve as a distinct
environment for development and learning. Accordingly, the committee did not investigate
youth-oriented settings other than schools or companion facilities that are designed with the
developmental needs of students in mind.

Research highlights the need to consider students’ developmental stages when assessing
school safety plans, strategies, and training. Ensuring safe and secure environments supports
students’ physical, emotional, social, and cognitive growth. Accommodating these
developmental changes is essential for fostering a safe and supportive learning environment
(Berk, 2022; Kingston et al., 2018; Sprague & Walker, 2021).

Unfortunately, the existing research evidence bearing directly on the impact of school
active shooter drills is quite thin. To address this challenge, the committee also drew on
complementary research related to child and adolescent development, trauma-informed and
developmentally appropriate practices, school safety, emergency preparedness, and violence
prevention to supplement the evidence directly related to the impact of school active shooter
drills. Also, although it was not asked to address strategies for preventing active shooter events,
the committee recognizes that school active shooter drills are an emergency preparedness
strategy implemented in response to firearm violence, and that the threat of active shooter events
itself may also have adverse impacts on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students
and staff. In addition, recognizing that school environments and school climate shape how
interventions are implemented, and that drills do not occur in isolation from these factors, the
committee considered school active shooter drills and other school security measures within a
broader context of comprehensive emergency preparedness strategies that promote safe and
supportive school environments.

As directed by the statement of task, the committee also paid particular attention to the
specific groups of students identified in the statement of task, including students with disabilities,
students with special needs, Black and Latinx children, multilingual learners, and children in
different age groups. Giving specific consideration to these groups enabled the committee to
provide comprehensive guidance on best practices for the implementation of drills and security
measures focused on prevention, intervention, and responsiveness as components of a broader
safety strategy for minimizing harm. Consideration of these groups also informed the
committee’s identification of supports, programs, and expertise needed to implement, monitor,
and evaluate recommended best practices.

Study Process

The committee met five times over a 1-year period in 2024-2025. To inform its
deliberations, the committee adopted a broad approach to evidence-gathering, drawing on a wide
range of methodologies, evidence types, and scientific perspectives. Thus, the committee
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reviewed literature relevant to the statement of task, including peer-reviewed articles, policy
papers and reports, book chapters, government documents, existing legislation, editorials, and
relevant National Academies reports.

In addition, the committee conducted two public information-gathering sessions and eight
listening sessions. The listening sessions included several panels and provided perspectives from
students, teachers, parents, school nurses, school psychologists, school counselors, school social
workers, experts on students with disabilities, and experts on students who require language
supports. While these sessions were not designed to be representative of all perspectives,
practices, or lived experiences within these groups, they highlighted key issues included in the
statement of task and offered valuable context for understanding the real-world implementation
of drills and for identifying areas of potential concern regarding adverse outcomes. These
discussions also provided important background information that enriched the committee’s
review of the empirical literature, served as an important input to the committee’s deliberations,
and helped contextualize—though not determine—its conclusions, recommendations, and the
future research agenda described in Chapter 7.

FIREARM VIOLENCE AS A PUBLIC HEALTH ISSUE

It is important to understand the social environment in which school active shooter drills
are being implemented. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2022),
firearm violence persists as a “significant and growing” public health issue in the United States.
Indeed, the U.S. surgeon general issued an advisory report on firearm violence in 2024,
underscoring the urgency of this challenge. Each year, more than 100,000 individuals in the
United States, including more than 17,000 children, are shot directly with firearms. Indeed,
firearms are now the leading cause of death among children and teens in the United States
(Villarreal et al., 2024). Recent studies have found that exposure to gun violence has a profound
impact on surviving communities, families, and schools, and has particular impacts on children
(Holloway et al., 2023; Leibbrand et al., 2020; Mitchell et al., 2019). The long-term
consequences associated with these exposures are substantial, including poor mental and
physical health, recidivism for injury and crime, and a threatened sense of safety and well-being
(Rajan, 2024).

Over the past several years, firearm violence in K—12 schools has increased. The
Washington Post reported that nearly 400,000 students have been exposed to gun violence
(specifically in K—12 schools) since the Columbine mass shooting that took place in Littleton,
Colorado, in 1999 (Cox et al., 2025). Notable upticks in school-based firearm violence have been
documented since 2015. In this context, K—12 schools across the United States have begun
implementing numerous safety and security policies and practices in an effort to secure their
buildings and prepare their communities for the possibility of gunfire on school grounds. These
security measures include metal detectors, armed guards, and zero-tolerance policies, and school
active shooter drills have become one of the most commonly implemented safety practices.

These policies and practices have significantly changed daily school experience over a
relatively short time frame (Rajan et al., 2022; Turanovic et al., 2022). In 1999, before
Columbine, fewer than 20% of schools had security cameras; now more than 80% do. Similarly,
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as 0f 2019, 98% of K—12 schools were conducting lockdown drills’; far fewer had implemented
such procedures prior to the Sandy Hook school shooting of 2012 (National Center on Safe
Supportive Learning Environments, 2022). As described in detail in this report, evidence related
to the effects of these widespread practices is limited, and their implementation therefore
warrants careful study and guidance.

SCHOOL SAFETY IN THE 21ST CENTURY

The Safe School Study (National Institute of Education, 1978) was the first
comprehensive national assessment of school safety. It demonstrated that students’ increased
exposure to violent behavior and criminal activity in the communities where they lived was
associated with aggression, misbehavior, victimization, and disorder within their schools, as well
as declines in academic progress and success. This landmark study highlighted the intrinsic
relationship between communities and schools and recommended further investigation to deepen
and expand understanding of these relationships and how they affect safe and healthy learning
for students (Gottfredson, 2001; Mayer & Furlong, 2010; Peguero & Bondy, 2021). In the wake
of the Safe Schools Study, many social science studies have explored how to establish barriers or
safeguards to attenuate the corrosive impact of community violence on school safety.

Shortly after the Safe School Study was issued, however, the crack-cocaine epidemic of
the mid-1980s ushered in a rapid and unprecedented increase in rates of urban crime and
violence across the nation, with firearm-related homicides more than doubling from 1985 to
1990 (Astor & Benbenishty, 2018; Cornell, 2017; Gottfredson, 2001). In response, Congress
enacted the Gun-Free School Zones Act (1990), prohibiting the possession or discharge of a
firearm in a public school zone; this bill also declared it to be unlawful for an individual to
discharge or attempt to discharge a firearm in a public-school zone—defined as a distance of less
than 1,000 feet from the property of a public school (Astor & Benbenishty, 2018; Cornell, 2017;
Gottfredson, 2001). However, the Supreme Court declared this law to be unconstitutional in
United States v. Lopez, and its policies were never enacted.

In 1993, the Gun-Free Schools Act conditioned continued access to federal funding under
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965) on the willingness of public schools to
expel for at least a year any student bringing a gun, knife, or other weapon to school. The act also
required schools to report such incidents to the local criminal or juvenile legal system. The act
included funding for schools to buy security equipment and train security personnel (Astor &
Benbenishty, 2018; Cornell, 2017; Gottfredson, 2001). Recent research has indicated that an
unintended consequence of the “zero-tolerance” safety policies included in the Gun Free Schools
Act was the so called “hardening” of conceptual and physical barriers between communities and
schools (Cornell et al., 2020; Morris, 2016; Noguera & Syeed, 2020; Skiba & Peterson, 2000).

A number of other school safety policies and approaches have also deepened and
strengthened barriers between communities and schools. In accordance with the notion of “target
hardening” (making a building more secure so that it is more difficult to attack), schools have
increased their use of multiple perimeters of fencing, conducted “identification checks” for entry;

" Lockdown refers to a protocol that is used when there is a credible threat inside or near a school and
typically includes procedures such as locking all doors of a school, turning off lights, covering windows or
moving out of sight of windows, and remaining silent until an all-clear signal is given.
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deployed metal detectors and security cameras; controlled access to school buildings and yards;
and used biometric scanners, bullet-resistant glass, fortified school entrances, and increased law
enforcement presence to oversee entry to the school (Ebsary, 2018; Kupchik, 2010, 2016;
Tanner-Smith et al., 2018). Additionally, research suggests that there has been a significant
decrease in family engagement with schools because of reductions in school-related
extracurricular activities that often welcomed and included community partners, especially
within under-resourced and underserved communities and schools (Bradshaw et al., 2021;
Kupchik, 2010, 2016; Noguera & Syeed, 2020). Some research indicates further that families
and community partners have encountered increased complexities, barriers, and restrictions
inhibiting engagement and communication with school faculty, administration, and personnel
(Astor & Benbenishty, 2018; Morris, 2016; Rios, 2011, 2020).

School safety encompasses more than just security policies or the implementation of
measures designed to “harden” campuses against external threats. While such strategies are
designed to prevent violent incidents, they often overlook a critical dimension of safety:
students’ psychological well-being (Cornell et al., 2020; Nickerson et al., 2021). Research on
school safety underscores the importance of fostering psychological safety as an additional area
of harm prevention. This broader perspective widens the focus of school safety to include
cultivating positive school climates and implementing multitiered systems of support that
encourage prosocial behavior, emotional development, and a sense of belonging (Cornell et al.,
2020). These approaches align with growing consensus that safe schools are not merely those
free from violence—but also those that nurture connection, respect, and structure.

By contrast, punitive measures such as zero-tolerance policies and aggressive security
protocols have shown limited effectiveness and, in some cases, may contribute to negative
academic and behavioral outcomes (Cornell et al., 2020). Yet, despite this evolving
understanding, definitions of what it means for a school to be “safe” still vary widely among
educators, researchers, policymakers, and the public. Bridging these perspectives highlights the
need for a balanced approach that integrates physical and psychological safety, grounded in the
specific context and climate of each school community.

21st-Century School Shooting Events

A series of school shooting events at the turn of the 21st century is widely understood to
have shaped the social and cultural understanding of school violence in the United States as well
as the policies or practices that it evoked. These events also highlight some of the contextual
variations that have made it difficult to address and prevent violence at schools.

The shooting at Columbine High School occurred on April 20, 1999. At the time, it was
the deadliest mass shooting at a K—12 school in U.S. history. This tragic event remains one of the
most infamous school shootings in the United States and is often mentioned when a new school
shooting occurs. Although school shootings did not start at Columbine, some observers contend
that this tragic event signified the emergence of a distinctive era of mass shootings (King &
Bracy, 2019; Muschert et al., 2013; Schildkraut & Elsass, 2016). Associated with this belief is
the frequent reference to the Columbine Effect, the idea that school shootings have changed,
socially and culturally, how U.S. society thinks about school violence, shootings, and security
(King & Bracy, 2019; Muschert et al., 2013). The term first appeared as the title of a December
6, 1999, article in Time magazine in which the author discussed the post-Columbine movement
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toward tightened security measures in schools (King & Bracy, 2019; Muschert et al., 2013).
After the Columbine shooting, the now-common term active shooter, once used mainly by law
enforcement, became mainstream in the nation’s school safety discourse (Fortin, 2022;
Martaindale & Blair, 2019; Muschert et al., 2013).

In 2002, the Advanced Law Enforcement Rapid Response Training (ALERRT) Center at
Texas State University was established through a partnership among the San Marcos Police
Department, the Hays County Sherriff’s Office, and Texas State University. The ALERRT
program was created in response to the need for new tactics to respond to active shooter events
and uses a “Special Weapons and Tactics” (SWAT) approach focused on conducting active
shooter training for professionals and agencies with responsibility for responding to these
incidents. The purpose of this training is to prepare first responders to isolate, distract, and
neutralize an active shooter; to improve coordination and integration of law enforcement, fire,
telecommunications, and emergency medical services; and to educate and certify local and state
law enforcement officers in teaching strategies for surviving active shooter events. In 2003,
ALERRT received federal funding and began to train officers across the country. Since that time,
it has trained more than 1,500,000 law enforcement officers from more than 9,000 law
enforcement agencies across the nation. Officers in approximately half of U.S. law enforcement
agencies have received the training (Blair et al., 2013; Doss & Shepherd, 2015; Martaindale &
Blair, 2019).

In 2002, the U.S. Secret Service and the U.S. Department of Education released a report
titled The Final Report and Findings of the Safe School Initiative: Implications for the
Prevention of School Attacks in the United States. This report was the culmination of the 1999
Safe School Initiative, a study undertaken through a partnership between the Secret Service and
the Department of Education following the Columbine event that examined the thinking,
planning, and other preattack behaviors of individuals who carried out school shootings. The
2009 report describes the prevalence of school violence in American schools, defines “targeted”
school violence, describes some common—>but not predictive—characteristics observed among
perpetrators or school violence, and lays a foundation for systematic “threat assessment” and
“targeted” school violence prevention. As a result of this report, many schools and districts have
incorporated threat assessments into their school safety planning (Borum et al., 2010; Vossekuil
et al., 2002).

Following the 2006 Platte Canyon shooting in Bailey, Colorado, in which seven female
students were taken hostage and one was killed, the parents of the slain student created the “I
Love U Guys” Foundation. The foundation’s Standard Response Protocol was introduced to
districts, departments, and agencies in 2009 (The “I Love U Guys” Foundation, 2022; see Box 1-
2). Since then, thousands of U.S. schools, districts, departments, agencies, and organizations
have adopted this protocol, and some states have adapted it for their respective law enforcement
agencies (see Box 1-2 for an overview).

BOX 1-2
Key Components of the | Love U Guys Standard Response Protocol

The “I Love U Guys” Standard Response Protocol has three overarching goals: (1) to
provide a simple, easy-to-remember framework that can be used across a range of potential
crisis events and practiced as part of school emergency preparedness activities including
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school active shooter drills; (2) to enhance coordination between schools, students, staff,
parents, and first responders; and (3) to improve overall safety and reduce response times
during emergencies. Five standard responses in the Standard Response Protocol can be
performed by participants—including students, staff, teachers, and first responders—to
respond to various emergencies.* Which actions are used depends on the circumstances or
nature of the situation:

e The first action is hold in location, such as “in your room or area”; this action is used
to clear a specific area and hallways in order to manage a situation. Staff close and
lock the door and continue with regular activities.

e Second is secure, which means “get inside, lock outside doors”; it is used to
safeguard students and staff within the building. Once students and staff are inside
and doors are locked, regular activities proceed as usual. This is used for threats that
can be mitigated by bringing everyone inside.

e Third is lockdown, which indicates “locks, lights, and out of sight”; it is used to secure
individual rooms and keep students quiet and in place. Students and staff maintain
silence and do not open doors. A lockdown is called when there is an active threat—
such as an active shooter—inside or very close to the building that requires immediate
protective action.

e Fourth is evacuate, used to move students and staff from one location to a different
location in or out of the building.

Fifth is shelter, which is used for hazards such as tornados, earthquakes, or hazardous
materials spills. When the shelter directive is given, the hazard and the appropriate
safety strategy are named (e.g., “Shelter! Earthquake. Drop, cover and hold.”).

For each of the standard responses, there are specific student and staff actions. The
Standard Response Protocol emphasizes shared vocabulary and clear communication to
reduce confusion and includes plans for notifying parents. Training and drills are emphasized
to reinforce familiarity with the protocol and may involve law enforcement and other first
responders. The protocol is designed to integrate with broader emergency response systems
and can be adapted to meet the specific needs of a school or district, allowing for local
adjustments while maintaining a consistent core structure.

* The “I Love U Guys” Foundation also has a curriculum on Standard Reunification Method, which
outlines a process for school staff to reunite students with their parents/caregivers after each of these
standard response actions and provides guidance to school staff for practicing reunification exercises with
school and district personnel, emergency responders, and community partners.

SOURCE: Committee generated, based on “| Love U Guys” Foundation (2022).

On December 14, 2012, the deadliest school shooting at an elementary school in U.S.
history occurred at Sandy Hook Elementary School. As a result of this event, elementary schools
in school districts across the United States reviewed safety protocols, added school resource
officers to their staffs, and instituted additional hardening measures. This shooting prompted
renewed debate about ensuring school safety and spurred eventual congressional action. The
federal Safe Communities, Safe Schools Act (2013) amended the National Instant Criminal
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Background Check System (NICS) Improvement Amendments Act (2007), the Brady Handgun
Violence Prevention Act (1993), the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act (1968), and
various provisions of the federal criminal code. The amendments required background checks for
all firearm sales, prohibited straw purchases of firearms, and expanded the school safety grant
program. In 2013, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) certified the ALERRT program and
officially designated it as the national standard for active shooter training (Flannery et al., 2021;
Malloy, 2015; Martaindale & Blair, 2019; Rygg, 2015).

On February 14, 2018, a shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in
Parkland, Florida, resulted in 17 deaths—the deadliest school shooting at a high school to date.
Following this shooting, the federal Student, Teachers, and Officers Preventing (STOP) School
Violence Program was signed into law on March 23, 2018, as part of the Consolidated
Appropriations Act (2018), increasing funding for metal detectors, security training, and similar
safety and security measures. STOP’s purpose is to give students and teachers the tools they need
to recognize, respond quickly to, and prevent school shootings and other acts of violence
(Flannery et al., 2021; Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2022).

On May 24, 2022, a shooting at Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas, resulted in
the deaths of 19 students and two teachers. Some commentators suggested that language barriers
and proximity to the U.S.—Mexico border may have led to less timely responses to the shooting,
as well as miscommunication, confusion, and delays in getting critical information to families
during and after the shooting (U.S. Department of Justice [DOJ], 2024). On May 18, 2023, Texas
State Bill HB3 enacted measures to enhance public school safety, including the developing,
implementing, and funding public school safety and security requirements and providing safety-
related resources. Additionally, a federal action report by DOJ in January 2024 recommended
initiatives to bolster school safety, including enhanced training for law enforcement and school
staff; upgraded security infrastructure for school doors and locks; mental health screenings for
victims; and better communication among law enforcement, school officials, and the community
(DOJ, 2024; Lopez, 2024).

DEFINITIONS AND TYPOLOGY

Lack of consensus on the definition of an active shooter drill, its components, and its
implementation has resulted in wide variation in school practices. This lack of uniformity not
only creates challenges in understanding how specific practices are linked to outcomes for
students and staff but also creates a patchwork approach to school safety in the United States.
This section describes the key concepts and terminology related to school active shooter drills
and provides key definitions that are used throughout this report.

Pertinent Definitions

Box 1-3 defines terms used throughout this report. Less frequently used terms not defined
in this box are defined as necessary in the chapters where they appear.
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BOX 1-3
Key Terminology

School active shooter drill

A procedure in which a school practices an emergency protocol designed to protect students
and school staff against assault by an armed assailant with a firearm. This term is often used
to refer to a broad spectrum of practices used in schools, including but not limited to,
lockdown drills, options-based drills, and full-scale simulation exercises.

Active shooter simulation
Exercises that mimic active shooter events and can include (but are not limited to) the
following components:

. The activation of emergency alarms.

. The presence of an individual pretending to be an active shooter or law enforcement
officer, or both, inside a school.

. The firing of a gun with blanks.

Recordings of the sound of a gun being fired.

Simulated injury or violence.

An attempt by an intruder to breach classroom doors inside a school.

The expectation that individuals inside the school will role play fighting an intruder.

Elementary school

“A non-profit institutional day or residential school, including a public elementary charter
school, that provides elementary education, as determined under state law” (Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1965 [20 U.S.C. § 7801(19)]); typically includes grades K-5. As
some elementary school settings may also include pre-K classrooms, the committee includes
pre-K populations where relevant.

Lockdown

A protocol used when there is a credible threat inside or near a school; typically includes
procedures such as locking all doors of a school, turning off lights, covering windows or
moving out of sight of windows, and remaining silent until an all-clear signal is given.

Mental, emotional, and behavioral health

The interconnected aspects of a child's psychological well-being, emotional regulation, and
social functioning; encompasses their ability to manage emotions, form relationships, and
engage in adaptive behaviors that support healthy development and lifelong well-being.

Mental health services provider

A state-licensed or state-certified school counselor, school psychologist, or school social
worker, or a mental health professional qualified under state law to provide mental health
services to children and adolescents.

Options-based practices

Practices that provide students and school staff with a range of strategies that can be used in
the event of a threat (e.g., locking/barricading doors or evacuating the school building) and
are intended to allow participants to consider the nature of the threat as well as contextual
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factors, such as their immediate physical setting and the broader school environment, to
determine the appropriate response.

Secondary school

“A nonprofit institutional day or residential school, including a public secondary charter school,
that provides secondary education, as determined under State law, except that the term does
not include any education beyond grade 12” and typically includes both middle and high
school (Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 [20 U.S.C. § 7801(45)]).

Secured-perimeter lockout

A protocol in response to a safety threat outside of the school or campus. It involves moving
all students and staff are moved from outside to inside the school building and then locking
the outside doors of a school building. Entry to and exit from the school are prohibited, but
instruction can continue.

School resource officer

A law enforcement officer with sworn authority who has specific training in school-based law
enforcement and crisis response and who is assigned by a law enforcement agency to work
collaboratively with one or more schools using community-oriented policing concepts
(National Association of School Resource Officers, n.d.).

Standard response practices

Individual, predefined actions or procedures designed to guide students and staff in
responding to different types of emergency situations, including school active shooter events.
For each response practice, staff and students are taught specific steps to take to complete
the response. The intent is to teach the specific actions that can be used to respond to most
emergencies—rather than emphasizing the specific dangers—and emphasize procedural
repetition, with the aim of helping students and staff respond quickly and efficiently in an
emergency.

Standard Response Protocol

An action-based safety framework developed by the “I Love U Guys” Foundation that
integrates multiple standard response practices into a structured and unified system. The
protocol includes five standard response practices that can be used for schools to respond to
emergencies (Hold, Secure, Lockdown, Evacuate, Shelter). It provides a common language
and set of directives that guide students, staff, and first responders in effectively managing
threats and crises. It emphasizes clear, consistent communication and coordinated actions to
enhance safety and emergency preparedness.

Walkthrough

An activity designed to familiarize students, school staff, and first responders with their roles
and responsibilities in the event of an emergency. These exercises are conducted at a pace
that allows participants to go through emergency procedures step by step with opportunities
to ask questions, clarify roles, and have discussion.
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What Are Active Shooter Events?

U.S. federal agencies define an active shooter as “an individual actively engaged in
killing or attempting to kill people in a confined and populated area” with a firearm (Federal
Emergency Management Agency, 2020). The FBI (n.d.) expands this definition to include more
than one individual in an incident and omits the word “confined” because the term excludes
incidents that occur outside buildings. Active shooter events can take place in many different
locations, including schools, movie theaters, and workplaces. U.S. federal agencies also limit the
definition of active shooter events to those that involve deadly force (i.e., the attack is in progress
and involves deadly force), unrestricted access (i.e., the attacker[s] has unrestricted access to
multiple victims), immediate action (i.e., direct and immediate law enforcement action is
necessary and likely to save lives), and dynamic pace (situation is exigent, dynamic, and rapidly
evolving). The FBI and Department of Homeland Security stress that these additional factors are
needed to define active shooter events because such events warrant a coordinated response by
multiagency law enforcement and other first responders to save lives. The FBI (n.d.) has
established the ALERRT framework as the standard law enforcement response to active shooter
events in schools (see also Federal Emergency Management Agency, 2020). It is also important
to define the official response in a way that includes distinct federal, state, and local agencies.

A variety of terminology has been used to refer to active shooter events, including active
shooter attack, armed assailant incident, active attack, mass casualty attack, and the like. In this
report, the term active shooter event is used consistently to refer to these incidents (Blair et al.,
2013; Doss & Shepherd, 2015; Martaindale & Blair, 2019).

The definition of an active shooter event in a school setting is closely tied to the
terminology used for active shooter drills, as the way drills are framed may shape perceptions,
policies, and response strategies for real incidents. Although individual states, cities, counties,
districts, and localities may establish distinct definitional parameters for what constitutes an
active shooter event at school, this report focuses on cases involving a firearm. In addition, the
definitions used by some states, cities, counties, districts, and localities may include events
outside of school; however, this report focuses specifically on active shooter events occurring
within the physical parameters of a school campus (Blair et al., 2013; Doss & Shepherd, 2015;
Martaindale & Blair, 2019).

What Are School Active Shooter Drills?

Before discussing the specific features of school active shooter drills, it is worth noting
that some experts consider these drills to fall within a broader general category of school
emergency drills. All-purpose school emergency drills have been conducted over many years to
prepare students and faculty members for fires and extreme weather events where geographically
appropriate (Blair et al., 2013; Cornell et al., 2020; Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2022; U.S.
Department of Education [ED], 2013). The committee decided, however, that school active
shooter drills need to be analyzed on their own terms rather than as illustrative of school
emergency drills precisely because school active shooter events are dynamically different from
all other emergency threats. Specifically, a school active shooter drill involves children of all
ages and is likely to have mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects that are distinctly
different from those associated with other safety drills.
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In reviewing the types of active shooter drills and programs commonly used in schools,
the committee identified three primary categories of practices that are associated with school
active shooter drills: discussion-based practices, standard response practices, and options-based
practices. These practices, used to prepare students and staff for potential threats, are
conceptually distinct with different learning goals and objectives; however, they may share
common activities that are implemented differently depending on the approach. This section of
the report describes each category and discusses practice terminology shared across categories
and exercises or activities designed to prepare for complex emergency responses to active
shooter events. The committee notes that none of these practices is applied across schools
universally (Blair et al., 2013; National Association of School Psychologists [NASP] et al., 2021;
Rygg, 2015; Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2022).

Discussion-Based Practices

Discussion-based practices introduce students to the purpose and procedures of school
active shooter drills; familiarize them with the role of emergency responders; and orient them to
basic safety protocols, such as identifying the nearest exits and entry points. These practices do
not require students to physically practice emergency actions. Instead, they focus on foundational
knowledge through activities such as staff-led discussions, social stories or storybook readings,
coloring books, and student—teacher tabletop exercises that use games or child-friendly activities
to teach emergency procedures.

Walkthroughs are a discussion-based practice that focus on familiarizing students and
staff with roles and responsibilities in a school active shooter drill. School leaders, staff, and—in
some cases—students conduct a joint walkthrough to understand each other’s roles. First
responders may sometimes also be included. Walkthroughs are meant to be a thoughtful, slow-
motion drill that allows for questions and discussion along the way (Blair et al., 2013; NASP et
al., 2021; Rygg, 2015;).

Standard Response Practices

Standard response practices are designed to provide structured, predefined actions that
students and staff can take for different emergency situations, including school active shooter
events, rather than relying on situational decision-making. For each response practice, staff and
students are taught specific steps for completing the response. The intent is to emphasize the
specific actions required during an emergency—rather than the specific nature of the threat—and
to develop mastery of skills through repeated exposure, with the aim of helping students and staff
respond quickly and efficiently in an emergency.

Lockdowns and secured-perimeter lockouts are two examples of practices that can be
taught as standard response practices. The actions practiced in a lockdown during a standard
response drill typically involve locking doors to secure the space, turning off lights, moving
students out of sight, and requiring students to remain quiet. While performing these steps,
students and staff are nonresponsive to anyone at the door, and ignore all bells and alarms unless
instructed otherwise. At the end of the lockdown, an all-clear signal may be given, followed by
an announcement over the school public address system.

Secured-perimeter lockouts, often simply referred to as lockouts (the Secure action in the
I Love U Guys Standard Response Protocol), involve bringing all students and staff inside the
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school before locking exterior doors and windows. Once students and staff are inside, entry to
and exit from the school building are prohibited. Whereas in a lockdown, an active shooter is
believed to be inside the school building, in a secured-perimeter lockout, the imminent threat of
danger is outside the school building (e.g., an unauthorized person on school grounds, a potential
threat in the neighborhood such as a robbery with a suspect at large; Blair et al., 2013;
Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2022; Schildkraut et al., 2020).

As described above, the “I Love U Guys” Foundation’s Standard Response Protocol (see
Box 1-2) includes standard response practices. This program has been adopted widely in school
settings across the United States and adapted by state school safety centers and individual
schools to tailor protocols to meet specific state requirements.®

Options-Based Practices

Options-based practices emphasize in-the-moment action and adaptive decision-making
in situations where standard response strategies may not be feasible, such as in response to an
immediate threat (e.g., an active shooter enters a classroom or hallway). These practices
emphasize situational awareness and response strategies based on the type of threat and available
options (Donovan, 2023; Miotto & Cogan, 2023; Schonfeld et al., 2020; Simonetti, 2020). Box
1-4 discusses examples of some common options-based practices.

BOX 1-4
Overview of Options-Based Practices

A range of options-based protocols has been developed to offer strategies for
responding to immediate active shooter threats within schools. These protocols typically
promote a framework in which staff and students are trained to assess their surroundings and
choose among different protective actions. Common elements include the ability to evacuate
when possible, secure classrooms or hide from danger when necessary, and disrupt or
defend against an assailant as a last resort (Blair et al., 2013; Coleman, 2018, 2020;
Martaindale & Blair, 2019; O’Regan, 2019).

Each program uses distinct language and instructional methods, and varies in its
degree of adaptation for K-12 audiences:

» ALICE stands for Alert (be aware of danger); Lockdown (barricade the room and
prepare to evacuate or counter if needed); Inform (communicate about the
shooter); Counter (create noise, distraction, movement, and distance to reduce
shooter’s ability to cause harm); and Evacuate (when safe to do so). In early
grades, such as preschool and kindergarten, the focus is on basic skills like
listening to adults and recognizing alarm sounds, sometimes taught through games
and songs. For early elementary students, the emphasis shifts to understanding
different types of emergencies and practicing following adult instructions to stay
safe in a variety of situations and to evacuate safely. Late elementary students are
introduced to response options such as identifying exits and creating basic
barriers. Middle school students learn more involved techniques, including more
structured barricading and distraction methods. In high school, students are taught
how to assess evacuation options in more complex scenarios—such as using

8 See, e.g., https:/txssc.txstate.edu/tools/srp-toolkit.
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windows—and how to create distractions to protect themselves, while reinforcing
that direct confrontation is not expected or encouraged (Navigate360, 2023).

* Avoid-Deny-Defend, developed by the Advanced Law Enforcement Rapid
Response Training (ALERRT Center), is a civilian-oriented model focused on
escaping the area, hiding, creating barriers, and defending oneself only when
necessary. To address the unique needs of school settings, ALERRT collaborated
with Safe and Sound Schools to create the Staying Safe: Student Safety
Preparedness Curriculum, which includes tailored strategies for younger and older
students. For pre-K and elementary grades, the framework uses terms such as
“Getting Out,” “Keeping Out,” and “Hiding Out.” For middle and high school
students, the language shifts to “Deny, Defend, and Disrupt,” with “Disrupt” offering
a broad range of actions—such as shouting or creating distractions—rather than
physical resistance.

e The H.E.R.O. program is designed specifically for schools and uses
developmentally varied instructions and approaches. H.E.R.O. stands for Hide;
Escape; Run; and Overcome (for preschoolers, O = Obey). Younger students,
including preschoolers, are taught to follow adult direction through use of stories
and classroom lessons before physical enactment of drill procedures are practiced.
Older students receive instruction on independent decision-making through
discussions and classroom activities before practicing drill procedures (Safe Kids
Inc., n.d.).

Common Activities Across Practice Categories

In preparing this report, the committee found many inconsistencies in how terms are
used, the goals of different drills, and the action steps taken in the drills. While defining the goals
of each practice brings some clarity, it is important to note that some terms used to describe
actions that may be part of school active shooter drills are shared across categories of drill
practices. They may, however, be used in varied ways depending on the purpose, context, or
approach of the drill. For example, in the context of a standard response practice, the term
lockdown refers to a specific, predefined set of actions that students and staff are expected to
follow (i.e., locking doors, turning off lights, remaining quiet, and moving out of sight). The
purpose of these drills is to reinforce consistent, repeatable responses. In contrast, in options-
based drills, a lockdown is one possible strategy that can be used to respond to the specific
circumstances of an emergency. Because options-based practices emphasize in-the-moment
decision-making, the specific actions taken during a lockdown may vary depending on the nature
of the threat and the safest available option. The specific actions may also go beyond those
typically practiced in a standard response practice (e.g., barricading entry and exit points).

Activities or Exercises Designed to Prepare for Complex Emergency Responses to
School-Based Active Shooter Events

Some school safety activities and exercises are designed to bring together school leaders,
staff, law enforcement, first responders, members of the school safety team, and other
community partners to review or rehearse emergency response protocols. These practices involve
collaborative planning for complex emergency scenarios and provide an opportunity to clarify
roles, procedures, and coordination strategies among participants.
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Tabletop activities can be guided discussions related to emergency management
techniques to increase preparedness. They are designed to occur in a safe and controlled
environment where school safety partners focus on problem-solving rather than performing the
specific actions they might use in an emergency. Their purpose differs from discussion-based
practices mentioned earlier (where a school staff member orients students to an emergency
response protocol). In tabletop activities, a facilitator guides participants—law enforcement
personnel, members of the school crisis team, school leaders, faculty, staff, and other partners—
in discussing a hypothetical active shooter event at school. The participants discuss such an event
verbally and imagine what they would do to respond. The facilitator introduces complicating
variables, inviting the group to think critically about their plans as they become more
comfortable with critical and adaptive thinking and responsive behaviors. Tabletop exercises are
designed to invite discussion and interactive engagement focused on understanding and
preparing for a school-based active shooter event (Gerlinger & Schleifer, 2021; NASP et al.,
2021).

Full-scale active shooter simulations or exercises are often used as part of training for
emergency responders and law enforcement personnel; they may also involve members of the
school safety team, school leaders, school staff, and other members of the community who are
involved in implementing a response to an imminent threat. The purposes of a full-scale active
shooter simulation or exercise are to equip first responders and school leaders with the skills and
confidence needed to lead a response to school active shooter event, and to test their protocols
and identify potential weaknesses (Blair et al., 2013; Martaindale & Blair, 2019; NASP et al.,
2021; Rygg, 2015). Full-scale simulations or exercises vary considerably. At one end of the
spectrum, they are unannounced and may incorporate such components as real or simulated
gunshot sounds, guns with blank ammunition, pellet guns, fake text messages, theatrical makeup
with fake blood, informed actor volunteers, and individuals pretending to be an active shooter
roaming the halls and attempting to open classroom doors; such simulations have sometimes
been carried out with students (Schonfeld et al., 2020). At the other end of the spectrum,
simulations or exercises are conducted without student involvement during nonschool hours, and
the school and broader community are informed well in advance when emergency responders
and law enforcement will be participating (Blair et al., 2013; Martaindale & Blair, 2020; NASP
etal., 2021; Rygg, 2015).

KEY CONCEPTS FROM CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT

The mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff are key components of
well-being, success, and safety within the school setting. Paying careful attention and responding
to potential adverse outcomes associated with school safety and security practices is critical, as
they can impact a student’s ability to learn and the educator’s ability to teach effectively and
support healthy development (Harding et al., 2019; Lee & Schute, 2010; McLean et al., 2018;
NASEM, 2019a; Ruzek et al., 2016). Healthy development in these core areas is generally
associated with greater success and general health both early and later in life. In contrast,
decrements to broad mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being are associated with the
development of disorders (e.g., anxiety, depression, externalizing aggression, violence, antisocial
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behavior), as well as worsened performance and long-term health outcome (NASEM, 2019a,b;
National Research Council [NRC] & Institute of Medicine [IOM], 2009).

In its statement of task, the committee was asked to summarize the current state of the
evidence on the effects of school active shooter drills and other security measures on mental,
emotional, and behavioral health and well-being in the context of what we have learned, more
broadly, about child and adolescent development over the last several decades. To help
contextualize the outcomes examined in this report, this section provides a brief overview of
what is meant by “mental, emotional, and behavioral health and well-being.” Understanding this
concept is essential to interpreting the committee’s findings and assessing the potential impacts
of school safety and security practices on students and staff. This section also summarizes key
insights from child and adolescent development literature that can inform the implementation of
developmentally appropriate practices.

The Institute of Medicine (now the Health and Medicine Division) released its first report
on mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being in 1994, with a specific focus on risks
associated with “mental disorders” (IOM, 1994). Subsequent reports by the National Academies
in 2009 and 2019 broadened this focus, shifting from a disorder-specific lens to a more
comprehensive view of developmental health and well-being across the lifespan (NRC & IOM,
2009; NASEM, 2019a). Fostering Healthy Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Development in
Children and Youth (NASEM, 2019a), conceptualizes well-being as including healthy
development in the face of risk and protective factors that contribute to optimal cognitive
development, psychological and behavioral health, and social and emotional competence.
Cognitive development refers to the expected trajectories of executive functioning abilities, such
as impulse control and reasoning, given the individual’s age, which are associated broadly with
outcomes such as academic performance and general success. Psychological and behavioral
health refers to both the ability to understand and regulate internal states (e.g., emotion
regulation) and engage in productive and appropriate ways with the outside world. Finally, social
and emotional competence refer to the individual’s ability to form relationships and engage with
other individuals and groups and to understand the perspectives of others, which is key to
forming healthy relationships (NASEM, 2019a).

In the present report, the committee discusses and operationalizes several indicators of
mental, emotional, and behavioral health and well-being. These include negative indicators such
as symptoms of anxiety, depression, posttraumatic stress disorder, aggression, and violence, as
well as positive indicators such as feelings of safety and security, creativity, curiosity, and
determination. Chapters 3 and 4 include responses to school safety and security practices,
including perceptions of fear in relation to school active shooter drills or other school security
measures and perceptions of the school and wider environment, such as feelings of school
connectedness. While the committee’s primary focus is on mental, emotional, and behavioral
health and well-being, the committee also examines students’ feelings of preparedness to
respond to an emergency recognizing that these perceptions are potentially tied to students’
overall well-being.

When determining which practices to incorporate and when to schedule active shooter
drills, the National Association of School Psychologists, National Association of School
Resource Officers, and Safe and Sound Schools recommend that schools take into account
students’ developmental and ability levels, as well as the overall mental and emotional well-
being of the school community (NASP et al., 2021). It is important to recognize, however, that
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K—12? schools serve children and adolescents with a broad range of developmental levels,
strengths, and needs. Child development scholars emphasize the importance of age-appropriate
school safety strategies.

Young children (pre-K—Grade 2) require clear, simple instructions, visual cues, and close
adult supervision. From a developmental perspective, these young children are less likely than
older children to anticipate consequences and tend to rely heavily on adults for guidance and
emotional regulation (Berk, 2022; Dickson & Vargo, 2017; Kingston et al., 2018; Sprague &
Walker, 2021). Older elementary school students (Grades 3—5) have the cognitive ability to
begin to understand the notion of cause and effect and to engage in decision-making (Berk, 2022;
Kingston et al., 2018; Sprague & Walker, 2021). In other words, school safety education and
training can begin to focus on problem-solving and on recognizing unsafe situations. Instead of
having an emotional vocabulary to express how they feel, both younger and older elementary
school children may instead express feeling upset through behaviors such as tantrums, fights, and
regressed skills such as toileting. Middle and high school students (Grades 6—12) are becoming
more independent, as well as experiencing more peer pressure, risk-taking behaviors, and
emotional challenges (Berk, 2022; Kingston et al., 2018; Sprague & Walker, 2021). In turn,
school safety can focus on building resilience among these older students, fostering critical
thinking, and addressing mental health more directly.

It is important, therefore, to tailor school active shooter drills to the developmental levels
and diverse learning needs and preferences of all students and teachers on campus when
implementing school active shooter drills. Chapter 5 provides a more in-depth discussion of
contextual and population considerations entailed in planning school active shooter drills,
including those associated with students with functional and access needs, multilingual learners,
students being served by special education supports, and students with past histories of trauma
and loss. The needs of all individuals on a school campus can be incorporated in school active
shooter drills in ways that minimize potential negative effects to mental, emotional, and
behavioral health and well-being. Additionally, the broader environment and preventive
resources on a school campus can be instrumental in supporting safety preparedness (see Chapter
6).

These developmental principles provide a foundation for understanding how students
may experience and respond to school active shooter drills and other school safety practices. The
committee’s conceptual framework, described in the next section, builds on this foundation and
situates school active shooter drills within an ecological systems model.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR THIS REPORT

The committee takes a public health perspective that considers individual, family, school,
community, and broader policy factors in discussing how school active shooter drills can be
implemented in ways that minimize adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects.
Ecological theories of child development, which position children within families, families
within schools, schools within communities, communities within municipalities, and beyond,

% As noted earlier in this chapter, some elementary school campuses may have pre-K classrooms with
children under the age of 5. The committee notes their developmental needs given the potential for their
inclusion in school active shooter.

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



INTRODUCTION 31

provide an essential framework for understanding proximal and distal influences on child
development and for achieving emergency preparedness that considers mental, emotional, and
behavioral health and well-being. Accordingly, this report uses an ecological framework that
conceptualizes school active shooter drills in the broader contexts within which these drills are
implemented (Figure 1-1).

FIGURE 1-1 Conceptual framework for this report.

The committee’s framework centers the safety of all students and staff; it is supported by
the essential components of emergency preparedness and school safety: prevention, protection,
mitigation, response, and recovery. The framework uses a comprehensive approach that aims to
balance preparedness for immediate threats with ongoing strategies for preventing violence. A
narrow focus on school active shooter drills alone risks overlooking opportunities for prevention.
By considering the mental, emotional, and behavioral health needs of students and staff as well
as the specific needs and context of a school community, schools can adopt practices that create
an environment that both responds to potential threats and aims to reduce their likelihood. The
committee views trauma-informed, developmentally appropriate approaches as essential to
integrating school active shooter drills into a broader vision of school safety that supports
mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being. When these drills are embedded within clear
communication, supportive relationships, and a safe and supportive school environment, they can
reinforce a sense of safety and agency rather than provoke fear or distress. In this way,
preparedness becomes part of a psychologically safe environment, strengthening both emergency
readiness and everyday well-being for students and staff.
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As described by the Readiness and Emergency Management for Schools technical
assistance center, emergency planning in schools starts with prevention—the efforts schools take
to address safety and security as well as promote a positive school climate (ED, 2013).
Protection can include school safety policies and trainings, including training staff on school
active shooter drills. Mitigation efforts minimize loss of life by lessening the impact of an
emergency through practicing emergency response and drills. Response occurs to stabilize an
emergency once it happens and to reestablish a safe school environment. Finally, recovery
restores the school environment by supporting the academic, social, mental, emotional, and
physical well-being of everyone in the school community.

School classrooms provide an important context for students to learn and thrive. Ideally,
students receive support from both classroom peers and teachers; healthy classrooms are
embedded within schools and school systems that can boost mental, emotional, and behavioral
well-being, such as self-efficacy and coping skills (Fenwick-Smith et al., 2018). Connectedness
to peers and healthy relationships with other students are associated with beneficial mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes (Foster et al., 2017; Oldfield et al., 2016; Widnall et
al., 2022). Furthermore, healthy schools exist in relationship with students’ families and within
wider communities. Caregivers’ support is vital for development and promotes children’s
resilience to adverse health outcomes (Gee & Cohodes, 2023; Ungar, 2004; World Health
Organization, 2004).

Ecological models of child development (see, e.g., Figure 1-1) encourage consideration
of the balance of risk and protective factors that can impact children’s responses to school active
shooter drills. At the individual level, children’s experiences with school active shooter drills
will be affected by personal characteristics such as age, cognitive and socioemotional
development, physical and mental health, and history of traumatic stress. Furthermore, children’s
responses to school active shooter drills are shaped by relationships with peers, teachers, and
families, as well as their parents’ and teachers’ experiences with drills. Classroom and school
contexts—including overall organizational structures and systems, and relationships with peers,
teachers, and administrators—play a fundamental role. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, healthy
schools offer a stable, nurturing, and trustworthy setting in which to learn how to engage in
safety procedures.

Children’s responses to drills can also be affected by their broader social context beyond
the school setting. For example, children in communities that have experienced high levels of
trauma may respond differently from those who reside in safer communities. Positive school and
neighborhood climates can be important sources of resilience for students and staff in relation to
school active shooter drills and other school security measures.

ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

This report is organized in three parts:

Part I (Chapters 1 and 2) provides background and context for understanding the purpose
and impact of active shooter drills and other school safety and security measures. Chapter 2
describes variations in implementation of school active shooter drills, state-level requirements
for these drills, personnel who participate, and procedures leading up to and following a drill.
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Part II (Chapters 3 and 4) focuses on the design and effects of school active shooter drills
and other school safety and security measures on mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes. These chapters summarize available research on the impacts of these measures on
students and staff, and also consider differential impacts that may exist based on such factors as
age, race/ethnicity, home language, and disability status. Chapter 3 focuses specifically on
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes for students and staff attributable to active
shooter drills. Chapter 4 presents a discussion of these outcomes as they relate to other school
safety and security measures in K—12 settings. The committee highlights the strengths and
limitations of the available evidence, areas of consensus and uncertainty, and opportunities for
future research.

Part III (Chapters 5-7) focuses on the challenges of mitigating the mental, emotional, and
behavioral health impacts of school active shooter drills and other school safety and security
measures; it also sets forth an agenda for much-needed research. Specifically, Chapters 5 and 6
apply the findings described in Parts I and II to the design and implementation of
developmentally appropriate and trauma-informed school active shooter drills and to school
safety and preparedness planning more broadly. Chapter 5 reviews current research on
developmental science and trauma and on the relationship between the environment and the
individual; it also describes the risk and protective factors that might be considered in
implementing protective measures, including active shooter drills. Chapter 6 describes the
supports, programs, and expertise needed to implement, monitor, and evaluate best practices in
protecting children from harmful events or exposures. It includes a discussion of components and
features of active shooter drills and other school security measures that can minimize potential
adverse effects on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff. Chapter 6
also identifies best practices that can be implemented before, during, and after drills; the
implications for school climate and culture; and the importance of implementation context in
building resiliency and achieving effective implementation. Finally, Chapter 7 outlines a future
research agenda by identifying existing research gaps, summarizing methodological
considerations for future research, and describing important data needs.

REFERENCES

Astor, R. A., & Benbenishty, R. (2018). Bullying, school violence, and climate in evolving contexts:
Culture, organization, and time. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780190663049.001.0001

Berk, L. E. (2022). Development through the lifespan. Sage Publications.
https://books.google.com/books?id=pj4uzwEACAAJ

Blair, J. P., Nichols, T., Burns, D., & Curnutt, J. R. (2013). Active shooter events and response. CRC
Press.

Borum, R., Cornell, D. G., Modzeleski, W., & Jimerson, S. R. (2010). What can be done about school
shootings? A review of the evidence. Educational Researcher, 39(1), 27-37.

Bradshaw, C. P., Cohen, J., Espelage, D. L., & Nation, M. (2021). Addressing school safety through
comprehensive school climate approaches. School Psychology Review, 50(2-3), 221-236.
https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1926321

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2022). Firearm deaths grow, disparities widen. U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services. https://www.cdc.gov/vitalsigns/firearm-deaths/index.html

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



34 SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

Coleman, S. (2018). Safe Kids Inc.: HE.R.O. Curriculum: Grades K—8—Efficacy findings in prominent
afterschool program, public school district, and private school—Pilot study report.
https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/6570f71970ad2a50a4b8df60/t/65f1c82ba46c35510367d8at/171
0344246172/Pilot+Study+White+Paper+K-8.pdf

. (2020). Safe Kids Inc.: H.E.R.O. Curriculum: Grades 9—12—Efficacy findings in public school
district and charter high school—Pilot study report. https://safekidsinc.ai/wp-
content/uploads/2021/02/High-School-Pilot-Study.pdf

Cornell, D. G. (2017). School violence: Fears versus facts. Routledge.

Cornell, D. G., Mayer, M. J., & Sulkowski, M. L. (2020). History and future of school safety research.
School Psychology Review, 50(2-3), 143—157. https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2020.1857212

Cox, J. W., Rich, S., Trevory, L., Muyskens, J., & Ulmanu, M. (2025). School shootings database.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/interactive/school-shootings-database/

Dickson, M. J., & Vargo, K. K. (2017). Training kindergarten students lockdown drill procedures using
behavioral skills training. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 50(2), 407—412.
https://doi.org/10.1002/jaba.369

Donovan, D. J. (2023). Active shooter drills in schools: Are we helping or hurting our kids? Clinical
Pediatrics, 63(4), 441-443. https://doi.org/10.1177/00099228231180707

Doss, K., & Shepherd, C. (2015). Active shooter: Preparing for and responding to a growing threat.
Butterworth-Heinemann.

Ebsary, N. J. (2018). Biometric monitoring using facial recognition, data collection, and storage: Safety
and privacy perceptions of high school students. Journal of Computer Science & Systems Biology,
11(6), 313-318. http://doi.org/10.4172/jcsb.1000291

Executive Office of the President. (2024). Combating emerging firearms threats and improving school-
based active-shooter drills (Executive order 14127). Federal Register 89(191).
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2024/10/02/2024-22938/combating-emerging-firearms-
threats-and-improving-school-based-active-shooter-drills

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). (n.d.). FBI active shooter safety resources.
https://www.fbi.gov/how-we-can-help-you/active-shooter-safety-resources.

Federal Emergency Management Agency. (2020, March). Active shooter attacks: Security awareness for
soft targets and crowded places [PDF]. FEMA. https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-
03/fema_faith-communities_active shooter.pdf

Fenwick-Smith, A., Dahlberg, E. E., & Thompson, S. C. (2018). Systematic review of resilience-
enhancing, universal, primary school-based mental health promotion programs. BMC Psychology,
6(1), 30. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-018-0242-3

Flannery, D. J., Fox, J. A., Wallace, L., Mulvey, E., & Modzeleski, W. (2021). Guns, school shooters, and
school safety: What we know and directions for change. School Psychology Review, 50(2-3), 237—
253. https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2020.1846458

Fortin, J. (2022, May 25). What does “active shooter” mean? The New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/article/active-shooter-what-is-it.html

Foster, C., Horwitz, A., Thomas, A., Opperman, K., Gipson, P., Burnside, A., Stone, D., & King, C.
(2017). Connectedness to family, school, peers, and community in socially vulnerable adolescents.
Children and Youth Services Review, 81,321-331. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.08.011

Gee, D. G., & Cohodes, E. M. (2023). Leveraging the developmental neuroscience of caregiving to
promote resilience among youth exposed to adversity. Development and Psychopathology, 35(5),
2168-2185. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579423001128

Gerlinger, J., & Schleifer, C. (2021). School characteristics associated with active shooter drill
implementation. Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy, 21(1), 917-940.
https://doi.org/10.1111/asap.12251

Gottfredson, D. C. (2001). Schools and delinquency. Cambridge University Press.

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



INTRODUCTION 35

Harding, S., Morris, R., Gunnell, D., Ford, T., Hollingworth, W., Tilling, K. Evans, R., Bell, S., Grey, J.,
Brockman, R., Campbell, R., Araya, R., Murphy, S., & Kidger, J. (2019). Is teachers’ mental health
and wellbeing associated with students’ mental health and wellbeing? Journal of Affective Disorders,
242, 180-187. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.08.080

Holloway, K., Cahill, G., Tieu, T., & Njoroge, W. (2023). Reviewing the literature on the impact of gun
violence on early childhood development. Current Psychiatry Reports, 1— 9.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-023-01428-6.

The “I Love U Guys” Foundation. (n.d.). Home. https://iloveuguys.org

. (2022). The Standard Response Protocol. https://iloveuguys.org/The-Standard-Response-
Protocol.html

Institute of Medicine (IOM). (1994). Reducing risks for mental disorders: Frontiers for preventive
intervention research. National Academy Press.

King, S., & Bracy, N. L. (2019). School security in the post-Columbine era: Trends, consequences, and
future directions. Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice, 35(3), 274-295.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1043986219840188

Kingston, B., Mattson, S. A., Dymnicki, A., Spier, E., Fitzgerald, M., Shipman, K., Goodrum, S.,
Woodward, W., Witt, J., Hill, K. G., & Elliott, D. (2018). Building schools' readiness to implement a
comprehensive approach to school safety. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 21(4), 433—
449. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-018-0264-7

Kupchik, A. (2010). Homeroom security: School discipline in an age of fear (Vol. 6). NYU Press.

. (2016). The real school safety problem: The long-term consequences of harsh school
punishment. University of California Press.

Lee, J., & Schute, V. (2010). Personal and social-contextual factors in K—12 academic performance: An
integrative perspective on student learning. Educational Psychologist, 45(3), 185-202.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2010.493471

Leibbrand, C., Hill, H., Rowhani-Rahbar, A., & Rivara, F. (2020). Invisible wounds: Community
exposure to gun homicides and adolescents’ mental health and behavioral outcomes. SSM—
Population Health, 12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2020.100689

Lopez, B. (2024, January 19). Texas’ new school safety law mostly addresses the Justice Department’s
advice. But funding fixes is still an issue. The Texas Tribune.
https://www.texastribune.org/2024/01/19/texas-school-safety-uvalde-doj-report/

Malloy, G. D. P. (2015). Final report of the Sandy Hook advisory commission. Sandy Hook Advisory
Commission.

Martaindale, M. H., & Blair, J. P. (2019). The evolution of active shooter response training protocols
since Columbine: Lessons from the Advanced Law Enforcement Rapid Response Training Center.
Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice, 35(3), 342-356.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1043986219840237

Mayer, M. J., & Furlong, M. J. (2010). How safe are our schools? Educational Researcher, 39(1), 16-26.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27764550

McLean, L., Abry, T., Taylor, M., & Connor, C. M. (2018). Associations among teachers' depressive
symptoms and students' classroom instructional experiences in third grade. Journal of School
Psychology, 69, 154-168. https://doi.org/10.1016/].jsp.2018.05.002

Miotto, M. B., & Cogan, R. (2023). Empowered or traumatized? A call for evidence-informed armed-
assailant drills in U.S. schools. The New England Journal of Medicine, 389(1), 6-8.
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp2301804

Mitchell, K., Jones, L., Turner, H., Beseler, C., Hamby, S., & Wade, R. (2019). Understanding the impact
of seeing gun violence and hearing gunshots in public places: Findings from the youth firearm risk
and safety study. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36, 8835-8851.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260519853393

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



36 SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

Morris, M. (2016). Pushout: The criminalization of Black girls in schools. The New Press.

Muschert, G., Henry, S., & Bracy, N. L. (Eds.). (2013). Responding to school violence: Confronting the
Columbine effect. Lynne Rienner Publishers.

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM). (2019a). Fostering healthy
mental, emotional, and behavioral development in children and youth: A national agenda. The
National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25201

NASEM. (2019b). The promise of adolescence: Realizing opportunity for all youth. The National
Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25388

NASEM. (2019c¢). Vibrant and healthy kids: Aligning science, practice, and policy to advance health
equity. The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25466

National Association of School Psychologists (NASP), National Association of School Resource Officers
(NASRO), & Safe and Sound Schools. (2021). Best practice considerations for armed assailant drills
in schools.
https://www.nasponline.org/assets/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Advocacy%20Resources/
Armed-Assailant-Guide-Revised-SEPT-2021.pdf

National Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO). (n.d.). Frequently asked questions.
https://www.nasro.org/faq/

National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments. (2022). State report on the implementation
of the Gun-Free Schools Act: U.S. states and other jurisdictions 2019-20 school year. U.S.
Department of Education.
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/StateRptImplGFSA-2019-20-

508 2022.03.07.pdf

National Institute of Education (NIE). (1978). Violent schools-safe schools: the safe school study report
to the Congress: Executive summary (Vol. 1).
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/Digitization/45988NCIRS.pdf

National Research Council (NRC). (2003). Deadly lessons: Understanding lethal school violence.
National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/10370

National Research Council and Institute of Medicine. 2009. Preventing Mental, Emotional, and
Behavioral Disorders Among Young People: Progress and Possibilities. Washington, DC: The
National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/12480

Navigate360 (Age Appropriate Guidelines for ALICE Training® at Any Age). (2023, April 7). Age
appropriate guidelines for ALICE training at any age [PDF]. Navigate360.
https://info.navigate360.com/hubfs/ALICE%20Content%20PDFs/Guides/ALICE-K12-EB-040723-
Age%20Appropriate%20Guidelines.pdf

Nickerson, A., Randa, R., Jimerson, S., & Guerra, N. (2021). Safe places to learn: Advances in school
safety research and practice. School Psychology Review, 50, 158—171.
https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1871948

Noguera, P. A., & Syeed, E. (2020). City schools and the American dream 2.: The enduring promise of
public education (2nd Ed.). Multicultural Education.

Oldfield, J., Humphrey, N., & Hebron, J. (2016). The role of parental and peer attachment relationships
and school connectedness in predicting adolescent mental health outcomes. Child and Adolescent
Mental Health, 21(1), 21-29. https://doi.org/10.1111/CAMH.12108

O’Regan, S. V. (2019, December 13). The company behind America’s scariest school shooter drills. The
Trace. https://www.thetrace.org/2019/12/alice-active-shooter-training-school-safety/

Peguero, A. A., & Bondy, J. M. (2021). Immigration and school safety. Routledge.

Rajan, S. (2024). The impacts of firearm violence exposure on youth in the US: Building the evidence and
the solutions. Youth & Society, 56(8), 1391-1395. https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X241285222

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs


https://doi.org/10.17226/12480

INTRODUCTION 37

Rajan, S., Reeping, P. M., Ladhani, Z., Vasudevan, L. M., & Branas, C. C. (2022). Gun violence in K-12
schools in the United States: Moving towards a preventive (versus reactive) framework. Preventive
Medicine, 165, 107280. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2022.107280

Rios, V. M. (2011). Punished: Policing the lives of Black and Latino boys. NYU Press.

. (2020). Human targets: Schools, police, and the criminalization of Latino youth. University of
Chicago Press.

Ruzek, E. A., Hafen, C. A., Allen, J. P., Gregory, A., Mikami, A. Y., & Pianta, R. C. (2016). How teacher
emotional support motivates students: The mediating roles of perceived peer relatedness, autonomy
support, and competence. Learning and Instruction, 42, 95-103.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2016.01.004

Rygg, L. (2015). School shooting simulations: At what point does preparation become more harmful than
helpful. Children’s Legal Rights Journal, 35(3), 215.

Safe Kids Inc. (n.d.). The H.E.R.O. Program: Empower PreK 12 Kids [Program overview]. Safe Kids Inc.
https://www.safekidsinc.com/hero-program-overview

Schildkraut, J., & Elsass, H. J. (2016). Mass shootings: Media, myths, and realities. Bloomsbury
Publishing.

Schildkraut, J., & Nickerson, A. B. (2022). Lockdown drills: Connecting research and best practices for
school administrators, teachers, and parents. MIT Press.

Schildkraut, J., Nickerson, A. B., & Ristoff, T. (2020). Locks, lights, out of sight: Assessing students’
perceptions of emergency preparedness across multiple lockdown drills. Journal of School Violence,
19(1), 93—-106. https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2019.1703720

Schonfeld, D. J., Melzer-Lange, M., Hashikawa, A. N., Gorski, P. A., & Council on Children and
Disasters, Council on Injury, Violence, and Poison Prevention, Council on School Health (2020).
Participation of children and adolescents in live crisis drills and exercises. Pediatrics, 146(3),
€2020015503. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020-015503

Simonetti J. A. (2020). Active shooter safety drills and US students—Should we take a step back? J4MA
Pediatrics, 174(11), 1021-1022. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2020.2592

Skiba, R. J., & Peterson, R. L. (2000). School discipline at a crossroads: From zero tolerance to early
response. Exceptional Children, 66(3), 335-346. http://doi.org/10.1177/001440290006600305

Sprague, J. R., & Walker, H. M. (2021). Safe and healthy schools: Practical prevention strategies.
Guilford Publications.

Tanner-Smith, E. E., Fisher, B. W., Addington, L. A., & Gardella, J. H. (2018). Adding security, but
subtracting safety? Exploring schools’ use of multiple visible security measures. American Journal of
Criminal Justice, 43(1), 102—119. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12103-017-9409-3

Turanovic, J. J., Pratt, T. C., Kulig, T. C., & Cullen, F. T. (2022). Confronting school violence: A
synthesis of six decades of research. Cambridge University Press.

Ungar, M. (2004). The importance of parents and other caregivers to the resilience of high-risk
adolescents. Family Process, 43(1), 23—41. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2004.04301004.x

United States Department of Justice (DOJ). (2024). Critical incident review—Active shooter at Robb
Elementary School. https://portal.cops.usdoj.gov/resourcecenter/content.ashx/cops-r1141-pub.pdf

U.S. Department of Education (ED). (2013). Guide for developing high-quality school emergency
operations plans. https://rems.ed.gov/docs/School Guide 508C.pdf

U.S. House of Representatives. (2022). House report 117-403. https://www.congress.gov/congressional-
report/117th-congress/house-report/403

Villarreal, S., Kim, R., Wagner, E., Somayaji, N., Davis, A., & Crifasi, C. (2024). Gun violence in the
United States 2022: Examining the burden among children & teens. Johns Hopkins Center for Gun
Violence Solutions. United States of America. https://coilink.org/20.500.12592/2qldvc9 on 03 Aug
2025. COI: 20.500.12592/2qldvc9

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs


https://www.congress.gov/congressional-report/117th-congress/house-report/403
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-report/117th-congress/house-report/403

38 SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

Vossekuil, B., Fein, R. A., Reddy, M., Borum, R., & Modzeleski, W. (2002). The final report and
findings of the Safe School Initiative. U.S. Secret Service and ED.

Widnall, E., Winstone, L., Plackett, R., Adams, E., Haworth, C., Mars, B., & Kidger, J. (2022). Impact of
school and peer connectedness on adolescent mental health and well-being outcomes during the
COVID-19 pandemic: A longitudinal panel survey. International Journal of Environmental Research
and Public Health, 19. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19116768

World Health Organization. (2004). The importance of caregiver-child interactions for the survival and

health development of young children: A review.
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/42878/924159134X.pdf

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



2
The Landscape of School Active Shooter Drills and
Other School Security Measures

School safety and security measures generally encompass a wide range of tools,
interventions, practices, and policies that work in tandem to ensure that schools, students,
teachers, and staff are safe. They also equip school communities with reasonable emergency
preparedness and response tools in anticipation of a wide variety of potential health and security
concerns. These policies and practices range from firearm violence prevention and fire safety to
preparation for weather-related emergencies and deterrence of bullying.

Schools across the United States implement tactics and policies specific to firearm
violence prevention and preparedness, including active shooter drills. This report focuses
primarily on mitigating the potential adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes
resulting from implementing school active shooter drills. In accordance with its statement of task
(Box 1-1 in Chapter 1), however, the committee also reviewed other commonly used security
interventions and policies being implemented in K—12 schools that might influence or shape
existing procedures for school active shooter drills—including the use of metal detectors and the
presence of school resource officers and other school security personnel.

Building on the foundational terminology, key concepts, and conceptual framing
introduced in Chapter 1, this chapter provides an overview of active shooter drills and other
school security measures currently used in K—12 schools in the United States. The chapter begins
by situating school active shooter drills and other school security measures in the broader context
of a comprehensive approach to school safety. Such an approach encompasses not only drills and
other security measures but also interventions that support students’ mental, emotional, and
behavioral health; these include promoting positive school climate, social-emotional learning,
restorative and trauma-informed practices, and access to school-based health professionals. The
chapter then describes the current landscape of school active shooter drills, including the federal
and state mandates that guide them. Finally, the chapter reviews the implementation of other
school security measures in K—12 schools in the United States, highlighting their variations. This
examination of these practices informs the committee’s assessment of evidence regarding
potential adverse outcomes in these domains and serves as the foundation for the committee’s
recommendations for school leaders, legislators, and decision-makers in Chapter 6 and the future
research agenda set forth in Chapter 7.

CONTEXT OF SCHOOL SAFETY

School active shooter drills and other school security measures are best understood as
components of a comprehensive school safety approach. The U.S. Department of Justice defines
comprehensive school safety as a holistic approach to creating a secure, inclusive, and supportive
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learning environment that protects students, staff, and visitors from various threats, hazards, and
risks; this approach integrates multiple aspects of safety, including physical, emotional, social,
and environmental well-being, and is guided by policies, practices, and programs that foster a
positive school climate and positive student behavior (U.S. National Institute of Justice, 2020). A
comprehensive school safety framework typically includes the following elements:

e Prevention and preparedness—implementing proactive measures such as
school policies, emergency planning, bullying prevention, and mental health
support to reduce risks before they occur. Prevention activities include all efforts
to promote a positive and trauma-informed school climate, including teaching and
modeling social-emotional skills, applying a trauma-informed lens, setting
behavioral expectations, supporting student mental health, and addressing
bullying.

e Protection and security—policies and practices that secure or safeguard
students, staff, visitors, and property from threats or hazards. These measures
include conducting suicide risk and threat assessments; creating safety plans for
individual students; conducting drills; ensuring visible signage and emergency
exits; ensuring the physical security of school facilities through controlled access,
surveillance, and door lock policies; and collaborating with law enforcement.

e Health and well-being—supporting the mental and physical health of students
and staff through counseling, social-emotional learning, and wellness programs.

e Mitigation—minimizing the impacts of threats or hazards and reducing the
likelihood that threats and hazards will occur. Mitigation efforts include
preplanning about what to do in case of an emergency, including determining and
practicing the protocols for each type of response (i.e., lockdown, shelter in place,
and evacuation). Additionally, mitigation activities include establishing
partnerships with emergency services and conducting assessments that identify
vulnerabilities in the built environment, as well as emergency response activities.
Assessment results may identify appropriate actions to take such as securing
access points, using metal detectors or video cameras, and employing other
physical safety measures.

e Response and crisis management—encompasses the immediate actions taken
during an emergency to stabilize the situation and save lives and property.
Response activities include activating the emergency response plan, including
specifying the type of emergency response required, contacting and coordinating
with emergency responders, and communicating with families and the broader
community, as is possible.

e Recovery and resilience—providing resources and support to help students,
staff, and the school community recover from crises, trauma, or disasters and
restore the learning environment to normalcy by attending to the physical
environment, academic routines, and the emotional well-being of students and
staff. Recovery activities include providing crisis and mental health support,
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ensuring open and transparent communication about the event, debriefing the
event, and engaging in activities that foster connection and support.

e Supportive environment—promoting well-being and a sense of belonging to
ensure that all students feel safe and valued.

A comprehensive school safety strategy is typically based on the Whole School, Whole
Community, Whole Child approach, aligning national and local education policies, emergency
management guidelines, and public health initiatives into an operational framework that schools
can apply to address the safety, security, and well-being of their students (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2021).

In the context of comprehensive school safety, some efforts are geared more specifically
toward preventing a potential threat, whereas others are in place specifically to react/respond to
an active threat (Mayer et al., 2021). Generally, preventive measures are taken to avoid incidents
before they occur (e.g., physical barriers, security training for staff, behavioral threat assessment
processes). Reactionary measures are responses implemented during or after an incident.

A public health framework conceptualizes different types of prevention and their role in
keeping schools safe (Mayer et al., 2021; Rajan et al., 2022). However, the available evidence
bearing on the effectiveness of many of these safety policies and tactics varies and ought to be
considered in that light (Rajan et al., 2022). Primary prevention entails strategies aimed at
preventing the occurrence of firearm-related incidents before they emerge as credible threats to a
school community. Secondary prevention comprises measures for addressing and managing
incidents when they occur (e.g., door locks). Tertiary prevention encompasses interventions
aimed at minimizing the harms and impacts of incidents after they occur (e.g., grief counseling
services). In this framing, preventive and reactionary safety measures overlap, and an assessment
bearing on when use active shooter drills requires understanding their specific role as an
emergency preparedness (secondary prevention) tool.

In the committee’s view, a comprehensive approach to school safety requires a balance
between preparedness for immediate threats and long-term prevention strategies that address the
root causes of violence. Schools that focus too narrowly on active shooter drills may miss
opportunities to prevent violence before it occurs. By focusing not only on physical safety but
also on positive school climate through social-emotional learning and trauma-informed practices,
schools can create an environment that both responds to threats and works actively to prevent
them. These interventions are crucial for promoting prosocial behaviors, modeling conflict
resolution, and fostering positive student relationships. Among many other benefits, they play an
essential role in reducing instances of violence and aggression and anchoring a comprehensive
school safety plan.

The next sections briefly describe these concepts and summarize findings from available
research related to prevention strategies typically implemented in K—12 schools across the
country; Table 2-1 summarizes these points briefly. Program implementation varies significantly,
and individual schools and school districts vary considerably in their ability to build this kind of
programming into their curricula, based on financial and staff resources and student needs.
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TABLE 2-1 Preventive Strategies for Ensuring School Safety
Safety Tactics and Policies  Findings from Research Literature

Social 1. Social-emotional learning ~ An extensive body of rigorous research
Interventions  programs confirms that social interventions are crucial
2. School climate promotion  for promoting prosocial behaviors,
programs and restorative modeling conflict resolution, and fostering
practices positive relationships among students
3. Dating violence prevention among many other benefits (Acosta et al.,
programs 2019; Cipriano et al., 2023; Durlak et al.,
4. Trauma-informed practices 2022; Taylor et al., 2017).
5. Positive behavioral Their role—whether direct or indirect—in
interventions and support reducing instances of violence and

aggression are critical to a comprehensive
school safety plan. For example, several
studies have demonstrated that positive
behavioral interventions and support can
lead to reductions in disciplinary incidents
and overall improvements in school climate
(Bradshaw, 2013; Bradshaw et al., 2009;
Gage et al., 2018; Grasley-Boy et al., 2019;
Mclintosh et al., 2021).

Mental Health 1. Mental health first aid Mental health first aid® training programs
and Materials training programs can complement behavioral threat
Needs 2. Presence of and ready assessment and management’; they are
Services access to school-based mental designed to help individuals identify and
health personnel (school assist those experiencing mental health
social workers, school issues (National Council for Mental
psychologists, and/or school =~ Wellbeing, n.d.).
counselors). Mental health first aid training can improve

school staff's ability to support students and
respond to mental health crises (Gryglewicz
et al., 2018; Jorm et al., 2010; Sanchez et
al., 2020).

Access to school counselors, social workers,
school psychologists, and other trained
mental health professionals can significantly
improve the mental health and well-being of
both students and staff (Hoover & Bostic,
2020; O’Connor et al., 2018; Taras, 2004;
Zabek et al., 2022).

These services play an important role in
reducing the likelihood of aggression and
violence in schools and in fostering the
healthy development of youth (Lazarus et
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al., 2021; Morgan-Lopez et al., 2020;
Sanchez et al., 2017).

“ Mental health first aid includes identifying, understanding, and providing initial support to individuals who
may be developing mental health issues or who may be experiencing a mental health crisis
(mentalhealthfirstaid.org).

b Behavioral threat assessment and management is the systematic process of investigating and assessing
concerning behaviors. Its primary goal is to evaluate the difference between making a threat and posing a threat to a
school community and then to build a management plan that supports the safety of the entire community (U.S.
Department of Homeland Security, 2025).

The Importance of School Climate

In its simplest form, school climate refers to “the quality and character of school life”
(National School Climate Center, 2007). The U.S. Department of Education (ED) expands on
that definition and observes that a “positive school climate includes policies and practices that
foster school safety for all; promote a supportive academic, disciplinary, and physical
environment, and encourage and maintain respectful, trusting, and caring relationships
throughout the school community” (Office of Planning, Evaluation, and Policy Development,
2023, p. 7). A positive school climate helps to promote and maintain the physical and
psychological safety of both students and staff, thereby contributing to an environment that
supports desired student behaviors (e.g., respectful communication), while reducing problematic
behaviors (e.g., bullying, threats of violence). Research has shown that a positive school climate
and positive student behaviors are essential to school safety and violence prevention (see, e.g.,
Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, n.d.; Ice et al., 2015). Students who
feel connected to their school are less likely to engage in violent behavior (Dow-Fleisner et al.,
2023), experience bullying (Dow-Fleisner et al., 2023; Smalley et al., 2017), or suffer from
emotional distress (Lester & Cross, 2015). Additionally, desired student behaviors, such as
respect for teachers and peers and compliance with school rules, lead to safer school
environments (Cornell & Mayer, 2010).

Social-Emotional Learning

Strategies such as social-emotional learning can be employed to create a positive school
climate by nurturing students’ emotional intelligence, social skills, and self-regulation. Extensive
research shows that these programs can reduce behavioral problems and improve social-
emotional skills and indicators of well-being (e.g., academic success, prosocial behaviors),
contributing to overall school safety (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017).

Social-emotional learning refers specifically to the process through which all young
people and adults acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy
identities, manage emotions, achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for
others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring
decisions (Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning [CASEL], n.d.). As
specified in the CASEL framework, these skills include five essential capacities: self-awareness,
self-management, healthy relationships, social awareness, and responsible decision-making.
Broadly speaking, these skills encompass the ability to recognize and regulate emotions,
advocate for oneself, develop empathy, resolve conflicts peacefully, and consider others’
perspectives. For example, bullying and victimization prevention programs that are grounded in
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principles of social-emotional learning aim to build students’ skills in emotion regulation,
prosocial behavior, and capacity for empathy as strategies for reducing aggression and fostering
a supportive school environment (Espelage et al., 2015; Farrington et al., 2019; NASEM, 2016).

Positive behavioral interventions and supports is another well-established and evidence-
informed framework for improving student behavior through a tiered system of support, focusing
on proactive measures and data-driven decision-making. Several studies have demonstrated that
implementing this framework can help reduce disciplinary incidents and improve school climate
overall (Bradshaw et al., 2012).

Problematic student behavior is often the result of a skill deficit(s) in social-emotional
competencies. Therefore, to increase desired behaviors among students and build a positive
school climate, schools need to ensure that these skills are consistently taught and modeled by
staff and administrators.

Restorative and Trauma-Informed Practices

In addition to a lack of or a deficit in social-emotional skills, behavior can also be
anteceded by previous traumatic experiences. Individuals who have experienced trauma, such as
abuse, neglect, or witnessing a violent event, often have difficulty regulating their emotions and
behavior (Maynard et al., 2019) and may engage in behaviors that can be viewed as
unpredictable, volatile, or extreme (National Child Traumatic Stress Network [NCTSN], n.d.,
2022; see also Chapter 5). These behavioral responses are tied to the limbic system’s
physiological responses of “fight,” “flight,” or “freeze” when faced with a perceived threat. To
support students who have experienced trauma and to ensure that all students are in an
emotionally regulated state for learning, some schools are implementing restorative and trauma-
informed practices.

Restorative practices emphasize repairing harm and building community. Studies suggest
that restorative practices can reduce suspensions and improve school climate, which may
indirectly enhance security (Gregory et al., 2016). Additionally, dating violence prevention
programs are designed to prevent and address dating violence among students, providing
education on healthy relationships and intervention strategies. Evidence suggests that these
programs can reduce incidents of violence generally and improve students’ understanding of
healthy relationships (Foshee et al., 2004).

Trauma-informed practices are not explicitly a type of program; they are best understood
as a set of practices that allow school staff, teachers, and leadership to recognize and respond to
the effects of trauma on students’ behavior and learning, aiming to create a supportive and
empathetic school environment (NCTSN, 2018). Extensive research supports the ability of
trauma-informed approaches to improve behavioral outcomes and academic performance for
students who have experienced trauma (Cohen & Mannarino, 2015). Incorporating trauma-
informed practices into the school and classroom settings allows educators to better understand
trauma and its impact and to respond appropriately when both they and their students are
exhibiting signs of dysregulation (Avery et al., 2021; Cafaro et al., 2023). And integrating
trauma-informed practices has been documented in research literature as part of an evidence-
informed school safety strategy (Asmussen et al., 2019; Brueck, 2016; Rajan et al., 2022; Rones
& Hoagwood, 2000; Weist & Evans, 2005).
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Access to Mental Health Services

Extensive research shows that access to school counselors, school social workers, school
psychologists, and other trained mental health professionals can improve the mental health and
well-being of both students and staff and plays a critical role in reducing the likelihood of
aggression and violence in schools and fostering the healthy development of children and youth
(Hoover & Mayworm, 2017; Rossen & Cowan, 2014; Tomé et al., 2021). However, many K—12
schools lack the staff and resources needed to support these services. Indeed, there is a national
shortage of school-based health and mental health professionals, which limits the capacity of
schools to support students’ health and well-being (Gratz et al., 2023; Nwabuzor, 2007;
Willgerodt et al., 2024a, 2024b).

A 2023 national survey on school safety found that 60% of K—12 school leaders
identified student mental health challenges as the greatest threat to school safety, and more than
half of respondents reported feeling unprepared to address this challenge (Raptor Technologies
& National Association of School Resource Officers [NASRO], 2023). Staffing guidelines from
both the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) and the National Association of
School Psychologists (NASP) further underscore the scope of this shortage. The ASCA (2024)
recommends one school counselor for every 250 students; however, the national average in
2023-2024 was one for every 376. Similarly, the NASP (2023) recommends a ratio of one
school psychologist for every 500 students, but the national average is approximately one school
psychologist for every 1,127 students.

These shortages impact service delivery in K—12 schools. Data from the National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES, 2024) reveal that, during the 2023—2024 school year, only 48%
of public schools reported being able to meet the mental health needs of all students who needed
support—a nearly 10% decline from 2021 to 2022. Insufficient staffing (55%), inadequate
funding (54%), and limited access to licensed mental health professionals (49%) were cited as
barriers to providing mental health services. In addition, fewer schools reported drawing on
federal funding sources to support these services (NCES, 2024b).

Workforce and staffing shortages extend beyond traditional mental health. National data
show that only about two-thirds (65.7%) of schools have access to a full-time school nurse, with
access significantly lower in rural (56.2%) compared with urban (70.3%) areas (Willgerodt et al.,
2024a). These disparities can limit the broader range of student supports that school health
professionals often facilitate.

School-based health professionals are integral not only to physical and mental health
services but also to broader student support systems. These professionals frequently serve as
connectors—helping to identify unmet material needs and guiding students and families to
additional services. Whether through coordinating with other staff, initiating referrals, or
managing programs that supply basic necessities, these professionals help reduce barriers to care
and supports that promote health and positive educational outcomes (Kjolhede et al., 2021;
NASP, 2021b).

THE LANDSCAPE OF ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

As described in Chapter 1, the implementation of active shooter drills in schools has
become increasingly common in the United States, driven by the rising number of school
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shooting incidents and growing public concern about school safety. State-mandated school active
shooter drills are intended to prepare students, staff, and communities for potential incidents by
outlining specific protocols and practices. However, these requirements vary significantly in
scope and detail, highlighting differences in state resources, legislative priorities, and local
approaches. Some states and localities prioritize the frequency of drills and the role of external
stakeholders such as law enforcement, while others provide detailed guidance on drill procedures
and rely more heavily on training for school staff.

Differences in drill frequency, type, and participant accommodations underscore the need
for thoughtful implementation that achieves preparedness while protecting the well-being of
participants. Many schools face disparities in resources and infrastructure that affect their ability
to implement effective safety strategies, including active shooter drills. The complex landscape
of school active shooter drills includes state mandates; logistical considerations; and the mental,
emotional, and behavioral impacts on students and staff. Each of these topics is discussed in
detail in the sections that follow.

State Mandates for School Active Shooter Drills

The number of school active shooter events has been increasing since the early 2000s.
While these events remain statistically rare, they have a profound impact on communities and
school systems. A number of state legislatures have responded by mandating the implementation
of active shooter drills in schools to prepare for the possibility of an active shooter event (Blair et
al., 2013; Martaindale & Blair, 2019; Rygg, 2015). According to reporting from ProPublica, as
of early 2024, at least 37 states required K—12 schools to conduct school active shooter—related
drills, typically on an annual basis (Churchill & Kriel, 2024b) (see Figure 2-1). Although 13
states do not have mandates for such drills, school districts in these states may conduct them
voluntarily.

Training required for schools Not required

FIGURE 2-1 States that require schools to carry out active shooter—related drills, as of February
4,2024.
SOURCE: Churchill & Kriel, 2024.
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Most statutes focus on the logistics of a drill, such as whom they should include (e.g.,
local law enforcement officials and personnel at each school) (Blair et al., 2013; Martaindale &
Blair, 2019; Rygg, 2015). For instance, Illinois legislation mandates that all schools (i.e., public,
private, and charter) perform school active shooter drills with local law enforcement. In addition,
some states prescribe who should be involved in the development and planning of active shooter
drills. In Texas, for example, legislation passed in 2021 (Tex. S.B. 168, 2021) requires schools to
plan drills with input from first responders, mental and behavioral health professionals, students,
families, and school staff.

Some states require specific types of school active shooter drills or have promulgated
guidelines on how the drills should be implemented. Missouri, for example, enacted the “Active
Shooter and Intruder Response Training for Schools Act” in 2013, which requires all school
personnel (i) to participate in simulated active shooter and intruder response drills that are led by
certified law enforcement professionals and (ii) to conduct annual training for teachers and
school personnel on responding to students who report threatening situations and addressing
scenarios involving dangerous or armed intruders (Mo. S.B. 75, 2013). In 2025, Missouri
updated its legislation with House Bill 416, which mandated that initial annual training sessions
last 8 hours and that subsequent annual sessions last 4 hours.

Most state mandates specify how often drills should be performed. For example, Nevada
requires that school active shooter drills take place five to six times every school year, Minnesota
five times every school year, and Oklahoma and New York four times every school year. Other
states require drills only once or twice every school year or do not designate frequency in their
mandates. Table 2-2 shows the variation in frequency of school active shooter drills required by
state mandates.

Comprehensive explanations from state or local agencies regarding active shooter drills
and training policies remain limited. However, recent reporting sheds light on the decentralized
and often fragmented nature of these practices. Many states leave decisions about training
requirements for school-based law enforcement to local districts, resulting in inconsistent
implementation across jurisdictions (Churchill & Kriel, 2024b). Reports from The Texas Tribune
and ProPublica suggest that financial and logistical barriers, particularly in rural or under-
resourced areas, may underlie the lack of statewide mandates (Churchill & Kriel, 2024a, 2024Db).
However, these factors are not always explicitly acknowledged. At the same time, concerns over
student mental health have begun to influence policy decisions. For example, New York recently
introduced a bill to reduce the number of required annual active shooter drills from four to two,
citing both the psychological toll such drills can take on students and the lack of compelling
evidence that they enhance school safety (Colon, 2024). Collectively, these developments
highlight how a combination of resource limitations, policy decentralization, and ethical
concerns continues to shape a complex and evolving landscape for school active shooter
preparedness.

TABLE 2-2 Frequency of School Active Shooter Drills Required by State Mandates, February

4,2024
State Frequency of Drill Requirements in Schools
Alabama 2 every school year
Alaska None
Arizona 3 every school year
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Arkansas
California
Colorado
Connecticut

Delaware
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas

Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana

Nebraska
Nevada

New
Hampshire
New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon
Pennsylvania

Rhode Island
South Carolina
South Dakota

Tennessee

SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

1 every school year

None

None

Optional: state requires annual safety drills but allows schools to select
which type of drill to conduct

2 every school year

14 every school year

1 every school year

1 every school year

None

1 every school year

1 every school year

1 every school year

Optional: state requires annual safety drills but allows schools to select
which type of drill to conduct

2 every school year

1 every school year

1 every school year

1 every school year

None

1 every school year

5 every school year

2 every school year

Law requires active shooter drills but does not specify how often
Optional: state requires annual safety drills but allows schools to select
which type of drill to conduct

None

5-6 every school year

1 every school year

4 every school year

1 every school year

4 every school year

1 every school year

Law requires active shooter drills but does not specify how often

1 every school year

4 every school year

1 every school year

Optional: state requires annual safety drills but allows schools to select
which type of drill to conduct

2 every school year

2 every school year

Optional: state requires safety drills but allows schools to select which type
of drill to conduct and how often

1 every school year
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Texas 2 every school year

Utah Law requires active shooter drills but does not specify how often

Vermont 2 every school year

Virginia 2 every school year

Washington 1 every school year

West Virginia 1 every school year

Wisconsin Optional: state requires annual safety drills but allows schools to select
which type of drill to conduct

Wyoming None

SOURCE: Churchill & Kriel, 2024b.
Implementation of School Active Shooter Drills

Although state mandates for school active shooter drills vary, schools often have
discretion to specify how the drills are defined, implemented, and practiced. Information on how
frequently different types of drills are used in practice is limited. Even when statutory
requirements exist, how requirements are interpreted and carried out at the school level varies
widely, including differences in planning procedures, participation, and notification practices.
Variations in how school active shooter drills are implemented may be influenced by differences
in resources (e.g., finances, faculty and staff turnover), community contexts, and the
developmental needs of students (Lindstrom Johnson, 2009; Sprague & Walker, 2021).

Organization and Planning

States and localities vary as to who organizes and implements these drills. In some
localities, school administrators employ private companies to facilitate active shooter response
training. In other cases, local law enforcement or school resource officers organize and
implement the drills. In still other jurisdictions, drills are organized and implemented by the
school leaders or school safety teams (Blair et al., 2013; Martaindale & Blair, 2019; Tex. S.B.
168, 2021).

Participation

In some states, a student or group of students may be permitted to opt out of a planned
active shooter drill. Conversely, some cities, counties, districts, and localities do not provide
opportunities to opt out, requiring all students, faculty, and staff to participate (Doss & Shepherd,
2015; NASP et al., 2021). The ED (2025) encourages schools to evaluate individual needs and
offer accommodations or alternative activities (e.g., discussion-based practices) for students
unable to participate in some standard drills, stressing that schools need to collaborate with
families and multidisciplinary teams to identify and implement these accommodations.

Schools also vary in the degree to which educators and school staff participate in school
active shooter drills. For instance, some schools engage school mental health professionals in
these drills. As discussed in detail later in this report, evidence suggests that integrating mental
health professionals and services in these drills could be beneficial and mitigate potential harm or
trauma that students, faculty, staff, families, and community stakeholders may experience during
these drills (Dickson & Vargo, 2017; NASP et al., 2021). Of course, as previously noted, the
availability of additional school staff or community partners to participate in school active
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shooter drills varies based on a school’s or community’s resources and geography. In rural
schools, for instance, access to emergency first responders or proximity to law enforcement,
health care providers, and other community resources may be limited and restricted because of
geographic isolation (Nickerson & Schildkraut, 2024; Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2022). Under-
resourced schools may also lack school mental health providers or school nurses to engage in the
planning, implementation, and follow-up for school active shooter drills (Gratz et al., 2023; Lee
et al., 2009; Ramos et al., 2014).

Notifications/Announcements

Active shooter drills at a school may be publicly preannounced or may occur without
being announced to staff, families, students, and community stakeholders. Notifications and
announcements may be communicated in various ways, such as in the classroom; in a school
assembly; or by email, texts, or social media.

Drill Type

As described in Chapter 1, school active shooter drills can take a variety of forms. For
example, walkthrough active shooter practices are aimed at helping participants with emergency
roles through untimed exercises and discussions. Staff, leaders, first responders, and occasionally
students participate to improve coordination (Blair et al., 2013; NASP et al., 2021; Rygg, 2015).
Tabletop exercises include guided discussions aimed at enhancing preparedness, allowing school
crisis teams, law enforcement, and—in some cases—students to examine plans and adapt to
complex scenarios. These sessions are intended to promote critical thinking and readiness, while
allowing participants to engage at their own comfort level (Gerlinger & Schleifer, 2021; NASP
et al., 2021).

By contrast, lockdown drills secure classrooms with locked doors, darkened rooms, and
silence, addressing internal threats, while secured-perimeter lockouts protect against external
risks. According to the School Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS), in school year 2021-2022,
95.5% of all public K—12 schools had conducted a lockdown drill with students that year (NCES,
2022; see Table 2-3).

TABLE 2-3 Percentage of Public K-12 Schools that Drilled Students on the Use of Emergency
Procedures, School Year 2021-2022

Drilled Students on the Use of Emergency Procedures (%)

School Characteristic Lockdown" Shelter-in-place”
All public schools 95.5 93.5
School type
Traditional public school 96.1 93.6
Charter school 89.4 91.7
Level®
Elementary 95.8 93.9
Middle 95.6 93.1
High/secondary 94.9 93.0
Combined/other 93.0 87.8
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Enrollment size

Fewer than 300 students 91.7 89.0
300—499 students 95.1 94.6
500-999 students 97.3 94.7
1,000 or more students 98.9 95.8
Locale
City 97.0 94.8
Suburb 96.8 95.8
Town 94.6 92.7
Rural 92.8 89.6
Region
Northeast 95.8 92.4
Midwest 95.3 94.1
South 97.9 95.0
West 92.0 914
Percent students of color?
Less than 5% 92.0 90.0
5% to less than 20% 93.6 91.3
20% to less than 50% 97.7 95.7
50% or more 95.5 93.5

Percent of students eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch

0% to 25% 92.5 92.4
More than 25% to 50% 95.1 93.1
More than 50% to 75% 96.7 94.3
More than 75% 96.6 93.7

* Lockdown was defined for respondents as a procedure that involves securing school buildings and grounds
during incidents that pose an immediate threat of violence in or around the school.

b Shelter-in-place was defined for respondents as a procedure that requires all students and staff to remain
indoors because it is safer inside the building or a room than outside. Depending on the threat or hazard, students
and staff may be required to move to rooms that can be sealed (such as in the event of a chemical or biological
hazard) or have no windows, or to a weather shelter (such as in the event of a tornado).

¢ Elementary schools are defined as schools that enroll more students in grades K—4 than in higher grades.
Middle schools are defined as schools that enroll more students in grades 5—8 than in higher or lower grades.
High/secondary schools are defined as schools that enroll more students in grades 9—12 than in lower grades.
Combined/other schools include all other combinations of grades, including K—12 schools.

4 The term students of color is being used synonymously with minority students. Students of color include those
who are Black, non-Hispanic; Hispanic, regardless of race; Asian, non-Hispanic; Pacific Islander, non-Hispanic;
American Indian/Alaska Native, non-Hispanic; and students of two or more races, non-Hispanic.

NOTE: Responses were provided by the principal or the person most knowledgeable about school crime and
policies for providing a safe environment.
SOURCE: NCES, 2024a.

Full-scale simulation exercises at school are intended to equip first responders and school
leaders with the skills and confidence needed to lead a response to an active shooter event at
school, and to test their protocols and identify potential weaknesses, although their
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implementation varies widely (Blair et al., 2013; Martaindale & Blair, 2020; NASP et al., 2021;
Rygg, 2015). Some are unannounced and include high-sensorial elements (e.g., sounds of
gunfire, use of fake blood, simulated violence), while others are organized and announced in
advance (Blair et al., 2013; Martaindale & Blair, 2019; NASP et al., 2021; Rygg, 2015).

There has been a push for schools to use options-based practices, which originated in law
enforcement agencies and focus on independent, in-the-moment decision-making (Donovan,
2023; Miotto & Cogan, 2023; NASP et al., 2021; Schonfeld et al., 2020; Simonetti, 2020). Some
schools use options-based strategies that have been subsequently adopted for school systems;
however, in some cases, practices that were originally developed for adults are used without
adaptation in school active shooter drills and do not account for whether they are appropriate for
the developmental level of student participants (NASP et al., 2021). For example, guidance from
NASP, NASRO, and Safe and Sound Schools emphasizes that students should not be instructed
that they are expected to engage (i.e., fight or counter) with assailants in a life-threatening
emergency.

Research has produced little empirical evidence regarding the mental, emotional, and
behavioral health effects of these practices, leaving questions regarding the appropriateness of
options-based practices for all students and staff. In addition, there are some indications that
these practices may not be suitable for certain age groups, for individuals with severe functional
and access needs, or for those with trauma histories (NASP et al., 2021; Safe and Sound Schools,
2016). Despite these concerns, options-based practices are included in current federal guidance
to schools on responding to an active shooter event, which in some cases includes considerations
for developmentally appropriate adaptations (ED & REMS TA Center, n.d.; ED et al., 2013;
Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2024).

Other schools have implemented the use of standard response practices'? (described in
Chapter 1). For each standard response, there are specific student and staff actions. In drills using
standard response practices, students and staff physically rehearse consistent, predefined actions
needed to respond to an emergency, such as a school active shooter event. The response to
practice a lockdown (used to respond to an immediate threat inside of the school), for example,
includes the actions of locking the door, turning off the lights, moving out of sight, and
remaining quiet. These practices emphasize procedural repetition to reinforce emergency
responses (“I Love U Guys” Foundation, 2023). A number of states and local school districts
have adapted the “I Love U Guys” Foundation’s Standard Response Protocol, a framework that
includes five core standard response practices for implementation in schools, or have
incorporated it into guidance for schools in response to input from state and national
practitioners, including those in New York (New York State Education Department, n.d.),
Maryland (Maryland Center for School Safety, 2024), and Texas (Texas School Safety Center,
n.d.-a).

Frequency

School active shooter drills can occur monthly, quarterly, annually, and/or randomly.
Some statutes requiring school active shooter drills indicate that frequent drills aim to establish

10 For the purposes of this report, the committee uses the term standard response practices to refer to individual,
predefined actions or procedures designed to guide students and staff in responding to different types of emergency
situations, including school active shooter events.
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“muscle memory” or “motor learning,” so that students’ safety responses and behavior to an
active shooter event at school becomes almost instinctive or reflexive (Gerlinger & Schleifer,
2021; Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2022). As reported previously in Table 2-1, there is a great deal
of variation across states and schools in how frequently drills take place. However, there is
limited information on how frequently different types of drills are carried out in practice.

Debrief and Evaluation

In some instances, an informational debrief and evaluation is conducted after each active
shooter drill at a school; again, the content of such debriefs and evaluations varies greatly across
schools. For some schools, debrief and evaluation provides school leaders an opportunity to
communicate the successes or failures that occurred during the drill to the school community.
For other schools, a debrief and evaluation can be more extensive. For example, students might
receive mental health counseling and be provided an optional quiet space to calm down; school
leaders might ask participants what went well and what did not. Families might be informed
about the occurrence of the drill and be provided with calming strategies and potential resources
for mental health care. School administrators might be asked to prepare an after-action review
for the school community, evaluating results, identifying gaps, and documenting lessons learned
and successes achieved (NASP et al., 2021).

LANDSCAPE OF OTHER SCHOOL SECURITY MEASURES

In addition to school active shooter drills, the committee was charged with examining
“other school security measures” (see the statement of task, Box 1-1 in Chapter 1). Security
measures comprise strategies and tools implemented to ensure the safety and security of students,
teachers, and staff in a K—12 school. They typically aim to prevent or mitigate threats ranging
from firearm violence to unauthorized building access. This section organizes school security
measures into three categories: surveillance interventions, personnel interventions and training,
and physical security interventions. The committee broadens its examination of school security
measures beyond metal detectors, door locks, and school security personnel to encompass a
wider range of practices and interventions currently used in U.S. schools, in order to provide a
more comprehensive view of the existing landscape.

Researchers have described such security measures as part of a phenomenon known as
“hardening” of schools (Chambers, 2022; Kim et al., 2021; Lindstrom Johnson et al., 2018;
Thompson, 2023). The past 2 decades have seen an uptick in school-hardening efforts, defined
as physical and procedural modifications for reducing vulnerabilities within a school and
preventing or minimizing damage from an attack (Barroso, 2022; Burr et al., 2024; Warnick &
Kapa, 2019). They typically involve enhancing the resilience of buildings and systems against
external threats and often also involve physical changes to improve security (e.g., locks,
barriers).

Along with school active shooter drills, these other security measures are part of a
comprehensive school safety and security strategy, which encompasses a range of interventions
(including those aimed at improving school climate and student). In their comprehensive review
of literature on factors that contribute to school safety, Nickerson et al. (2021) highlight the
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importance of considering both physical and behavioral aspects of school security and emphasize
the importance of school context and climate.

Recent literature has become more specific in how it addresses school environment.
Stilwell et al. (2024), in particular, build on the existing evidence base on school safety and
violence by proposing a multidisciplinary, comprehensive framework designed to guide research
and practice. This framework advocates for the creation of school environments that promote
attentiveness and vigilance among school personnel and students as key strategies for preventing
violence and improving safety. Table 2-4 briefly describes the various categories of school
security interventions and the tactics and policies within each category; it also summarizes
findings from the existing research literature.

The following subsections describe what is known about how K-12 schools are
implementing physical security interventions, surveillance interventions, and personnel
interventions and training. Comprehensive, national data on the frequency with which these
interventions are being used in schools are limited. However, the School Survey on Crime and
Safety (SSOCS), a nationally representative survey conducted by the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES), provides some insights from its recent 2021-2022 school year data
collection. These findings, where available, are summarized in the subsections that follow;
however, additional data and research are needed to fully understand the scope and use of
various security measures in K-12 schools in the United States (see Chapter 7).

TABLE 2-4 Summary of K—12 School Security Measures

Category Tactics and Policies Findings from Research Literature
Physical e Door locks/access For many of these physical interventions, the
security controls (indoor and evidence describing or documenting their
interventions outdoor) effectiveness in preventing violence, and firearm
violence in particular, is very mixed (e.g., Cornell et
e External barriers (e.g., al., 2020; Perumean-Chaney et al., 2013; Tanner-
perimeter fencing, Smith et al., 2018).
reinforced windows) Nonetheless, many of these interventions are
widely implemented and certain aspects (e.g., door
* Buffer zones" locks and use of hard corners) have been built into

e Establishment of “hard ;((:)l;olc;l active shooter drill procedures (Moore et al.,

corners™” . C

While the research is limited, taken together,
these efforts may serve as ways to reduce the
likelihood of unauthorized access to a school
building, and especially during the school day or at
other times when the school is open (Moore et al.,
2021).

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



THE LANDSCAPE OF SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS 55
AND OTHER SCHOOL SECURITY MEASURES

Surveillance
interventions

Personnel
interventions
and training

Metal detectors

Security cameras (indoor
and outdoor)

Anonymous reporting
systems

Clear backpack/no
backpack policies

Locker/person
searches/screenings

Behavioral threat
assessment processes

Law enforcement
officers (school resource
officers and others)

Non-law enforcement
security staff

Policies that allow
teachers or other school
staff to be armed with
firearms

The effectiveness of several of these
surveillance measures is understudied.

Available evidence suggests that visible
security measures, such as metal detectors and
security cameras, do not improve school safety or
academic achievement, and may increase student
anxiety and stress (Lindstrom Johnson et al., 2018;
Mowen & Parker, 2017; Schildkraut & Grogan,
2019; Schildkraut & Muschert, 2019). These
surveillance interventions may also exacerbate
disparities in school discipline outcomes (Johnson
& Jabbari, 2021).

Anonymous reporting systems allow students
and staff to report safety concerns and research
suggests that these systems can be an effective way
to share information about concerning student
behaviors (Hsieh et al., 2022).

Research suggests that behavioral threat
assessment models can be used to help identify and
mitigate potential threats to school safety (Cornell,
2021).

Existing research and studies on law
enforcement officers in schools provide limited and
mixed evidence on their effectiveness in deterring
firearm violence (Crichlow-Ball et al., 2022;
Flannery et al., 2021; Sorensen et al., 2023).

Non-law enforcement security personnel
(e.g., school safety officers or school security
officers) may enhance safety by providing a less
intimidating presence than that of law enforcement
officers while effectively managing security
concerns. Their efficacy in deterring firearm
violence in unknown (Vernon & Curran, 2023).

There is currently no evidence that arming
teachers is effective in deterring firearm violence or
reducing the lethality of a shooting should one
occur (Smart et al., 2024).

“ Buffer zones are areas intended to create separation between the school and a potential threat; they include
other security elements, such as fencing, gates, or controlled access points.

b A hard corner is a designated safe area in a classroom where occupants can seek refuge away from doors and
windows in the event of an emergency.

Physical Security Interventions

Physical security measures implemented in K—12 schools—such as door locks and access
controls (indoor and outdoor), perimeter fencing, reinforced windows, buffer zones,!' and hard

" Buffer zones are areas intended to create separation between the school and a potential threat; they may include
other security elements such as fencing, gates, or controlled access points.
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corners '>—encompass tactics and policies designed to protect schools from unauthorized access,
violence, or other physical threats (Moore et al., 2021). These measures, when implemented as
part of a broader systems approach are intended to help schools detect, delay, and respond to
potential threats. A 2021 synthesis of literature on physical security planning in K—12 schools
found that a layered school security model—addressing the potential for threats at the campus
perimeter, on school grounds, at the building perimeter, and in interior spaces—is generally
regarded as the most effective, particularly when these approaches are aligned with clearly
defined policies, staff roles, and training (Moore et al., 2021). Evidence from national surveys
and implementation studies suggests that such measures are adopted widely, especially in
response to concerns about school shootings and other acts of targeted violence (NCES, 2024a;
Schwartz et al., 2016). Some studies have also explored integrating these physical features with
staff training and emergency planning, particularly in the context of drills and lockdown
procedures (Schildkraut et al., 2020).

Door locks and access controls restrict building access to authorized individuals and
enhance lockdown capabilities. According to the SSOCS for school year 2021-2022,
approximately 97% of public schools reported controlling access to school buildings during
school hours, such as through locked or monitored doors, and about 61% of schools reported
controlling access to school grounds during school hours, using measures such as locked or
monitored gates (NCES, 2024a; see Table 2-5). And according to the 2021-2022 data collection,
76.1% of U.S. public K—12 schools reported equipping classrooms with locks so that doors can
be locked from the inside. Among schools where at least three-quarters of students qualify for
free or reduced-price school lunch, 74.4% had locking doors in their classrooms in the 2021—
2022 school year, compared with 78.4% at schools where a quarter or fewer students qualify for
free or reduced-price lunch (NCES, 2024a). Charter schools were more likely than traditional
public schools to have doors that locked from the inside in the 2021-2022 school year (80.0% vs.
75.7%) (NCES, 2024a).

TABLE 2-5 Percentage of Public K—12 Schools with Controlled Access Security Measures,
School Year 2021-2022

Controlled Access (%)

Classrooms
That Can
Be Locked
School from the
School Characteristic School Buildings* Grounds® Inside
All public schools 97.1 61.1 76.1
School type
Traditional public school 97.5 60.7 75.7
Charter school 92.7 65.8 80.0
Level®

12 A hard corner is a designated safe area in a classroom where occupants can seek refuge away from doors and
windows in the event of an emergency.
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Elementary 98.1 65.6 76.2
Middle 97.0 53.6 76.0
High/secondary 94.2 54.6 75.2
Combined/other 96.1 58.4 80.0
Enrollment size
Fewer than 300 students 96.2 50.8 76.8
300-499 students 96.5 60.1 77.2
500-999 students 98.5 65.7 74.9
1,000 or more students 96.4 71.3 75.3
Locale
City 96.9 70.0 74.7
Suburb 97.1 68.1 76.2
Town 97.5 514 74.8
Rural 97.1 48.0 77.9
Region
Northeast 99.2 56.2 75.6
Midwest 99.3 47.4 76.5
South 97.8 63.1 74.2
West 92.6 74.8 78.7
Percent students of color?
Less than 5% 93.7 42.7 73.8
5% to less than 20% 98.5 47.2 74.9
20% to less than 50% 97.9 58.0 81.5
50% or more 96.3 71.6 73.6

Percent of students eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch

0%—25% 96.8 57.4 78.4
More than 25% to 50% 96.9 52.4 76.9
More than 50% to 75% 96.9 57.1 75.9
More than 75% 97.5 71.1 74.4
“Examples of controlled access to school buildings provided to respondents were locked or monitored doors and
loading docks.

b Examples of controlled access to school grounds provided to respondents were locked or monitored gates.

¢ Elementary schools are defined as schools that enroll students in more of grades K—4 than in higher grades.
Middle schools are defined as schools that enroll students in more of grades 5—8 than in higher or lower grades.
High/secondary schools are defined as schools that enroll students in more of grades 9—12 than in lower grades.
Combined/other schools include all other combinations of grades, including K—12 schools.

4 The term students of color is being used synonymously with minority students. Students of color include those
who are Black, non-Hispanic; Hispanic, regardless of race; Asian, non-Hispanic; Pacific Islander, non-Hispanic;
American Indian/Alaska Native, non-Hispanic; and students of two or more races, non-Hispanic.

NOTE: Responses were provided by the principal or the person most knowledgeable about school crime and
policies designed to provide a safe environment.
SOURCE: NCES, 2024a.
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While the primary goals of physical security measures relate to restricting access and
emergency response, research has also examined their potential influence on school climate. For
instance, research suggests that highly visible or restrictive security measures may contribute to
increased perceptions of surveillance and reduced perceptions of trust or belonging among
students (Bachman et al., 2011; Tanner-Smith et al., 2018). These findings are particularly
relevant in discussions of school active shooter preparedness, where physical design features
such as door locks or hard corners are often deployed as part of school active shooter drills.
Taken together, existing literature points to a complex interplay among physical security
infrastructure, emergency preparedness practices, and students’ perceptions of safety and
emotional security within school settings.

Surveillance Interventions

Specific tactics and policies in the category of surveillance interventions include metal
detectors, security cameras (indoor and outdoor), anonymous reporting systems, clear backpack
or no backpack policies, locker and person searches and screenings, and behavioral threat
assessment processes. According to the SSOCS for school year 2021-2022, approximately 93%
of schools used security cameras to monitor the school, 23% implemented random sweeps for
contraband, and about two-thirds of schools (65%) reported having a threat assessment team in
place (NCES, 2024). Only 6% of schools used random metal detector checks on students, 2.4%
used daily metal detector checks on students, and 3.7% of schools required backpacks to be clear
or banned them outright (NCES, 2024; see Table 2-6).
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TABLE 2-6 Percentage of Public K—12 Schools with Various Surveillance Interventions, School Year 2021-2022

Metal Detectors and Sweeps Communication Systems and Technology
Structured
Backpacks Random “Panic anonymous Security
must be metal  Daily metal button(s)” or Electronic threat-  cameras to Nonacademic Threat
clear or are detector  detector  Sweeps for silent notification reporting monitor the cellphone use assessment
School Characteristic banned  checks checks  contraband® alarm(s)’  system® system? school prohibited team®
All public schools 3.7 6.2 24 23.1 43.0 69.4 62.4 92.6 76.1 65.0

School type

Traditional public school 35 6.2 2.4 234 44.7 69.1 63.9 93.5 75.5 65.0

Charter school 5.5! 6.5 i 20.3 24.7 71.8 47.1 84.0 82.2 64.4
Level’

Elementary 2.2 2.3 0.5! 7.7 45.2 69.5 56.1 90.7 87.0 61.8

Middle 6.4 10.4 4.2 38.9 43.0 68.1 72.7 959 77.0 71.3

High/secondary 5.3 14.2 6.2 54.2 383 70.7 73.3 96.7 43.0 70.3

Combined/other 5.4! 8.3! 4.7! 334 24.8 62.7 55.4 82.5 70.4 52.7
Enrollment size

Fewer than 300 students 4.1! 5.6 2.6 26.6 314 67.2 50.5 91.9 75.7 49.5

300499 students 34 3.9 1.4 15.1 45.3 69.2 59.1 92.1 82.3 64.6

500-999 students 3.0 6.6 3.0 21.3 46.1 70.0 67.7 92.7 79.1 70.4

1,000 or more students 5.4 12.9 2.6 44.7 51.0 72.2 80.5 95.4 48.5 81.5
Locale

City 4.2 8.5 4.8 16.9 40.2 69.1 62.0 87.9 77.0 71.0

Suburb 2.3 53 L.5 15.8 53.3 71.8 67.7 93.5 76.9 69.5

Town 3.5! 5.1 1.5! 29.9 33.6 67.7 61.6 96.9 77.1 64.1

Rural 4.8 5.5 1.4 35.2 37.7 67.4 56.9 94.5 73.7 53.7
Region

Northeast 2.9! 8.8 4.2 12.9 51.8 72.0 51.1 96.4 72.0 56.6

Midwest 2.8 3.6 2.3 28.8 45.8 71.2 63.0 94.5 73.8 59.7
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South 6.7 10.3 3.1 31.0 46.7 69.1 69.6 97.8 79.4 72.0

West 0.7! 1.3! i 13.2 28.9 66.2 59.4 81.0 76.4 65.7
Percent students of color®

Less than 5% i 8.2! 2.3! 43.3 38.0 60.9 57.8 90.4 71.1 58.9

5% to less than 20% 2.0 2.9 i 30.0 459 70.9 61.9 97.5 73.1 56.1

20% to less than 50% 2.2 34 0.6! 18.2 52.7 69.4 70.3 93.9 76.8 68.1

50% or more 5.2 9.4 4.5 20.7 36.2 69.4 58.4 89.7 77.6 68.0

Percent of students eligible for
free or reduced-price lunch

0%—-25% b 1.0! b 16.1 55.5 75.0 64.6 93.1 73.0 61.2
More than 25% to 50% 2.9! 43 0.7! 255 41.7 66.3 61.1 93.4 71.4 59.6
More than 50% to 75% 2.1 5.8 0.9! 29.1 38.5 63.9 64.7 93.0 76.7 64.4
More than 75% 6.4 10.5 5.7 21.6 39.8 71.6 60.8 91.6 80.4 70.9

! Interpret data with caution. The coefficient of variation (CV) for this estimate is 30%—-50%.

1 Reporting standards not met. Either there are too few cases for a reliable estimate, or the standard error represents more than 50% of the estimate.

“ Examples of random sweeps provided to respondents were locker checks and dog sniffs. Examples of contraband provided to respondents were drugs and
weapons. Weapon was defined for respondents as any instrument or object used with the intent to threaten, injure, or kill, including lookalikes if used to threaten
others.

b Refers to buttons or alarms that directly connect to law enforcement in the event of an incident.

¢ Refers to systems that automatically notify parents in the event of a schoolwide emergency.

4 Examples of structured anonymous threat-reporting systems provided to respondents were online submissions, telephone hotlines, and written submission
via drop box.

¢ Threat assessment was defined for respondents as a formalized process of identifying, assessing, and managing students who may pose a threat of targeted
violence in schools.

I Elementary schools are defined as schools that enroll students more in grades K—4 than in higher grades. Middle schools are defined as schools that enroll
students more in grades 5—8 than in higher or lower grades. High/secondary schools are defined as schools that enroll students more in grades 9—-12 than in lower
grades. Combined/other schools include all other combinations of grades, including K—12 schools.

¢ The term students of color is being used synonymously with minority students. Students of color include those who are Black, non-Hispanic; Hispanic,
regardless of race; Asian, non-Hispanic; Pacific Islander, non-Hispanic; American Indian/Alaska Native, non-Hispanic; and students of two or more races, non-
Hispanic.

NOTE: Responses were provided by the principal or the person most knowledgeable about school crime and policies designed to provide a safe environment.
SOURCE: NCES, 2024a.
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The share of schools with surveillance interventions has increased over the last decade.
For example, the proportion of schools with an anonymous threat-reporting system has nearly
doubled, from 36% in the 2009-2010 school year to 62.4% in 2021-2022. There has been a 30-
point increase in the use of security cameras to monitor schools, from 61% in 2009-2010 to
92.6% in 2021-2022 (NCES, 2011, 2024a). Adoption of these systems differs somewhat based
on the school’s characteristics and the region of the country where it is located. In the 2021-2022
school year, middle and high schools were more likely than elementary schools to have
anonymous threat-reporting systems (72.7% of middle schools and 73.3% of high schools, vs.
56.1% of elementary schools) and security cameras (95.9% of middle schools and 96.7% of high
schools, vs. 90.7% of elementary schools). Regionally, about three-quarters of schools in the
West (81%) reported using security cameras in 2021-2022, compared with other regions, where
more than 90% of schools reported using security cameras (Northeast, 96.4%; Midwest, 94.5%;
and South, 97.8%). Schools with higher enrollment are more likely than smaller ones to have
implemented these surveillance interventions (NCES, 2024a). Of the 65% of schools
implementing threat assessment teams, schools in cities (71%) and suburbs (69.5%) more often
had such a team compared with those in rural areas (53.7%). Threat assessment teams were also
more common at the middle and high school levels, at schools with higher enrollment numbers,
and at schools with a larger proportion of racial or ethnic minority students (NCES, 2024a).

The role of surveillance measures in contributing to school safety has a mixed evidence
base. Evidence suggests that such interventions may disproportionately affect Black and
Hispanic students without reducing the likelihood of exposure to violence (Lindstrom Johnson et
al., 2018; Mowen & Parker, 2017). For example, Mowen and Parker (2017), using data from the
Education Longitudinal Study, found that the presence of both Black and Hispanic students was
associated with a greater overall number of school security measures. In addition, the authors
found that secondary schools with higher percentages of Black students were more likely to
implement such measures as metal detectors, security personnel, surveillance cameras,
designated check-in points, and perimeter fencing, although they did not examine student
perspectives on how these measures were experienced. Given that the types and nature of
surveillance options have evolved in recent years, this section reviews the current options
typically available to and implemented by K—12 schools in the United States.

Metal Detectors

Schools use metal detectors to identify and deter weapons at entry points. Their use in
schools became more common in the 1980s, and by the mid-1990s, approximately one in ten U.S
schools had a metal detector. Although slight increases were observed following the school
shootings at Columbine High School and Sandy Hook Elementary, their prevalence has
remained largely unchanged since the 1990s (Schildkraut & Grogan, 2019). Yet while metal
detectors may detect prohibited items, research has not consistently shown that their use leads to
a meaningful reduction in serious school violence. Additionally, questions have been raised
about the psychological and equity-related impacts of metal detector screening, including the
possibility that these measures may contribute to negative perceptions of school climate or be
used disproportionately in schools with higher proportions of students of color (Nance, 2017;
Schildkraut & Grogan, 2019; Schildkraut & Muschert, 2019).
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Security Cameras

Security cameras are typically used to monitor school premises and deter potential
threats. However, research does not conclusively support their effectiveness in deterring school-
based violence. An analysis of national data by Fisher et al. (2021) found that use of security
cameras was not associated with reductions in school crime, social disturbances, or exclusionary
discipline. A qualitative analysis by Lindstrom Johnson et al. (2018), using data from 54,350
middle and high school students in Maryland, examined perceptions of school safety in relation
to the use of security cameras. The study found that indoor security cameras were associated
with lower perceptions of safety, support, and equity. In contrast, moderate use of outdoor
cameras was linked to higher perceptions of safety among all students. Black compared with
White students reported feeling safer and more supported when outdoor cameras were present;
they felt less safe than their White peers in schools with a high number of indoor cameras
(Lindstrom Johnson et al., 2018). Across all racial and ethnic groups, as well as among female
and younger students, high levels of camera surveillance were associated with a decreased sense
of equity in the school environment.

Anonymous Threat-Reporting Systems

Anonymous threat-reporting systems, including tip lines and mobile apps, have received
increased attention as a proactive tool for threat detection. NCES data for 2021-2022 indicate
that 62.4 percent of K—12 schools reported using a formal anonymous threat-reporting system
(e.g., online submissions, telephone hotlines, and written submission via drop box; NCES, 2022).
A 2022 randomized controlled trial of more than 700 middle school students in Miami found that
schools using an anonymous threat-reporting system experienced fewer violent incidents,
particularly when tips were acted upon promptly and effectively (Hsieh et al., 2022). Students
were also surveyed on their perceptions of safety, feelings of school connectedness, and feelings
of trust in their classmates. Use of a reporting system appeared to prevent declines in these
measures that were observed in the schools not using such a system (Hsieh et al., 2022).

Other Measures

Other measures, such as policies requiring clear backpacks or permitting locker searches,
are intended to limit the concealment of weapons or contraband. NCES data for 2021-2022 show
that 3.7% of K—12 schools required the use of clear backpacks, and 23.1% conducted contraband
sweeps (NCES, 2022). While such practices are sometimes implemented in response to specific
threats or incidents, the empirical support for their effectiveness is limited. Some experts have
noted negative student perceptions of these practices, as well as concerns about the potential for
these measures to stigmatize students or violate their civil liberties (Addington, 2009; Brown,
2005; Lesneskie & Block, 2017; Moore et al., 2021).

Behavioral Threat Assessment

Some surveillance methods are put in place not to monitor general student behaviors or
actions per se, but to serve as tools for evaluating specific individual threats or risks should they
arise. Behavioral threat assessment is a structured approach to identifying, assessing, and
managing potential threats by evaluating individuals’ behavior and risk factors. Behavioral threat
assessment practices are currently implemented in an estimated 85% of public schools across the
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United States (NASEM, 2024), and like many safety and security measures, their
implementation varies widely across schools and states. Some states use tiered or
multidisciplinary models (Kim et al., 2021), while others provide standardized toolkits, and still
others provide only general guidelines for implementation. This inconsistency in implementation
often results from a variety of factors, including differences in local laws, school and district-
level resources, and individual school and student needs, leading to uneven application of threat
assessment procedures. However, behavioral threat assessment in its various forms is a tool that,
when implemented as intended, has a strong evidence base for its effectiveness and as part of a
broader school safety framework (Rajan et al., 2022).

The use of evidence-based behavioral threat assessment practices is critical if this tool is
to be effective in preventing violence and managing potential threats (Cornell & Maeng, 2018),
and for making sure that interventions are fair and do not cause breakdowns in trust within the
school system, and to ensure that students are well supported even in—one might argue
especially in—moments of crisis.

Examples of well-established behavioral threat assessment processes include the
Comprehensive School Threat Assessment Guidelines, which have been shown to improve
safety outcomes and reduce bias (Cornell, 2018). In addition, and to better support school
systems, several organizations and agencies offer resources to guide schools in implementing the
process. For example, NASP (2021a) has synthesized the existing literature to provide a detailed
framework for K—12 schools, including how to establish a multidisciplinary team, how to
implement a structured referral process, best practices for communication, and even ongoing
professional development resources. Similarly, several states (e.g., school safety efforts in North
Carolina and Texas) have provided tailored guidelines for schools that are driven by the existing
evidence and readily accessible. Resources such as these are examples of resources that can help
K—12 schools align their practices with proven methods, increasing both efficacy and equity in
managing potential threats.

Mental Health First Aid

Mental health first aid training programs can complement behavioral threat assessment
by helping individuals identify and assist those experiencing mental health issues. Research
indicates that such training can improve the ability of school staff to support students and
respond to mental health crises (Gryglewicz et al., 2018; Jorm et al., 2010; Sanchez et al., 2020).

Personnel Interventions and Training

In general, there are three broad categories of school security personnel (Fisher et al.,
2023; James & McCallion, 2013; NASRO, n.d.). First are school resource officers (SROs)—
sworn law enforcement officers who have received training and are certified specifically for
working within a school. Second, some school districts may use non-SRO law enforcement
officers. These officers are sworn law enforcement but have not received SRO training. Box 2-2
describes school resources officers in more detail. Third, non—law enforcement school security
personnel have not received training or special certification to work within schools. In the face of
recent reported shortages of SROs and other law enforcement officers who can be assigned to
schools (Fisher et al., 2023; Turanovic et al., 2022; Woulfin & Sadler, 2023), however, some
schools have come to rely solely on non—law enforcement security personnel.
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BOX 2-1
School Resource Officers

School resource officers are sworn law enforcement officers assigned to work in
schools who engage in community-oriented policing in partnership with school districts, using
community-oriented policing practices. Their responsibilities may include collaborating with
school administrators, ensuring safety, preventing crime, developing community justice
initiatives, training students in conflict resolution and restorative practices, and addressing
disorder in and around the school. School resource officers may also help identify changes to
the school’s physical environment that could reduce crime and may assist in shaping school
policies related to safety and crime prevention (National Association of School Resource
Officers [NASROQO], n.d.; U.S. Department of Justice, 2019).

NASRO focuses on training and certifying school-based police, school administrators,
and school security and/or safety professionals who work as partners to protect schools and
their students, faculty, and staff members. NASRO emphasizes a triad model that establishes
three main roles of a school resource officer: (1) law enforcement officer, (2) public safety
educator, and (3) informal counselor/mentor. The NASRO triad model trains school resource
officers to establish trust with students, staff, parents, and the school community, with the
goals of contributing to the creation of safe learning environments; providing support and
resources to school staff; fostering positive relationships with students, teachers, and parents;
and developing strategies for resolving problems and protect students. NASRO training also
includes implementing active shooter drills at school (James & McCallion, 2013; NASRO,
n.d.; Raymond, 2010).

According to the SSOCS, 60.6% of public K—12 schools had one or more security staff
member!? present at the school at least once a week in 2021-2022, up from 43% in 2013-2014
(NCES, 2024a). In about half of schools (44.8%) in the 2021-2022 school year, the security staff
included at least one sworn law enforcement officer who routinely carried a firearm. In the
2009-2010 school year, 28% of public schools reported having any security staff member!* who
routinely carried a firearm (NCES, 2011; see Figure 2-2 shows these trends).

13 Security staff include security guards/officers, security personnel, school resource officers, and sworn
law enforcement officers who are not school resource officers. Security guards/officers and security
personnel do not include law enforcement personnel. School resource officers include all career law
enforcement officers with arrest authority who have specialized training and are assigned to work in
collaboration with school organizations.

14 Prior to 2015-2016, the SSOCS questionnaire asked respondents whether any of the security guards,
security personnel, or sworn law enforcement officers at their school routinely carried a firearm. In 2015—
2016 and later years, the SSOCS questionnaire asked respondents only whether any of the sworn law
enforcement officers (including school resource officers) at their school routinely carried a firearm. While
data across years are not directly comparable because of these changes in categorization, they illustrate a
broader trend of growth in the proportion of schools with security staff who routinely carry a firearm.
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FIGURE 2-2 Trends in percentage of U.S. public K—12 schools with security staff and law
enforcement personnel, school years 2005-2006 to 2021-2022.

NOTE: Security staff include security guards/officers, security personnel, school resource
officers, and sworn law enforcement officers who are not school resource officers.
SOURCE: Data from NCES, 2023.

The presence of security staff varies somewhat based on certain school characteristics.
For instance, security staff are more common at larger schools: schools with 1,000 or more
students reported having one or more school resource officer (74.4%), other sworn law
enforcement personnel (12.1%), or security officers or security personnel (54.9%) in 2021-2022,
compared with schools with fewer than 300 students, which reported having school resource
officers (31.5%), other sworn law enforcement personnel (11.6%), or security officers or security
personnel (15.7%) (NCES, 2024a). More than 60% of middle (62%) and high (62.4%) schools
had school resource officers present at least once a week during the 2021-2022 school year,
compared with 33% of elementary schools (NCES, 2024a; see Table 2-7).
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TABLE 2-7 Percentage of Public K—12 Schools with One or More Full- or Part-time Security Staff Present at Least Once a Week,
School Year 2021-2022

School Resource Officers’

Other Sworn Law

Enforcement Personnel’

Security Officers or
Security Personnel
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School Characteristic Total Full-time  Part-time Total Full-time Part-time  Total  Full-time  Part-time
All public schools 43.7 29.2 16.0 10.5 5.1 5.7 25.5 18.6 9.7
School type
Traditional public school 46.2 30.8 17.0 10.8 5.2 5.9 24.6 17.7 94
Charter school 17.6 12.5 5.6! 7.3! i 3.5! 353 28.6 12.3
Level®
Elementary 33.0 17.6 16.2 8.4 32 5.2 18.6 11.1 8.9
Middle 62.0 45.0 19.1 11.7 6.5 5.6 30.0 25.3 8.4
High/secondary 62.4 51.8 13.2 15.8 9.6 7.3 433 36.1 13.3
Combined/other 22.3 13.2 9.8! 10.5! i 6.3! 18.7 12.6 7.5!
Enrollment size
Fewer than 300 students 31.5 18.0 14.7 11.6 4.8 7.2 15.7 10.8 5.9
300-499 students 35.6 20.0 16.4 9.5 4.4 5.2 19.6 10.7 11.3
500-999 students 49.6 33.5 17.8 10.2 4.8 5.5 28.4 21.4 9.5
1,000 or more students 74.4 65.9 11.7 12.1 8.6 4.5 54.9 49.5 13.5
Locale
City 32.1 24.0 9.6 8.9 4.8 42 34.0 26.9 10.7
Suburb 443 28.3 16.9 9.5 5.6 4.0 32.6 24.5 12.2
Town 55.6 324 24.7 11.2 4.1 7.4 16.3 10.3 7.2
Rural 49.5 34.1 17.4 13.1 5.1 8.4 12.6 6.9 6.6
Region
Northeast 45.0 26.0 20.7 11.8 6.4 5.6 374 30.1 10.8
Midwest 39.0 22.0 17.8 9.3 3.9 5.9 13.7 9.3 5.7
South 58.7 47.3 13.7 14.7 7.2 7.7 28.3 19.2 11.5
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West 26.1 12.4 14.2 4.9 2.2! 2.7 25.0 19.0 10.1
Percent students of color?

Less than 5% 45.2 28.9 17.5! 14.3! 2.9! 12.3! 12.0! 3.1! 8.9!

5% to less than 20% 524 33.3 20.4 11.7 4.6 7.4 13.0 6.6 7.0

20% to less than 50% 47.1 31.5 16.9 10.6 5.0 5.7 22.8 16.5 8.0

50% or more 37.3 25.8 13.1 9.5 5.6 4.2 34.6 27.4 12.0

Percent of students eligible for
free or reduced-price lunches

0%—-25% 41.7 25.8 16.8 9.5 4.2 54 20.4 13.5 9.3
More than 25% to 50% 44.1 26.7 18.4 11.9 4.9 7.5 19.1 12.8 7.4
More than 50% to 75% 52.4 39.1 16.0 7.8 3.8 4.2 26.8 19.8 10.6
More than 75% 394 26.7 13.9 11.7 6.5 5.5 31.7 24.5 10.8

! Interpret data with caution. The coefficient of variation (CV) for this estimate is 30%—-50%.

1 Reporting standards not met. Either there are too few cases for a reliable estimate, or the standard error represents more than 50% of the estimate.

¢ School resource officers were defined for respondents as sworn law enforcement officers with arrest authority who have specialized training and are
assigned to work in collaboration with school organizations.

® Includes all sworn law enforcement officers who are not school resource officers.

¢ Elementary schools are defined as schools that enroll students more in grades K—4 than in higher grades. Middle schools are defined as schools that enroll
students more in grades 5—8 than in higher or lower grades. High/secondary schools are defined as schools that enroll students more in grades 9—12 than in lower
grades. Combined/other schools include all other combinations of grades, including K—12 schools.

4 The term students of color is being used synonymously with minority students. Students of color include those who are Black, non-Hispanic; Hispanic,
regardless of race; Asian, non-Hispanic; Pacific Islander, non-Hispanic; American Indian/Alaska Native, non-Hispanic; and students of two or more races, non-
Hispanic.

NOTE: “At school” was defined for respondents to include activities happening in school buildings, on school grounds, on school buses, and at places that hold
school-sponsored events or activities. If school security staff worked full-time across various schools in the district, respondents were instructed to count these
staff as “part-time” for their school. Some schools reported more than one type of school security staff at their school; these schools are counted in more than one
category. Responses were provided by the principal or the person most knowledgeable about school crime and policies designed to provide a safe environment.
SOURCE: NCES, 2024a.
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School resource officers and/or law enforcement personnel may be assigned to schools
specifically to provide security and build relationships with students. Existing research focusing
on their effects on students, staff, and school climate is limited and has yielded mixed results
(e.g., Crichlow-Ball et al., 2022; Flannery et al., 2021; Sorensen et al., 2023). The presence of
school security staff (both law enforcement and non—law enforcement) may affect various groups
of students differently. For example, school resource officers may enhance feelings of safety for
some students (Theriot & Orme, 2014), but they may also be associated with higher rates of
exclusionary discipline, which impacts students of color disproportionately (Fisher & Hennessy,
2016).

School districts sometimes use non—law enforcement security personnel who are trained
to handle security issues in schools to contribute to increased safety and greater opportunities for
surveillance, interventions in the moment, and relationship building. These personnel have been
associated with lower rates of student arrest and exclusionary discipline, although their efficacy
at deterring firearm violence in particular is not known (Vernon & Curran, 2023).13

Finally, it bears noting that policies at the school district level and in more than 30 states
allow teacher to carry firearms as a means of defending against threats. There is currently no
evidence that arming teachers is effective at deterring firearm violence nor reducing the lethality
of a shooting should one occur (Smart et al., 2024).'% A synthesis of existing research on gun
policies in the United States found no qualifying studies showing a benefit from arming teachers
as a way of reducing firearm violence in schools; the authors noted concerns among school
safety experts related to the potential risks of introducing more firearms into school
environments (Smart et al., 2024).

EXPOSURE TO SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS AND SECURITY MEASURES

Previous sections of this chapter highlight potential differences in how students and
school staff are exposed to school active shooter drills, hardening and surveillance measures, and
the presence of law enforcement officers and other security personnel.

Certain school security measures have higher visibility than others. Although literature
on crime prevention through environmental design—an approach for reducing crime though
strategic management of the physical environment—emphasizes designing for both safety and
positive social interaction, some school security measures, such as visible security cameras,
fences, and the presence of armed personnel can signal safety concerns or heighten the sense of
surveillance (Lamoreaux & Sulkowski, 2019; Lindstrom Johnson et al., 2018). Current data
highlight differential exposures to school security measures, particularly along racial and ethnic
lines (Cuellar & Coyle, 2020; Mowen & Parker, 2017; Payne & Welch, 2023)

15 Vernon and Curran (2023)’s epidemiological analysis using representative data from the Civil Rights Data
Collection found that use of non-sworn security personnel may minimize the student arrests and use of exclusionary
discipline.

16 Smart and colleagues (2024) conducted a systematic review of scientific evidence on laws related to allowing
for K—12 staff to carry a firearm or associated outcomes. No studies met the authors’ inclusion criteria related to the
impact of such laws on outcomes such as mass shootings, violent, crimes, or unintended injury. The authors also note
that there exists no comprehensive accounting of the extent to which school districts allow teachers or other school
personnel to carry a firearm.
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By contrast, data are more limited on variations in exposure of students’ and staff
exposure to school active shooter drills—particularly regarding the specific practices and
approaches that are encompassed by this broad category. Given that active shooter drills are
widely implemented in U.S. schools, it is more likely that students will differ in the types of
drills they experience than in whether they experience them at all.

Geographical differences also matter, as urban, suburban, and rural residence, along with
state or regional requirements, can influence the types and frequency of safety measures
implemented. For example, variation in state requirements for active shooter drills—as noted in
Table 2-1—range from zero to four or more mandated drills per year, resulting over time in large
differences in student exposure to drills. To date, there has been little research on the cumulative
effects of exposure to multiple school active shooter drills and other school security measures,
despite the potential for various safety measures to act collectively to shape student perceptions
and behaviors, either positively or negatively (Lindstrom Johnson et al., 2018; Mowen & Freng,
2018; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013). As researchers and practitioners gain a deeper
understanding of individual approaches, they need to consider the interaction among different
strategies and whether exposure to multiple strategies could amplify adverse effects. For
example, school active shooter drills led by law enforcement personnel might be more
concerning for students relative to those facilitated by school staff or mental health professionals.

The fact that school safety and security strategies vary and may be implemented in
combination (discussed further in Chapter 4) raises questions about whether specific strategies
interact positively or negatively, and about how individual strategies may affect mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes. When research designs examine more than one
school safety strategy simultaneously, the results are typically conflated, making it difficult to
determine the effects of each on school safety and school climate overall. Such a research
approach leads to a situation in which either all strategies are deemed to work, or none. Thus,
more studies are needed to investigate whether individual strategies complement each other,
affect the well-being of students and staff positively or negatively, improve school safety, or
potentially counteract one another. It is also crucial to determine whether certain groups of
strategies are more effective than others. Chapter 7 provides the committee’s detailed agenda for
future research on these and related topics.

CONCLUSION

The landscape of school safety in the United States is shaped by a broad array of
strategies, including school active shooter drills, other security measures, and broader efforts to
foster a positive school climate. These components, while often implemented together, vary
considerably across states, communities, and individual schools, reflecting differences in
available resources, regional policies, and local priorities. A comprehensive approach to school
safety integrates practices that support the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students
and staff with emergency preparedness practices and security measures.

Despite the widespread adoption of school active shooter drills and other security
measures, the evidence base on their effectiveness remains fragmented. Existing research often
combines individual measures without examining their interactive effects, limiting understanding
of whether specific strategies complement or counteract one another. This gap in the literature
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underscores the need for more rigorous, holistic research that evaluates school safety strategies
not only in isolation but also in combination, particularly in how they shape student and staff
perceptions of safety, preparedness, and well-being.

Furthermore, gaps in resources and access to supportive interventions pose critical
challenges, particularly for under-resourced schools. Schools with limited funding, for example,
are less likely to have access to essential health professionals, such as school counselors, school
psychologists, school social workers, and school nurses, despite evidence indicating that these
supports play an important role in promoting student resilience, social-emotional skills, and
prosocial behavior. Trauma-informed practices, which recognize and respond to the effects of
trauma on student behavior and learning, represent another important component of a holistic
school safety strategy. Without access to these supports, schools may be left with a reactive
rather than a preventive approach, focusing narrowly on security measures instead of addressing
the root causes of violence and behavioral challenges.

As the committee has emphasized, the available evidence shows that a balanced and
evidence-informed school safety strategy needs to extend beyond immediate crisis preparedness
to encompass long-term efforts that cultivate a secure, inclusive, and supportive learning
environment, one that fosters resilience and well-being. The cumulative effects of exposure to
various school security measures and school active shooter drills, the role of trauma-informed
and developmentally appropriate interventions, and the intersection of these approaches with
students’ perceptions of safety and well-being warrant deeper investigation. Chapters 3 and 4
explore the empirical evidence on how school active shooter drills and other security measures
influence key mental, emotional, and behavioral outcomes—including sense of preparedness,
feelings of belonging, and perceived safety, as well as potential adverse effects on experiences of
trauma and student behavior—further advancing the discussion on the complex and multifaceted
nature of school safety.
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3
Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Health Effects of
School Active Shooter Drills

The committee was tasked with examining the potential short- and long-term mental,
emotional, and behavioral health effects of school active shooter and lockdown drills, as well as
other school security measures (e.g., metal detectors, police presence, locked doors/controlled
access) on students and school staff. Given that both the nature and volume of empirical
evidence on school active shooter drills differ significantly from what is available for other
school security measures, this chapter focuses only on literature related to school active shooter
drills. Specifically, the literature reviewed in this chapter includes all empirical studies identified
by the committee that examine the responses of K—12 students and school staff to these drills.

The chapter begins by outlining the committee’s inclusion criteria for the literature
reviewed. It then presents an overview of the available evidence, including the methodological
challenges that have contributed to gaps in the research base. The chapter next examines the
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes associated with school active shooter drills,
detailing the research designs of the identified studies and reviewing the empirical findings on
key outcomes of interest as identified by the committee. These include perceptions of emergency
preparedness, perceptions of safety or fear, negative mental health symptoms (including
traumatic stress), and student behavior. Additionally, the committee highlights insights from
qualitative studies, which offer critical perspectives on student and staff reactions to school
active shooter drills, complementing the findings from quantitative research.

In Chapter 4, the committee continues with a review of evidence regarding the mental,
emotional, and behavioral health effects of other school security measures—specifically, metal
detectors, law enforcement presence, and locked doors.

INCLUSION CRITERIA AND SEARCH STRATEGY

This chapter consists of a narrative literature review and assessment of the available
research base regarding the health impacts of school active shooter drills. Studies included in this
review met the following criteria: they contained empirical data; assessed the mental, emotional,
or behavioral health impacts of drills; examined health impacts among K—12 students or school
staff; and were published in English and accessible by the conclusion of the search period
(January 15, 2025). The committee used standard academic search procedures to identify
relevant studies, including keyword searches of research databases, consultation of key
summative texts (e.g., Schildkraut et al., 2024b; Walsh et al., 2023), reverse-citation lookups
within included studies, and input from experts in the field. Additionally, the committee
reviewed an annotated bibliography created by the U.S. Department of Health and Human
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Services (2025) in January 2025 and confirmed that all studies referenced in that document had
already been identified in the committee’s search.

The committee also acknowledges several adjacent categories of studies that were not
included in this review. Dissertations, master’s theses, and other unpublished student work were
excluded. Also excluded were studies conducted in school contexts outside of K—12 settings
(e.g., college campuses), those focused on groups other than students and school staff (e.g.,
parents), and those examining types of drills not specified in the statement of task (e.g., fire
drills). Studies on active shooter drills in nonschool contexts (e.g., hospitals) were excluded as
well given the distinct developmental and contextual considerations pertinent to K—12 schools.
Finally, the review excluded studies assessing the effectiveness of drills from a security
standpoint, specifically those evaluating whether drills reduce morbidity and mortality during a
simulated or actual school shooting event.

The committee identified some studies aimed at investigating the effectiveness of drills
using computer simulations or after-action analyses of real-world active shooter events. Such
research is difficult to carry out with precision given the statistical rarity of school shootings and
the many uncontrolled variables involved in such an event. Moreover, the committee emphasizes
that (a) the security effectiveness and (b) the mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes
are two distinctly different dimensions of drills that may be related or entirely unrelated; they
must therefore be considered separately. The committee’s review does not take up the question
of “security effectiveness” here; rather, the focus is limited to mental, emotional, and behavioral
health outcomes for students and staff. School policymakers must balance information about
potential harms of drills such as that presented in this report against the potential benefits of
drills in light of their individual context and circumstances.

OVERVIEW OF THE AVAILABLE RESEARCH BASE

As noted in Chapter 1, empirical research on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health
effects of active shooter drills is limited. Only a small number of empirical studies—fewer than
two dozen in total—have investigated how drills affect K—12 students or school staff. In many
ways, this limited research base is surprising—millions of students and school staff across the
country participate in an intervention whose the health effects are largely unknown. On the other
hand, the lack of robust research in this area is perhaps to be expected. Active shooter drills in
schools appear not to have been a priority for federal research funding, as none of the papers
included in the committee’s review list a federal funding source. This may be related to the 1996
Dickey Amendment, which banned federal funding for research related to gun control from
1996—prior to the widespread implementation of active shooter drills in K—12 schools—until
2018. While the Dickey Amendment did not specifically ban research on gun violence or school
active shooter drills, its interpretation resulted in significant restrictions on research addressing
firearm-related injuries and deaths (Rostron, 2018). In 2019, Congress allocated $25 million to
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the National Institutes of Health to study
firearm violence as a public health issue, which marked the first federal funding for such
research in 2 decades. Furthermore, most research on school active shooter drills necessitates
partnerships with a school or school district, and all research partnerships with schools entail
practical, financial, and political considerations. Given these complexities, researchers may face
barriers to engaging schools, as participation in such research can require significant time,
energy, and resources and may raise concerns about undermining their current safety policies.
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Within the small group of included studies, the mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes assessed vary and are limited, ranging from knowledge of drill procedures to
perceptions of school safety, to feelings of fear and anxiety, to self-reported behavioral changes
such as days of school missed. Many studies do not specify the precise nature of the drills
assessed, making it difficult to distinguish whether different types or features of emergency
preparedness procedures (e.g., didactic instruction vs. controlled rehearsal vs. realistic
simulation) might have different health outcomes. Available studies used a range of
methodologies, but virtually none employed the most rigorous research designs (e.g., random
assignment to experimental vs. control groups), which would allow for the most confident
conclusions about causation. Most studies had significant limitations—including small sample
sizes, ad hoc outcome measures, and unmatched pre—post groups—that reduced the strength of
conclusions that can be drawn.

Another striking characteristic of this body of research on active shooter drills is that
more than one-third of all the empirical studies were produced by a single research team that
assessed an anonymized school district (or districts) in central New York using the same training
and lockdown drill paradigm. Thus, when considering the strength of the entire research base on
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes of active shooter drills, it is important to
highlight that many findings are drawn from the same geographic region, possibly from the same
school district. This is a limitation of the research base, as these findings may not generalize to or
be representative of the varied contexts of school systems across the country.

Unsurprisingly, given the small total number of empirical studies, there are many
important issues regarding active shooter drills for which no studies exist. As one key example,
aside from a single qualitative study of teachers’ perceptions, no peer-reviewed studies have
assessed how students with functional or access needs (e.g., students with disabilities, students
with sensory sensitivities, multilingual learners) react to drills.

Thus, while the following section presents a careful discussion of the available empirical
research related to the committee’s statement of task (see Box 1-1 in Chapter 1), the committee
emphasizes that the gaps in knowledge about the mental, emotional, and behavioral health
effects of school active shooter drills overwhelm the limited research base. Considering that
millions of students and school staff participate in these drills each year, more high-quality
research in this area is urgently needed.

MENTAL, EMOTIONAL, AND BEHAVIORAL HEALTH OUTCOMES OF DRILLS

Many sources (e.g., National Association of School Psychologists et al., 2021; Schonfeld
et al., 2020) have expressed concerns that active shooter drills could increase fear and anxiety
and decrease perceptions of school safety among students and staff. These sources hypothesize
that the experience of the drills themselves—especially realistic or high-intensity drills that
convincingly simulate a real active shooter event—may be distressing. Even low-intensity drills
may cause participants to perceive a genuine active shooter event as more likely, increasing fear
or decreasing perceptions of school safety. Conversely, some have argued that active shooter
drills may increase perceptions of school safety for some students and staff by making them feel
more prepared in the event of an actual active shooter event (Cunningham, 2020; Moore-Petinak
et al., 2020).
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To shed light on these important questions, the committee reviewed the limited empirical
research base, identifying around two dozen studies that assessed some aspect of the personal
reactions of K—12 students or school staff to active shooter drills (e.g., emotions, perceptions,
self-reported behaviors).!” Most of these studies assessed student reactions, with just a few
assessing staff reactions. Most involved direct quantitative surveying of students or staff. One
study involved analyzing a very large sample of social media posts to assess changes in language
(e.g., words associated with anxiety, stress, or depression) from before and after a drill. The
remaining handful of studies involved collecting qualitative responses via individual interviews,
focus groups, or written responses to a text message poll. Studies differed in the constructs they
measured (e.g., stress, anxiety, well-being, avoidance), as well as in the instruments they used to
assess these constructs (e.g., unvalidated, ad hoc instruments created by the research team vs.
more standardized, “brand name” instruments assessing well-studied constructs such as state
anxiety).

Research Designs

One factor hampering the already limited research base on the mental, emotional, and
behavioral outcomes of active shooter/lockdown drills is the relative weakness of many of the
research designs. In general, the research design sets a ceiling for a study’s ability to make causal
attributions between drills and any ensuing participant reactions. To be clear, ethical and
practical constraints may make it challenging—or even impossible—to implement the most
rigorous research designs (e.g., randomized controlled trials). But even if the limitations of the
existing research base are understandable in light of these barriers, it does not change the fact
that the committee’s confidence in the meaningfulness, precision, and generalizability of the
findings of existing studies are limited as a result. Existing studies fall into four major categories
of research design, which are described briefly in this section in rough descending order of rigor
with respect to causal attribution (see Table 3-1).

17 This total count is approximate because some studies are described in two different manuscripts, and some
manuscripts contain two separate studies (e.g., a qualitative and a quantitative study).
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TABLE 3-1 Overview of Studies About the Effects of Active Shooter Drills

Study Study Design Outcome Measures Population
Control | Pre— Cross- Qualitative | Implementation | Emergency | Perception | Trauma | Student Students | Staff
group | post sectional preparedness | of safety or behavior

or or fear mental
knowledge health
1 | Zhe & X X X X X X

Nickerson,

2007

Dickson & X X X

Vargo, 2017

2 | Schildkraut et X X X X X

al., 2020

3 | Schildkraut & X X X X X
Nickerson,
2020

4 | Schildkraut & X X X X X X
Nickerson,
2022

5 | Schildkraut et X X X X X
al., 2022

6 | Schildkraut et X X X
al., 2023

7 | Schildkraut et X X X X
al., 2024c

8 | Schildkraut et X X X X X
al., 2024a

9 | Nickerson & X X X
Schildkraut,
2024

10 | Everytown for X X X X
Gun Safety,
2020

11 | Moore et al., X X X X X X
2024

12 | Huskey & X X X
Connell, 2021
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13

Riggs et al.,
2023

X

14

Rauk et al.,
2023

15

Jonson et al.,
2020

16

Stevens et al.,
2019

17

Laguardia et
al., 2024

o] B B B
>~
o

18

Moore-
Petinak et al.,
2020

19

ElSherief et
al., 2021

20

Bonanno et
al., 2021

21

Goodman-
Scott &
Eckhoff,
2020; Eckhoff
& Goodman-
Scott, 2023

22

Jackson &
Golini, 2024
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Control Group Designs

Control group designs have the greatest potential to enable causal attributions as to any
effects drills may have on participants’ emotions or perceptions. Random assignment to an
experimental group versus a control group means that any observed differences between the
groups are likely attributable to the drill rather than to unrelated events, unmeasured differences
between the groups, or other confounding factors.

There are certainly challenges to conducting effective control group studies assessing
reactions to active shooter drills. For example, states or school districts may have rules
stipulating that all students must complete drills, drills may initiate a full-school response that
must involve all students in the school, and most students will already have completed dozens of
active shooter drills of some sort by the time researchers begin studying their reactions.
However, these challenges can be overcome to some extent with thoughtful research designs
(e.g., a modified waitlist-control procedure, in which schools within a district implement their
drills on different schedules to facilitate comparisons).

Perhaps because of ethical and practical barriers, only one study (Zhe & Nickerson,
2007) employed a control group design. And that study had a notably small sample size of only
74 students.

Pre—Post Designs

Pre—post designs assess the same set of participants both before and after participation in
a drill. Pre—post studies do not allow for the degree of causal attribution enabled by control group
studies. For example, participants in a pre—post study may be aware of the intended outcome of
the drill and respond in a manner intended to fulfill the researchers’ expectations. Nonetheless,
pre—post designs successfully eliminate many potential sources of error by comparing
participants against themselves. As a result, at least some potential confounding factors (e.g.,
students’ demographics, early life experiences, personality traits, and mental health conditions)
are eliminated. This advantage dissipates, however, when the pre- and post-drill groups are
otherwise not identical (e.g., when participants drop out or new participants are added between
the pre- and post-drill measurements).

Ten studies used pre—post designs to assess student or staff responses to active shooter
drills. The studies tended to use very large samples (thousands of students and/or staff) across the
school district; unfortunately, responses were anonymous because of school privacy
requirements and so could not be linked pre- and post-drill. Furthermore, there were often large
differences between the pre- and post-drill groups, across which all responses were aggregated.
In many studies of student reactions, for example, the pre-drill surveys were placed in teacher
mailboxes to administer to students and only a fraction of students completed them; similarly,
only a fraction (presumably a different fraction) of students completed the post-drill surveys. As
a result, statistical analyses had to treat the pre- and post-drill groups as completely separate (i.e.,
cross-sectional), significantly limiting confidence that any post-drill changes must be attributable
to the drill rather than to changes in the composition of the groups being surveyed or unrelated
events occurring in students’ lives when the baseline measures were administered approximately
a week prior to the drill.
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Cross-Sectional Designs

Cross-sectional designs collect data from participants at a single point in time. This
design allows researchers to calculate statistical correlations between theorized predictors and
outcomes of interest. However, given the maxim that “correlation does not imply causation,”
cross-sectional designs cannot establish that a theorized predictor caused an outcome even if a
statistical correlation is found. Causation may run in the opposite direction, or an unmeasured
third variable may be driving both the theorized predictor and the outcome of interest. Therefore,
cross-sectional designs are lower on the hierarchy of methodological rigor when it comes to
establishing causal links between active shooter drills and mental, emotional, and behavioral
health outcomes. Correlational designs can be strengthened using statistical methods to control
for other variables that may be driving an association between the theorized predictor and
outcome.

Seven cross-sectional studies assessed student or staff perceptions and emotional
reactions following active shooter drills. However, most of these cross-sectional studies did
relatively little to control for potential confounds between groups, and thus the ability to draw a
causal inference is particularly suspect. For example, Huskey and Connell (2021) surveyed 379
undergraduate college students and found that those who reported participating in at least one
active shooter drill in high school also reported increased fear, increased perceptions of risk, and
decreased perceptions of school safety compared with undergraduates who did not report
participating in a drill. However, given the lack of statistical controls for confounds, it is possible
that undergraduate students who were already more fearful or had greater concerns about school
shootings were simply more likely to recall participating in active shooter drills (i.e., “reverse
causation”).

Qualitative Designs

Qualitative research designs allow participants to provide open-ended responses about a
subject of interest (e.g., via interviews, focus groups, or writing prompts). These kinds of open-
ended responses cannot establish causation or statistically significant associations between
variables. Indeed, qualitative research is not designed to furnish representative data on how
frequently negative reactions to drills occur or how often they are related to other variables of
interest. Instead, qualitative designs can yield rich, nuanced information about a problem,
highlight individual stories that would be lost in aggregated quantitative data, and elicit ideas
about solutions to problems. Commonly, qualitative research is used to help researchers gather
preliminary information about understudied topics, generate new hypotheses about potential
causal mechanisms, or elicit “raw material” that can be converted into quantitative survey
content. Five qualitative studies assessed student or staff reactions to active shooter drills, using
individual interviews, focus groups, or open-ended text message polls.

Committee’s Observations

Overall, the methodological rigor of the studies identified by the committee was low.
Only one study (Zhe & Nickerson, 2007) used a control group design, and only two studies
(Nickerson & Schildkraut, 2024; Zhe & Nickerson, 2007) used well-validated outcomes
measures as opposed to ad hoc instruments with unknown reliability and validity. While the
committee recognizes researchers’ efforts to undertake any empirical investigation on this
important yet understudied topic, the small number of studies and relative weakness of the
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research designs limit the ability to draw strong causal inferences about the effects of drills.
Additionally, many studies had additional methodological weaknesses beyond their research
design, such as short follow-up periods, ad hoc outcome measures, unmatched pre—post groups,
and lack of precision about what was considered a drill.

Review of Empirical Studies

With the above caveats about the quantity and strength of the research base in mind, the
results of the available empirical studies differed depending on the study design, sample, type of
drill, and outcome measures. Some studies showed positive reactions to drills (e.g., feelings of
increased confidence about responding to emergencies); some showed no changes in emotions or
perceptions; and some showed negative reactions to drills (e.g., increased depression or anxiety;
however, only two studies assessed anxiety and depression using standardized measures with
students in conjunction with actual drill participation [Nickerson & Schildkraut, 2024; Zhe &
Nickerson, 2007]). In the discussion that follows, studies with quantitative measures are
organized according to the type of outcomes assessed: (1) emergency preparedness; (2)
perceptions of safety or fear; (3) mental health symptoms, including traumatic stress; and (4)
self-reported behavior. Some studies assessed multiple types of outcomes falling into more than
one of these categories and were therefore discussed more than once. Qualitative studies are
discussed separately, given that participants providing open-ended reflections on drills gave
responses touching on many types of outcomes.

Drills and Emergency Preparedness

Implementation Correct implementation of drill procedures is not in itself a health effect.
However, basic data on how well a drill taught the intended knowledge and skills could be
crucial backdrop for understanding the drill’s health effects. For example, if drills have harmful
effects, conducting them at the minimum frequency required to teach the correct procedures
adequately might mitigate those effects. But this kind of fine-tuned adjustment requires knowing
how quickly students learn the correct procedures and how frequently drills must be repeated to
maintain the desired level of skill.

Four studies assessed implementation issues regarding active shooter drills. Zhe and
Nickerson (2007) randomly assigned 74 students in grades 4—6 in an upstate New Y ork suburban
school district to one of two groups: (1) students receiving a brief training on emergency
procedures and participated in one “intruder crisis drill” (30 minutes total) or (2) a control group.
This study found that students who received the training and participated in the drill
demonstrated greater knowledge of correct drill procedures on a five-question multiple-choice
questionnaire compared with students in the control group. Observation of the group that
received the training showed that, during the drill, all students successfully moved their desks to
a safe location in the room in under 2 minutes (the first compliance criterion), but no classroom
remained entirely silent for 7 minutes during the drill (the second compliance criterion). These
results suggest that a single brief training on drill procedures imparts some knowledge and skills
but is insufficient to achieve the desired level of skill acquisition.

The remaining three studies on implementation issues used pre—post designs. Researchers
assessed participants’ implementation skills at baseline (i.e., before receiving any training),
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provided didactic training on correct drill procedures, and conducted a series of monitored drills
to assess whether drill implementation skills improved following training and practice.

Dickson and Vargo (2017) used this pre—post design to assess drill implementation
among 32 kindergartners at a single Texas elementary school in a low-income area. The full
research protocol involved a series of 13—-25 observed drills conducted at a frequency of two to
three per week. Results indicated that prior to any training, the kindergarteners could complete
zero correct lockdown steps and remained noisy during drills. The kindergarteners required five
to seven training sessions to attain adequate skill acquisition (around 80% of correct lockdown
steps). They were able to maintain this level of implementation fidelity for three additional drills
conducted over the course of approximately 1 week, with no refresher trainings. This result
demonstrates short-term retention of skills for even the youngest students, although long-term
retention was not assessed.

Schildkraut and Nickerson (2020) and Schildkraut et al. (2023) conducted two studies on
implementation issues. Both took place within a large urban school district in central New York
that was transitioning to a standardized, district-wide emergency response program (SRP-X).
Because these studies assessed compliance with correct drill procedures classroom by classroom,
they can be considered an assessment of both student and staff skill acquisition. Both studies
involved averaging large sample sizes (thousands of students and staff) at each timepoint.

The first of these implementation studies (Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020) demonstrated
that a single training session significantly increased correct implementation of lockdown
procedures but was insufficient to reach full compliance. Classrooms demonstrating perfect
compliance increased from 27.7% pre-training to slightly more than half (54.4%) post-training.
After a single training session, each classroom demonstrated approximately 85% compliance for
three of the four required behaviors (lock door, lights off, no responses to door knock) and
somewhat lower compliance (around 70%) for staying out of sight. Although the researchers did
not conduct statistical analyses comparing compliance across grade levels, it appears that
dedicated middle schools (grades 6—8) had the lowest average compliance compared with
elementary schools, pre-K'®-8 schools, and high schools (Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020).

The second of these implementation studies (Schildkraut et al., 2023) yielded similar
results, although this study improved upon the first by observing nine drills spread across 4
years, rather than just a single post-training drill. While the other three implementation studies
were conducted across just a few months, this was the only study assessing long-term retention
of skills across years. As in the prior study, classroom compliance rose quickly to high levels
(approximately 85% or higher) after just one training, for all steps aside from staying out of sight
(71.3%), which apparently is the most difficult step for classrooms to complete successfully.
Encouragingly, correct implementation of skills was maintained or even increased across
subsequent drills conducted over the next 3 years, even without additional trainings. Classrooms
with perfect compliance increased from 54.4% after the first post-training drill (year 1) to 81.1%
after the fourth post-training drill (year 3). Perfect compliance then remained steady, hovering
around the 80% mark, for the remaining five post-training drills through year 4 (Schildkraut et
al., 2023).

Schildkraut et al. (2023) demonstrated that relatively high levels of implementation
compliance can be achieved and maintained over a duration of years even without repeated

'8 The committee included pre-K students only when these students attended a school that also
contained K—12 students. Some elementary school campuses include pre-K classrooms whose students may
participate in school active shooter drills.
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training, perhaps because teachers and students provide informal instruction and feedback to
each other following drills. However, although 80% of classrooms demonstrating perfect
compliance is an encouraging result, it means that one of five classrooms (20%) were still failing
to complete all four required lockdown steps after 4 years of practice.

In sum, the four existing studies on implementation of drills show that even a single
training can quickly improve compliance with the required drill procedures. However, repeated
training or drills (around four to seven implementations) are necessary to reach adequate—
though not perfect—compliance. Some elements of lockdown procedures appear to be more
difficult than others for classrooms to perform correctly in practice. Keeping out of sight and
staying quiet appear to be most difficult for K—12 students and kindergartners, respectively.

Perceptions of Emergency Preparedness While just four studies measured participants’
implementation of correct emergency procedures during actual drills, other studies assessed
perceptions of emergency preparedness.!® Six pre—post studies by Schildkraut and colleagues
captured brief, ad hoc measures of student or staff perceptions of emergency preparedness
(Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020, 2022; Schildkraut et al., 2020, 2022, 2024a, 2024c).
Participants rated agreement with the statement “I know what to do” in response to each of the
SRP-X training program’s scenarios: (1) lockout (now called secure), (2) lockdown, (3)
evacuate, (4) shelter, and (5) hold.

Across these six studies, the researchers generally found that perceptions of emergency
preparedness (“I know what to do” in different emergency scenarios) increased among both
students and staff following training and participation in a drill (Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020,
2022; Schildkraut et al., 2020, 2022, 2024a, 2024c). In the subset of studies that reassessed
perceptions following a second drill (Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020; Schildkraut et al., 2020,
2022, 2024c), findings showed that student and staff perceptions of emergency preparedness
continued to improve after the second drill. In other words, perception of students and staff that
they “know what to do” did not always reach their zenith following just a single training or drill,
and generally continued to rise following a second drill. This result again suggests that a single
training or drill is insufficient.

Furthermore, Schildkraut et al. (2024c) demonstrated that perceptions of emergency
preparedness did not change significantly following a single “drill as usual,” but did increase
following a formal training on a Standard Response Protocol and then an additional drill. This
result suggests that providing training on how to respond to emergency scenarios such as active
shooter events—rather than just the act of completing a drill itself—may be important to
improving feelings of emergency preparedness.

Moore et al. (2024) collected a much broader dataset to assess teachers’ perceptions of
their own and their students’ emergency preparedness. They surveyed a randomly selected cross-
sectional sample of 1,020 K—12 teachers and then weighted this sample to make it representative
of the national population of K—12 public school teachers. Among the 90% of teachers who
reported participating in at least one active shooter drill during the 2022—2023 school year,
responses on emergency preparedness were divided: About half (47%) indicated that drills made

19 These different research questions were at times contained within the same published article. For example,
Schildkraut & Nickerson (2020) contains data both about classrooms’ implementation of emergency procedures
during actual drills (i.e., how many classrooms closed their doors) and about student and staff’s perceptions that they
“know what to do” in response to various emergency scenarios.
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them feel more prepared to respond to an active shooter incident, while the other half (50%)
indicated that drills made them feel neither more nor less prepared. Rural teachers were more
likely than their urban counterparts to indicate that drills made them feel more prepared to
respond to an active shooter incident (Moore et al., 2024). The survey also asked teachers to
comment on their perceptions of how drills affected students’ sense of emergency preparedness,
although of course teachers’ perceptions of their students feelings may be inaccurate. About half
(54%) of teachers indicated that they perceived that drills helped students feel more prepared,
while one-third (32%) thought drills had no impact on students’ feelings of emergency
preparedness. Furthermore, 11 % of teachers said they did not know how drills affected students’
feelings of preparedness. Almost no teachers indicated that drills they made themselves or their
students feel less prepared (Moore et al., 2024).

Taken together, the results of the Schildkraut et al. and Moore et al. studies suggest that
on average, drills increase student and staff perceptions of emergency preparedness to some
extent. However, averaging perceptions across all participants may mask the apparent finding
that large portions of participants (e.g., fully half of all teachers in Moore et al. [2024]) felt that
drills had no impact on their perceptions of emergency preparedness. While these seven studies
shed some light on the issue of perceptions of emergency preparedness, considerable uncertainty
remains. For example, participants agreeing that they “know what to do” in the scenarios
aligning with the SRP-X training may simply indicate that they effectively learned the responses
they were taught, not that they perceive those prescribed responses will protect them in a real
active shooter event. More detailed research is needed on student and staff perceptions of
emergency preparedness and the specific practices that contribute to perceptions of preparedness.

Drills and Perceptions of Safety, Fear, or Risk

Some have argued that active shooter drills may make students feel more fearful or
perceive their schools as less safe (Huskey & Connell, 2021; Moore-Petinak et al., 2020). Drills
may cause students to imagine themselves in a life-threatening school shooting event or may
create an impression that an active shooter event is likely to occur. Multiple studies with a
variety of research designs assessed these kinds of outcome measures.

Just one previously discussed study in K—12 schools (Zhe & Nickerson, 2007) used a
control group design to assess student reactions to active shooter drills. As a reminder, the
researchers randomly assigned a small group of 74 of students in grades 4—6 to one of two
groups: (1) a group in which students received a brief training on the correct procedure for an
“intruder crisis drill” and participated in one drill (30 minutes total) or (2) a control group. The
researchers assessed students’ perceptions of school safety (including anxiety about school
violence) via a 10-item, ad hoc adaptation of two existing measures (the School Violence
Anxiety Scale [Reynolds, 2003] and the School Crime Supplement to the National Crime
Victimization Survey [National Center for Education Statistics & Bureau of Justice Statistics,
2001]). The researchers also assessed students’ state anxiety, which is covered in the following
section assessing mental health outcomes. Students in the drill group completed the
questionnaires immediately after completing the training and drill.

Researchers found no statistically significant differences between the two groups
regarding perceptions of school safety, which suggests that a carefully conducted active shooter
drill did not make 4th through 6th graders more concerned about school violence when using a
control group design. However, the small sample size of 74 would have precluded detection of
anything smaller than medium-to-large effects (Cohen’s d = 0.66 at 80% power and alpha = 0.05
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two-tailed), even though such large differences are relatively rare in research on educational
interventions (Hill et al., 2008).

Six pre—post studies (also discussed above) assessed perceptions of school safety, fear, or
perceived risk (Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020, 2022; Schildkraut et al., 2020, 2022, 2024a,
2024c). Perceptions of school safety were assessed in all six of these studies via a series of brief,
ad hoc items. Students or staff rated agreement with the statement “I feel safe” for four different
locations: (1) “at my school,” (2) “in my classroom,” (3) “in the hallway,” and (4) “outside on
school grounds.” In three of the four studies assessing student samples, the researchers showed
that students’ perceptions of school safety decreased following participation in a series of two
lockdown drills (i.e., lower ratings of “I feel safe” in various school locations) (Schildkraut &
Nickerson, 2022; Schildkraut et al., 2020, 2024c¢). In contrast, the fourth of these studies
(Schildkraut et al., 2022) showed that student perceptions of school safety did not change
following participation in one active shooter drill. Thus, although students reported feeling more
prepared following participation in drills in these studies, they generally also reported feeling
less safe (or at least not more safe). The only study directly assessing school staff’s perceptions
of school safety found that these perceptions did not change following a series of two lockdown
drills (Schildkraut et al., 2022).

Schildkraut et al. (2024c) merits noting because this study sought to determine how a key
student variable—prior exposure to violence—may influence the relationship between
perceptions of school safety and participation in repeated drills. The researchers found that,
across their entire pooled sample of three cross-sections comprising 8,627 students in grades 6—
12, higher exposure to violence was associated with lower perceptions of school safety. The
researchers also found that this relationship weakened over time (i.e., after students participated
in two drills and one training on a Standard Response Protocol). The researchers speculated that
the effect of prior exposure to violence on perceptions of school safety may matter less once
students have been trained and rehearsed on lockdown procedures (Schildkraut et al., 2024c).

Two of additional pre—post studies by Schildkraut and colleagues measured students’
feelings of fear and perceived risk of victimization, although in slightly different ways. These
fear and risk variables are distinct from the items inquiring about a more generalized sense of
school safety (i.e., “I feel safe” in various school locations) described above, and they returned
contradictory results. First, for about 10,000 students in grades 6—12, Schildkraut and Nickerson
(2022) assessed their (1) fear that they would be harmed at school or traveling to/from school
and (2) perceived risk that “I think a school shooting could happen at my school.” This study
found that both fear and perceived risk decreased significantly after students participated in a
series of two lockdown drills (Schildkraut et al., 2022). Second, Schildkraut et al. (2024a)
assessed approximately 300 high schoolers’ perceptions in 2022, including (1) fear of a school
shooting happening at their school during that year and (2) perceived fear of being a victim of a
school shooting. In contrast to the study by Schildkraut and Nickerson (2022), which found
reduced fear and perceived risk post-drill, this study showed that students’ perceived risk of
victimization increased significantly after participating in one drill, although fear did not change
post-drill (Schildkraut et al., 2024a).

In sum, evidence from the control group and pre—post studies is mixed and limited
regarding the commonly raised concern that participating in active shooter drills may make
students feel more afraid or perceive a school shooting as more likely. Some studies showed
post-drill perceptions of fear and/or risk increasing, some decreasing, and some remaining
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unchanged. Given that many of these studies used similar student populations within the same
central New York area, it is unclear why students reacted differently to drills in different studies.
Several cross-sectional studies also assessed outcome measures related to perceptions of
school safety, fear, or perceived risk. Again, the committee emphasizes the limited ability of
cross-sectional studies to establish causality, as well as typically limited or missing information
about what constituted a “drill” across these large, in some cases national, cross-sectional
surveys. In other words, students and teachers may be responding to meaningfully different drill
procedures (e.g., high-sensorial vs. not) when responding to survey items. For example, Moore et
al. (2024) surveyed about 1,000 K—12 teachers and did inquire about realistic, sensorial elements
in drills. Findings indicated that few teachers reported high-sensorial elements during the 2022—
2023 school year: 6% reported that drills included sounds of real gunfire; 5% reported police or
security officers firing blanks; 4% reported prop or toy firearms; 1% reported the sounds of
explosions; and 1% reported the use of fake blood. Most teachers (55%) reported no realistic
elements during drills, which included no presence of police or other uniformed security
personnel inside the school (the most common “realistic” element reported, at 44%).
Unfortunately, Moore et al. (2024) did not analyze teachers’ perceptions of emergency
preparedness or school safety according to the number or type of sensorial elements, so we
cannot know the effect of these realistic drill components on teachers. With these caveats, we
describe the results of cross-sectional studies about school safety, fear, or perceived risk:

e Moore et al. (2024) surveyed about 1,000 youth12 teachers (as previously
discussed) to inquire about sense of school safety. A majority of teachers (69%)
indicated that drills had no impact on their sense of school safety. Of the
remainder, 20% of teachers indicated that drills made them feel safer at school,
while 12% indicated that drills made them feel less safe at school. Rural teachers
were more likely than their urban counterparts to report that drills made them feel
safer at school. The split was roughly similar when teachers were asked about
their perceptions of how drills affected their students’ sense of safety, although of
course teachers’ perceptions of student responses may be inaccurate: 38% of
teachers thought drills had no impact on students’ sense of safety; 24% thought
drills made students feel safer, and 20% thought drills made students feel /less
safe. The remainder of teachers said they did not know how drills affected
students’ sense of safety.

e Huskey and Connell (2021) surveyed 379 undergraduate students and found that
those who reported participating in at least one active shooter drill in high school
also reported increased fear, increased perceptions of risk, and decreased
perceptions of school safety compared with undergraduates who did not report
participating in a drill.

e Rauk et al. (2023) used nationally representative data collected from more than
2,000 adolescents to investigate how students’ race (students of color compared
with White students) influenced associations between reported school safety
policies and perceptions of school safety. They found that students of color who
reported a greater number of total safety policies (including active shooter drills)
at their school also reported lower perceptions of school safety, but White
students showed no association between these variables. When only active
shooter drills were considered, however, there was no moderating effect of
students’ race on perceptions of school safety.
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e Jonson et al. (2020) surveyed approximately 1,250 students in grades 4—12 from a
single Midwestern school district following the implementation of discussion-
based exercises used to teach the ALICE multi-option protocol (see Chapter 1 for
a description of the ALICE protocol). Using two surveys—one for elementary
school (grades 4-5) and one for junior high and high school students (grades 6—
12)—the researchers found that 10% of students reported increased negative
emotions post-drill, including fear, worry, and confusion after teacher-led
discussions of ways they may respond to a dangerous person entering the school
using the ALICE protocol. In comparison, 85% of students reported either no
emotional changes or increased positive emotions, including feelings of safety,
confidence, and emergency preparedness after discussions about the ALICE
protocol.?°

Overall, these cross-sectional studies yielded mixed results regarding student and staff
perceptions of school safety, fear, or perceived risk following active shooter drills. In very rough
terms, it appears that the most common outcome is no change to perceptions of safety, fear, or
risk due to drills.

Drills and Mental Health Symptoms, Including Traumatic Stress

Few studies have investigated whether drills contributed to more significant or long-
lasting mental health symptoms such as anxiety, depression, or traumatic stress. Virtually all
used brief, but previously published and well-validated self-report questionnaires about anxiety,
depression, traumatic stress, or well-being.

The single control group study was Zhe and Nickerson (2007) (discussed previously),
assessing 74 students grades 4—6. The researchers assessed changes in students’ anxiety post-
drill via the 20-item A-State Scale from the well-validated State-Trait Anxiety Inventory for
Children (Spielberger, 1973). They found no statistically significant differences between the
group who participated in a brief training and drill and the control group. The use of a control
group design and a well-validated measure of state anxiety are significant and unusual strengths
for this study, which suggests that a carefully conducted active shooter drill did not make 4th-
through 6th-graders more anxious in the moment (Zhe & Nickerson, 2007). Aside from the small
sample size of 74, which precludes detection of anything less than medium-to-large effect sizes,
we also note that this study was conducted almost 20 years ago. It is possible that the greater
number and cultural salience of school shootings since 2007 may have changed students’
perceptions of drills in recent years.

Just one of the pre—post studies by Schildkraut and colleagues included mental health
variables (Nickerson & Schildkraut, 2024). After participating in an active shooter drill, 763 out
of 925 students in a rural high school completed a brief measure of state anxiety (although only
610 students completed the pre-drill questionnaire, and there was no analytical linkage of
individual students pre- and post-drill). State anxiety was measured with the 6-item short-form
adaptation of the well-validated Spielberger State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Marteau & Bekker,

20 For questions related to fear, respondents could choose between “less scared,” “no change,” or “more
scared.” Similarly, for questions about school safety, respondents indicated whether training made them
feel “less safe,” whether there was “no change,” or whether they felt “more safe.” Responses were collapsed
into two categories: 0 = no harm (i.e., no change, more safe, less fear) and 1 = harm (less safe, more fear).
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1992). The researchers used exploratory factor analysis to divide the six items into two factors of
three items each, which they labeled anxiety-present (“I am tense,” “I am worried,” “I feel
upset”) and anxiety-absent (“I feel calm,” “I am relaxed,” “I feel content”). Post-drill, students
showed small decreases in state anxiety (anxiety-present items) and small increases in well-being
(anxiety-absent items), although students tended to show low anxiety and moderate well-being at
both time points (Nickerson & Schildkraut, 2024). These results appear to be at odds with the
consistent findings across Schildkraut and colleagues’ studies that students felt less safe
following participation in active shooter drills. Idiosyncrasies in the changing samples, contexts,
and metrics may explain this apparent contradiction.

Just three cross-sectional studies assessed student mental health variables. Riggs et al.
(2023) surveyed 108 youth—caregiver pairs presenting to a single emergency department in a
large, Midwestern metropolitan area. They found that approximately one-third of the youths
reported increased depression and anxiety symptoms post-drill. The questions used for the
assessment appear to have been drawn from the well-validated National Institutes of Health’s
Patient-Reported Outcomes Measurement Information System measures (HealthMeasures,
2023). Interestingly, the caregivers consistently perceived the youths’ post-drill anxiety and
depression as less severe than was reported by the youths themselves (Riggs et al., 2023). This
result suggests that parents may not always be able to detect when their children are bothered by
drills. It should be noted, however, that this study was conducted during the COVID-19
pandemic when schools were closed, and survey participants were asked to reflect on their
experiences with drills over the prior 2 years.

Moore et al. (2024) (described previously) asked teachers to comment on how they
believe active shooter drills affected students’ mental health. In a national survey of around
1,000 K-12 teachers, about one-third of respondents (29%) indicated that “they were aware of
students at their schools who experienced trauma or heightened anxiety and stress following their
participation in a drill designed to prepare them for school shootings” (p. 21). Perceptions of
student trauma, anxiety, or stress were higher among elementary and middle school teachers
compared with high school teachers; higher among teachers who reported multiple drills in a
school year compared with just one drill; and higher among teachers who reported more realistic
elements during drills (although the use of any realistic elements beyond police presence was
quite rare). However, just 1 out of 10 teachers reported that their school provided mental health
supports to students after the completion of drills. Furthermore, only a minority of teachers
reported that drills were designed to meet the needs of diverse students. Only 12%—-26% of
teachers believed that drills were designed to meet the needs of students with physical
disabilities, developmental disabilities, emotional challenges, or prior traumatic experiences,
although a somewhat greater percentage (40%) believed that drills were designed to address the
needs of students in different age groups (Moore et al., 2024).

A smaller survey of preservice teachers (N = 97), most of whom were interning in
schools at the time, also asked about their perceptions of the impact of active shooter drills on
students’ mental health (Laguardia et al., 2024). Almost all the preservice teachers (89.7%)
believed that drills can have an impact on students’ psychological well-being, while a lesser
percentage (58.8%) believed that drills can have an impact on students’ academic performance.
The survey results indicate that preservice teachers “generally felt underprepared to address the
psychological and emotional needs of students related to active shooter response training” and
desired better training in this area (Laguardia et al., 2024, p. 194).
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Another cross-sectional study assessed trauma symptoms among teachers. Stevens et al.
(2019) surveyed approximately 300 teachers (preschool through high school) regarding
associations between exposure to drills and secondary traumatic stress. The researchers prompted
teachers to describe the elements of the drills in which they had participated (e.g., shelter-in-
place vs. simulation components) and then created a sum score in which a higher score indicated
a greater number of different drill components. There was no significant relationship between the
number of different drill components reported by teachers and their reported degree of secondary
traumatic stress (Stevens et al., 2019).

Finally, ElSherief et al. (2021) assessed post-drill mental health using a very different
methodology (see also Everytown for Gun Safety, 2020). Rather than asking participants to
complete questionnaires about mental health variables, this study used a complex web-scraping
scheme to assess how the language used in social media posts changed following school active
shooter drills. According to the researchers, collecting voluntarily shared, publicly available
social media data has many benefits over traditional survey methods. Researchers explain that
this method “constitutes a promising opportunity to study psychological states unobtrusively and
passively” when existing survey methods have shown little ability to capture rich, real-world
data about mental health changes following crises (ElSherief et al., 2021, p. 3). The researchers
also argue that this method can establish causation between an intervention and outcomes of
interest, particularly when randomized control group designs may be “infeasible or unethical”
(ElSherief et al., 2021, p. 3). This social media study is a clear outlier within the limited research
base on school safety drills in terms of approach, sample size, and statistical attempts to control
for confounds.

In their report, research team explains the complex methodology at length. Briefly, they
first surveyed stakeholders involved in a gun violence advocacy group to identify the precise
dates when recent active shooter drills had occurred in their children’s schools (114 schools
spanning 33 states) (EISherief et al., 2021). They then used web-scraping procedures to compile
more than 27 million Twitter posts and 1,400 Reddit posts that could be tied to one of the
identified schools (e.g., via geography or following the school’s official Twitter account). These
social media posts could be authored by school staff, parents, students, or community members
and spanned 90 days pre-drill and 90 days post-drill. This is the only research the committee
found that attempted to measure longer-term post-drill reactions. Finally, the researchers used
lexical models to analyze changes in the language of social media posts pre- to post-drill (e.g.,
changes in the frequency of words statistically associated with stress, anxiety, depression, and
concerns about death). The researchers used a variety of statistical comparison techniques to
approximate causal inference, asserting that observed changes in social media posts are best
attributed to the drills themselves, rather than unrelated seasonal or temporal changes.

Results indicated that active shooter drills are followed by social media posts showing a
39% increase in words associated with depression, a 42% increase in words associated with
stress and anxiety, and a 23% increase in words associated with physiological health problems
(e.g., blood, pain, clinics, and pills). Likewise, words associated with concerns about death
increased 22% following active shooter drills. Other post-drill trends included increases in
expressions of social and personal concerns, fewer positive statements, more requests for help,
and increased profanity. These trends were sustained throughout the 90-day post-drill period,
suggesting that the negative impacts of active shooter drills are not fleeting but last at least 3
months. Although all school levels (elementary, middle, and high school) demonstrated negative
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post-drill effects, social media posts associated with high schools showed the largest changes.
The researchers theorized that, because most school shootings occur at high schools, the
perceived impact of drills may be greater within those schools (ElSherief et al., 2021).

In sum, ElSherief et al. (2021) purport to demonstrate consistent, pervasive negative
emotional effects of drills on students, parents, and school staff via changes in social media
posts. These findings are more consistently and strongly negative regarding the results of drills
than the more mixed pre—post survey results generated by Schildkraut and colleagues. Numerous
differences between the social media and survey methodologies may explain these differences
(e.g., many states vs. a single school or school district; social media data vs. brief self-report
measures; a 3-month follow-up period vs. immediate post-drill measurement). While ElSherief
et al. (2021) argue that their methodology produces a more accurate, nuanced understanding of
reactions to drills compared with traditional surveying, others may question the indirect way in
which the researchers culled social media posts and associated the words in those posts with
emotional outcomes. The results may have been skewed by selecting only schools identified by
gun violence advocates, since these schools could have had exaggerated negative post-drill social
media activity compared with the average American school. Furthermore, because the
methodology captured all social media posts associated with a specific school, the researchers
could not distinguish among posts by students, teachers, parents, activists, community members,
or others. In other words, the social media analysis does not necessarily reflect the responses (or
only the responses) of students and school staff who were exposed to drills. In addition, the wide
variation in drill practices and protocols across K—12 schools, along with the inconsistent use of
terminology to describe these activities, means the types of drills that occurred in the sampled
schools are unknown. The researchers did ask the initial respondents who identified dates of
local drills about high-sensorial elements (i.e., “Did the drill involve simulations that mimic an
actual active shooter incident?”, see Table S-1 in the Summary). However, researchers did not
gather any further details about what was meant by “simulations,” nor did they publish analyses
that statistically associated changes in social media posts at a particular school with the presence
versus absence of simulation elements at that school. Finally, since the data collection period
encompassed multiple mass violence events and heightened activism following the 2018 school
shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, the results need to be
replicated during other time periods to rule out period effects.

Drills and Student Behavior

Within the limited research base on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes of active shooter drills, studies have almost exclusively assessed internalizing variables
(e.g., emotions, perceptions) rather than behaviors. Only three studies (Riggs et al., 2023;
Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2022; Schildkraut et al., 2024a) assessed any kind of behavioral
outcome. All three employed self-report questionnaires about participants’ recollections and
perceptions of their own behavior rather than any direct metric of behavior (e.g., disciplinary
incidents or absences as documented in school records). Of course, students’ recollections of
their own past behaviors may be inaccurate for any number of reasons (e.g., tending to reflect
personality traits or present emotional state).

Two of the pre—post studies by Schildkraut and colleagues queried students about their
self-reported avoidance behaviors. First, Schildkraut and Nickerson (2022) found that, while
students in grades 6—12 reported less fear and perceived risk following a series of two lockdown
drills, they also reported more avoidance behaviors (i.e., staying home or avoiding class because
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of fears about victimization) after the two drills. Second, Schildkraut et al. (2024a) found that
high schoolers reported more total self-protective behaviors following training on a Standard
Response Protocol and participation in a single lockdown drill. The researched used a self-
protective behaviors scale consisting of subscales for avoidant and proactive behaviors. In
contrast to Schildkraut and Nickerson (2022), which found an increase in self-reported behaviors
post-drill, Schildkraut et al. (2024a) did not find a change in avoidant behaviors post-drill. This
study did find a significant post-drill increase in both the proactive behaviors subscale and the
broader self-protective behaviors scale. However, these findings of increased proactive and
general self-protective behaviors may be experimental artifacts, since both measures involved
items assessing “attended trainings on emergency plans” and “participated in a lockdown drill.”
Endorsement of both items would be expected to increase after students were required to
participate in a training and drill as part of the study, so these increased scale scores may not
reflect students’ volitional self-protective behavior changes post-drill.

The third and final study to assess self-reported behavior changes following school active
shooter drills was authored by Riggs et al. (2023). As previously discussed, the researchers
surveyed 108 youth—caregiver pairs presenting to a single emergency department and found that
approximately one-third of the youth reported increased depression and anxiety symptoms post-
drill, when asked to reflect on any active shooter drills experienced over the past 2 years.
Furthermore, youth that reported feeling anxious about drills were more likely to report being
bullied, skipping school because of concerns about victimization, and participating in an
unannounced drill (i.e., a drill they did not know was a drill at the time; Riggs et al., 2023). This
study provides some support for the idea that anxiety about drills may contribute to absenteeism
and lost learning time, at least for some proportion of students, although all the limitations about
cross-sectional research designs continue to apply here.

Insights from Qualitative Studies

The committee identified five qualitative studies assessing participants’ reactions to
active shooter drills. Two involved only students, two involved only staff, and one involved both
students and staff. As discussed, qualitative studies are not intended to be representative and
cannot establish causality. Instead, these qualitative studies furnish rich, nuanced examples of the
kinds of responses that some participants experience to drills. Because participants’ responses
are open-ended, the wide-ranging information they shared spans many of the outcome categories
discussed earlier in this chapter. These five qualitative studies varied in the data collection
method and population assessed. They tended to suggest mixed responses to drills, but with
negative responses outweighing positive or neutral ones. Of course, negative responses to drills
may be more memorable or salient than positive or neutral responses, and participants who
experienced or observed negative responses to drills may have been particularly motivated to
share these perceptions in a voluntary qualitative study. Box 3-1 presents additional qualitative
information about student responses to school active shooter drills, as documented in the popular
media by an investigative reporter, rather than in a peer-reviewed scientific article.

Student Participants Only

e Moore-Petinak et al. (2020) collected written responses to five open-ended probes from
815 youth (aged 14-24) who responded to a national text message poll. About 50% of
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youth reported that drills made them feel unsafe or scared (e.g., “scared because we
thought they were real””). Another 15% of the youth reported other negative emotions
such as sadness, helplessness, or frustration. In contrast, 20% of the youth reported
feeling more prepared (e.g., “safer to know what to do in an active threat”).
Approximately one-quarter of youth felt that drills had no emotional effect on them or
failed to prepare them effectively for a real shooter (e.g., because drills also informed
potential school shooters about emergency response procedures). We note that this age
range (14-24) certainly includes students who are no longer in high school, who may
have been recollecting their reactions to secondary school drills from many years ago.

e Bonanno et al. (2021) conducted individual, semi-structured interviews with 11 White
students aged 8—11 living in a New York City suburb. Most of the students described
feeling fearful of drills (e.g., “I worry if something bad is happening, if the lockdown
drill is real, and this is a real emergency”; “It just freaks me out; I don’t like it at all”).
Many described the need to engage in coping strategies to help them address their fear or
anxiety (e.g., reminding themselves that they are safe, talking to adults). A couple of
students described the drills as fun or exciting, but most described them as frustrating and
disruptive to the school day. The students expressed general sentiments about the need
for emergency preparedness, but many were unclear about precisely what kind of threats
the drills were meant to guard against.

Student and Staff Participants

ElSherief et al. (2021), who conducted the social media web-scraping study previously
discussed, also conducted a series of six virtual focus groups with a total of 34 participants
(students, parents, teachers) from across the country who had participated in at least one drill or
had a child who had done so. Many of the focus group participants described negative emotional
reactions to drills, such as students “texting their parents, praying, crying” because they “thought
they were going to die”; students becoming hypersensitive to signs of potential danger at school
(e.g., a door handle jiggling); or teachers “break[ing] down at recess” because of stress following
a drill. Other participants reported that students were desensitized to active shooter drills and
unbothered by them.

Staff Participants Only

Goodman-Scott and Eckhoff conducted a series of four focus groups with a total of 26
school counselors from the southeastern United States (Eckhoff & Goodman-Scott, 2023;
Goodman-Scott & Eckhoff, 2020). Numerous school counselors mentioned unintentional
emotional fallout from participation in drills, including students’ fear and anxiety; parents’ worry
and protectiveness; and school counselors’ fear, anxiety, and uncertainty. For example, one
school counselor shared, “[Even when you tell the students], ‘This is just practice,’ it still gets
them upset. They end up having a mini meltdown.” Others described simulation aspects of drills
(e.g., a school staff member jiggling the door handle to check if it is locked) as “traumatic,”
noting that students with past traumas are particularly sensitive (e.g., “I had a student with a past
trauma. . . . When there was a lockdown drill, his anxiety kicked in. . . . He would relive it [the
trauma] during the lockdown drills”). School counselors also described the drills as stressful and
anxiety provoking for themselves, not just the students (e.g., “It’s a lot of wear and tear mentally,
going through the drills”; “Your anxiety’s up, your fear is heightened, and you do go into a fight-
or-flight response”). Some school counselors mentioned how drills evoke troubling uncertainty
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about what would really happen in the case of a genuine school shooting, including fears about
their own safety and perceptions of the weight of responsibility to protect students (e.g., “We’re
responsible for all those babies and I don’t want one of them to get hurt. . . . It’s a huge
responsibility”).

Jackson and Golini (2024) interviewed 10 teachers or paraprofessionals who were
employed in a classroom with at least one 4- to 8-year-old child with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) during the 2018-2019 school year. Staff described numerous difficulties when attempting
to teach and practice drills with students with ASD. For example, because children with ASD
tend to thrive on routine, the abruptness of drills created particular disruption for these students.
Furthermore, drills often involved atypical sensory experiences that could be markedly stressful
for children with ASD (e.g., being crowded in close proximity to other students within a small
space). Staff also reported that the challenging behaviors of children with ASD (e.g., tantrums,
aggression, elopement) made it difficult for those students to learn and perform the drills
correctly. Regarding mental, emotional, and behavioral responses to drills, participants described
the drills as sometimes “traumatizing” for both students and staff, particularly if the drills
involved realistic simulations (e.g., actors shooting blanks). One participant described the
perspective of a student with ASD as follows: “Why would I want to gather with all of you in a
small space in the dark? Like what is happening? Why are you telling me to be quiet? It’s just
overwhelming . . . definitely fight or flight.” Another participant emphasized that even the staff
could become “dysregulated” during drills because of sensory overload. Many participants
reported feeling stressed by the weight of their responsibility for protecting students with ASD or
other special needs. For example, one participant described physically carrying a student with
ASD to safety when a drill occurred while the student was on the playground: “I had to yell,
‘Grab him!” because he was breaking down. . . . He didn’t know why he had to leave recess. So |
just scooped him up and ran inside.” In general, participants stated that they wished there were
more resources for teaching students with ASD about drills.

Committee Observations

Overall, the qualitative research demonstrates that some proportion of students and
school staff feel afraid, uncertain, or overwhelmed by active shooter drills, while others feel
desensitized and unbothered. A consistent theme was that students and staff participating in drills
often feel unsure whether a drill is a simulation or a real emergency, which increases feelings of
anxiety and uncertainty. Furthermore, school staff reported feeling burdened by the weight of
physically protecting students from harm, which is a role they do not normally enact. However,
in the largest qualitative study (Moore-Petinak et al., 2020), a sizeable minority of students
reported feeling more prepared or experiencing no emotional changes post-drill.

BOX 3-1
A Reporter Investigates Students’ Perceptions of School Active Shooter
and Lockdown Drills

Qualitative research on children’s perceptions of active shooter drills is limited, though
some qualitative and anecdotal media reports shed light on students’ perceptions of active
shooter drills. Through partnership with The Trace and Slate, Van Brocklin (2019) interviewed
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over 24 K-12 students across the United States in 2019 to learn about what they see, hear,
and feel during lockdown drills. Using a podcast-style format, Van Brocklin (2019) found that
some students interviewed felt worried during the lockdown drills, especially those
experiencing drills that incorporated school staff acting as fake intruders. Students perceived
drills as worrisome if they were unable to tell whether a drill was occurring or an active threat
was underway, when they were not informed of the drills beforehand. Students also reported
experiencing confusion about what to do if they are stuck in an area like the bathroom during
the drill, as well as concerns about other students’ behavior (e.g., being loud) during the drill,
as this could increase their risk of harm during a real incident. Experiencing anxiety or fear
during drills was commonplace for students, whether it was a personal experience or
watching other students express these feelings. One student even mentioned that they
witnessed another student experiencing a panic attack during a drill, even though that student
knew it was a drill. Below are some specific quotes highlighted in the article:

o “They say it’s a drill on the loudspeaker, most of the time, but they might be lying
just to make sure you’re not going to panic: ‘I repeat, this is a code red lockdown
drill.’” | was so scared. | stood on top of the toilet, but then | remembered my
teacher told me this year to sit on the toilet and put my feet up. And then last year,
my teacher told me to stand on the toilet. So | was like, wait, what do | do? | was
panicking. Then | heard footsteps outside. | was like, oh my gosh, is someone
coming? | tried to stay as quiet as | could be. . . . | just hear footsteps, click-clack,
click-clack . . . and then | heard the shifting of the doorknob, and | was like oh my
gosh, what’s going to happen? | was just hoping . . . hoping that it was the
principal coming, not anybody that was going to kill me.” —Phoebe, Grade 5

e “You're supposed to feel safe at school, you have your teachers . . . you're in your
community. But it’s really stressful to think about a random person doing that. And
really just sad. If something happened, the first thing I'd do is really get worried
and maybe start to cry, and then | would hide, but | feel it’s important that
someone needs to fight back. Maybe not me, because I'm very scared. | would tell
everyone to push all the tables to the doors and just start hiding, and if someone
breaks in, do something crazy, pull something elaborate off. But I'd probably just
start crying.” —Ava, Grade 9

¢ “One kid, he was kind of worried and thought it was real. So he had a panic
attack. He started breathing heavily and crying, and everyone was really worried
about him. So then we had waited for a few minutes and then everyone started to
calm him down. Like, ‘It's OK, it's OK, it’s just fake, we’re just practicing.” One kid,

he’s really funny, he said, ‘It's OK, man, it's OK, cool your beans!” Everyone
started laughing and giggling—it was really funny.” —Kennedi, Grade 5

o “lwasingym....Ithinkit was 7th grade.... To preface, | have ADHD. We heard
it over the loudspeaker, we were sitting in our squads. We heard it, ‘We will be
entering a lockdown drill, please prepare.” So we go in the locker room, and I'm
standing there. | start playing with my fingers because I'm incredibly bored. . . .
And the gym teacher, who | don’t particularly like, decided to put me up to the
front because he did not like me playing with my fingers because he thought it
was distracting to other children. | was not making a sound. . . . And then |
sneezed. And everybody thought | was dabbing. Dabbing is sort of a dance move
from a few years ago. . . So then he gave me detention because he thought | was
trying to get everybody to laugh.” —Colin, Grade 10

e “Why would we do the lockdown drill? Because if a wild animal or a robber or
something came barging in. We first did a lockdown drill, and we only did it about
two times last year, in kindergarten. So, how the teacher explained it, she was
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thinking, like, if a wild animal came, and we hid in the bathroom—if it were a
mouse or something, we probably wouldn’t have to do that. But if it were a zebra
or lion or something.” —Foster, Grade 1

o “Last week there was a real stranger in the building, and we saw it on the security
cameras. And | was very frightened, and | got a feeling stuck in my head about . .
. | was thinking if we were going to be OK because the stranger was literally just
outside the door of our classroom. And it was actually just our principal dressed in
stranger clothes. | saw her wearing like a boy wig with her hair up in a bun. She
had, like, a white shirt, a green tank top, and some, like, greyish blueish pants. |
thought it was kind of scary because | didn’t know who her true self was. So, we
hid in the backroom or the closet. And it was very crowded, and we were very
quiet.” —Leah, Kindergarten

e “lI remember it being a very weird shift from thinking about calculus to how | would
escape if someone had a gun in my school.” —Margot, Grade 12

o ‘| think lots of us are faced with this and we go: | know what I'd do. And we go: I'd
totally be able to this, that, and the other. But | think practically, knowing myself, |
would be in abject terror, and would almost be hard to get myself to do anything,
much less heft a heavy object at someone trying to get in. If | had to rank on all
this, of things | would be worried about in school, | think it would be: No. 1, getting
a bad grade. No. 2, school shooter.” —Shawn, Grade 10

o “I've always been worried about this. Like, every time | have a lockdown drill, |
always am really scared by people talking and playing chopsticks or whatever.
Because | always do the thing—not in like a, ‘Oh, | always do the right thing'—but
it's because | don’t want to die. And | thought there was a significant possibility
that | could. So | was, like, why is everyone playing games, what’s going on here?
Maybe this is a super common feeling or maybe nobody feels this way. It's hard to
tell, because people don't talk about it much. That drill made me get mad at the
school and everything. . . It really made me angry and sad and feel kind of
trapped, because what am | supposed to do?” —Macie, Grade 8

o “My first thought was, ‘What should | do?’ My second thought, ‘Oh my gosh, we’re
all gonna die if they don’t shut up.” The substitute closed the blinds, and she
turned off the lights. We locked the doors, made sure every window was locked
and every blind is closed on each window. We hide and sit. Everybody was acting
all goofy and playing. | was about to cry because | didn’t know if it was real or not,
and everybody was just freaking out and acting like fools, like they didn’t know
what to do. They knew what they were doing, but instead of just going straight to
where they were supposed to go, they were playing. | was behind my teacher’s
desk, by the wall, scared, crunched up, with my head in my legs, about to cry.” —
Kareena, Grade 5

SOURCE: Committee generated, based on Van Brocklin, 2019.

CONCLUSION

The available research base on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes of
active shooter drills in K—12 schools is mixed and limited. Overall, the published literature tends
to suggest that these practices increase perceptions of emergency preparedness post-drill,
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coupled with increases in negative responses such as fear, anxiety, and avoidance. However,
these are only inferences grounded in average trends; multiple studies suggest that students and
staff have varied responses to drills. Studies indicate that somewhere between 10% and 65% of
students demonstrated negative emotional reactions post-drill, reactions that may be more
common among students with preexisting vulnerabilities (e.g., self-reported bullying
victimization). Nonetheless, the results still indicate that the proportion of students reporting no
changes or positive changes (e.g., greater confidence in their ability to respond to an emergency)
post-drill ranges from a substantial minority to a majority of students. Studies that allowed
richer, more nuanced observations of post-drill responses (i.e., the social media webscraping
study and qualitative studies) tended to document more negative reactions compared with studies
that surveyed participants directly using discrete, limited outcome measurements (i.e., circling
responses on Likert scales). This observation suggests that researchers need to give more
attention to sow they are assessing potential negative reactions, as brief or unvalidated outcome
measures may not be effective at capturing subtle mental or emotional changes post-drill,
particularly if those changes affect only a minority of students and may be washed out by
calculating only average trends across a large sample (see Chapter 7 for an in-depth discussion of
future research needs).

In sum, the limited available research on student and staff responses to active shooter
drills in K—12 schools raises concerns that these drills may be associated with negative mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes for many (though not all, or maybe even not most)
people exposed to them. These potential risks must be weighed against the potential benefits
accompanying any emergency preparedness procedure. However, existing data paint with a
broad brush because of the lack of high-quality research investigating so many important
dimensions of drills—most notably the effects of different drill components, the importance of
drill frequency, the effects on staff, the occurrence of changes in behaviors of interest, and the
needs of students from vulnerable groups. This lack of relevant research using rigorous research
designs is striking given that active shooter drills are an intervention that has been applied to
millions of students and staff across the country for many years. One might reasonably ask
whether the existing scientific evidence base is sufficient to guide those making decisions about
active shooter drills, or to settle on default procedures. But because drills are already happening
in some fashion, and will continue to happen, waiting for more data is not an option. Schools and
state legislatures will need to continue to draw on the limited existing research on drills;
perceived security considerations; basic scientific knowledge on stress, learning, and child
development; applicable laws and regulations; and their personal understanding of their own
students and school contexts. While we wait for more high-quality and detailed scientific
research, decision-makers will need to take all these considerations into account and make a
reasoned choice about whether, how, and under what circumstances to implement school active
shooter drills.
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4
Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Health Effects
of Selected School Security Measures

The committee’s charge, as reflected in its statement of task (Box 1-1 in Chapter 1),
focuses on the short- and long-term effects of school security measures, particularly those
relating to the implementation of active shooter drills. As examples of other security measures of
interest, the statement of task mentions metal detectors and police presence; the committee
included both security measures in this study. It expanded the category of “police presence” to
include school security staff more broadly, including school resource officers (SROs), other
sworn law enforcement officers, and non—law enforcement security staff. The committee also
included door locks as a security measure of interest because of their widespread use, both
generally and specifically in lockdown procedures that are part of some active shooter drills.
This chapter focuses on these measures and their potential effects on mental, emotional, and
behavioral health.

The relationship between common school security measures and the implementation of
active shooter drills is complex, reflecting broader debates about school safety and preparedness.
These measures may interact with drills or each other in ways that can either reinforce or
complicate the intended objectives of emergency preparedness, school security, and student well-
being. Using these measures can influence the outcomes of the drills, as well as the overall
school environment and school safety climate (Langhout & Annear, 2011; Mowen & Freng,
2019; Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2022).

It is important to keep in mind the complexity of assessing the impact of school security
measures, recognizing that these interventions are inherently shaped by school climate. In other
words, their impact cannot be fully understood in isolation from the relational, social, and
cultural dynamics of the school environment.

This chapter provides an overview of the nature, scope, and quality of the empirical
evidence bearing on the impact of school security measures—specifically, locked doors, metal
detectors, and school-based security personnel—on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes of K—12 students and staff. The discussion builds on the previous chapters by
synthesizing existing research on school security measures currently used in U.S. public schools,
with a specific focus on measures that may be implemented as part of school safety strategies or
play a role in the implementation of school active shooter drills in particular. The chapter
summarizes the available research literature pertaining to each of the above security measures
and their relationship to the mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes of interest—
specifically perceived emergency preparedness or knowledge, perceptions of safety or fear,
student trauma and mental health concerns, student perceptions of school connectedness, school
violence, and student behavior. The committee specifically includes school connectedness—
students’ feelings of being cared for, valued, supported, and having a sense of belonging—as an
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outcome of interest because research indicates that students who feel connected to their school
community are less likely to experience poor mental health and are more likely to experience
long-term benefits for overall health and well-being (Steiner et al., 2019; U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). Moreover, connectedness is a foundational element of a
safe and supportive school environment. (Recall that the committee’s conceptual framework,
presented in Chapter 1, identifies a positive school climate as a critical protective factor shaping
the outcomes of interest.)

Studies related to school climate are included, where relevant, to further contextualize the
committee’s findings. As noted in Chapter 3, this report does not take up the question of security
effectiveness; it focuses solely on mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes for
students and staff. School policymakers will need to weigh the potential harms associated with
use of these measures against their possible benefits, taking into account their specific context
and circumstances.

ADVANTAGES AND LIMITATIONS OF RESEARCH DESIGNS

Empirical research related to school security measures varies in design, scope, and
methodological rigor. Studies span numerous disciplines including education, psychology, public
policy, sociology, and criminology. There is a growing body of research on the effectiveness of
school security interventions; however, like the evidence bearing the impact of school active
shooter drills, the evidence on the effects of school security measures is characterized by several
key limitations and gaps in methodological rigor.

The literature reviewed by the committee for this chapter fell into five primary
categories: quasi-experimental studies, cross-sectional studies, longitudinal studies, systematic
and integrated reviews, and qualitative studies (see Table 4-1). In the context of understanding
the effects of school security measures on mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes,
each of these methodological approaches offers distinct advantages and limitations in assessing
both the short- and long-term effects on students and staff. In general, even when a correlation
emerged, most studies did not establish causality because of the reliance on observational
designs, which made it difficult to isolate the effects of security measures from other factors that
could lead to similar outcomes. Variability in the implementation of security measures across
schools further complicates comparisons and limits the extent to which effects can be
generalized. Unfortunately, very few longitudinal studies are available to help understand and
isolate the long-term effects of school security measures. Finally, some school security measures
may have unintended negative effects such as increased anxiety, but these effects are not
measured consistently across studies.

The following sections further describe the strengths and limitations of the above five
research types in assessing the effects of school security measures on the committee’s key
outcomes of interest—while keeping in mind the complexity of student and staff experiences and
the resulting difficulty of isolating specific effects.

Quasi-Experimental Studies

Quasi-experimental studies provide stronger causal evidence than is possible with purely
observational studies. They allow for retrospective analysis using existing datasets, which can be
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more practical than randomized controlled trials for evaluating the effects of school security
measures. However, these studies often focus on interventions with limited contexts, which can
reduce their generalizability. They may also be vulnerable to unmeasured confounding factors.
Quasi-experimental studies could be used to assess impacts in a variety of ways. For
example, pre- and postintervention data could be used to evaluate whether or not increased
security presence enhances perceptions of safety or whether it fosters or hinders students’ sense
of belonging as compared with matched school environments. These studies may also highlight
unintended mental, emotional, and behavioral health consequences by tracking anxiety levels
and trauma-related symptoms before and after security measures are instituted. Because they
often rely on secondary data sources, however, they may not be able to capture impact fully.

Cross-Sectional Studies

Most of the studies reviewed by the committee were cross-sectional in design,
highlighting a significant gap in the longitudinal and experimental research necessary for
establishing causal relationships. Cross-sectional studies provide a snapshot of the current school
security landscape and immediate effects of security measures; they can be both cost-effective
and time efficient.

Despite these strengths, they have limited ability to establish causality because they
collect data only at one point in time and thus cannot account for some of the changes in
outcomes over time that have been observed for some school security measures. Cross-sectional
data can highlight variations in outcomes resulting from implementing security measures over
time but cannot capture changes in outcomes such as perceived connectedness. These short-term
findings may also not reflect long-term outcomes. And while associations between security
measures and outcomes can be explored with a cross-sectional design, it is unclear without
preintervention data whether these measures contribute to or mitigate mental, emotional,
behavioral health effects. Cross-sectional studies are also unable to disentangle whether changes
in student behavior result from security interventions or other school climate factors.

Longitudinal Studies

The committee found just two longitudinal studies, and only one related specifically to
security measures of interest to the committee (Fisher et al., 2018). The other related to school
safety and its effects on participation in school activities (Mowen & Manierre, 2017).

Longitudinal studies could provide valuable insights into how the implementation of
various school security measures impacts students and staff over extended periods of time by
identifying trends, delayed effects, and developmental consequences. With respect to the
committee’s outcomes of interest, longitudinal studies could be used to assess whether initial
changes in perception of safety after a security intervention persist or change over time, whether
there are delayed consequences as a result of prolonged exposure to security measures, whether
there are long-term effects on perceptions of belonging and school social cohesion, and whether
there are behavioral trends (e.g., in absenteeism, engagement, or disciplinary referrals) that can
be linked to school security measures.

Conducting this kind of research on the effects of school security measures present many
challenges. For example, outcomes can be affected by changes in school policies and security
measures over time, attrition of students and staff, lack of sustained funding, significant time
investments, and the need for data to make real-time policy decisions.
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Systematic and Integrated Reviews

Given the limited longitudinal data on the effects of school security measures on the
mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff, systematic and integrated reviews
provide a way to synthesize findings across available studies to assess the overall body of
evidence on these measures. The committee identified five such studies. In addition to providing
insight into the gaps in the existing evidence base, systematic and integrated reviews can identify
patterns in research findings on the effects of security measures (e.g., anxiety or desensitization),
clarify whether these measures undermine students’ and school staff’s sense of safety, provide
insights into the relationship between the measures and school climate, and assess which
interventions are associated with improvements or declines in mental, emotional, behavioral
health across different school contexts.

However, the strength of the findings emerging from such reviews depends on the rigor
of the studies they can include. Because of the variability in study designs, outcome measures,
interventions, and school and student contexts addressed in the included studies, the
comparability of findings may be limited, and the conclusions that can be drawn from those
findings may be correspondingly weak.

Qualitative Studies

The committee reviewed five qualitative studies: four focused on school safety and
security broadly and one focused on school security staff specifically.

Although few qualitative studies on this topic were found, they have the potential to
provide rich, in-depth insights into the experiences of students and school staff and to capture
nuances at the school level that could be overlooked in quantitative studies—in particular,
unintended consequences and social and contextual dimensions of school safety and security
policies. For example, qualitative studies can reveal insights that go beyond statistical outcomes
and capture population-specific perspectives—such as why some school security measures may
foster reassurance, while others may heighten fear, or how and why a measure may affect
relationships between students and staff.

The challenge of qualitative research designs, however, is that their findings can lack
generalizability to larger populations, and the studies are not designed to establish causal
relationships or quantify the effects of school security measures.
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TABLE 4-1 Studies About the Effects of School Security Measures (Other than Active Shooter Drills)
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CHARACTERISTICS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE EXISTING EVIDENCE BASE

While existing research provides some insights into the impacts of school security
measures, the overall evidence base remains limited in both rigor and generalizability. Each
research design contributes valuable insights into the relationship between school security
measures and preparedness, perceptions of safety, mental health, school connectedness, and
student behavior. However, significant gaps remain, particularly in causal inference and long-
term impact assessment. The predominance of cross-sectional studies limits the ability to draw
definitive conclusions, while the scarcity of longitudinal and quasi-experimental research
constrains understanding of sustained effects. Systematic reviews provide overarching insights,
yet their conclusions depend on the quality of the underlying studies. Qualitative research offers
depth and context but lacks generalizability. Strengthening research designs will be critical for
informing and developing policies aimed at implementing school security measures while
mitigating potential harm to the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff.

Taking account of the nature and quality of the existing evidence, this section examines
key patterns of policy and practice in school security bearing on the mental, emotional, and
behavioral health of students and staff. Overall, very few studies feature designs rigorous enough
to isolate the influence of security measures on student behavioral and emotional outcomes

Three decades of research has explored the use of door locks, metal detectors, and
school-based security personnel in schools. Most of this literature relies on analysis of one of
four datasets: the School Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS); the School Crime Supplement to
the National Crime Victimization Survey (SCS); the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
to Adult Health (Add Health); and the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002. While SSOCS and
the SCS are cross-sectional datasets, the other two are, as their names suggest, longitudinal.

Few studies of metal detectors or school-based security personnel have featured
experimental designs, and the committee identified only four quasi-experimental studies related
to these security measures and their potential effects on mental, emotional, or behavioral health
of students or staff. In addition, research methods used in these studies rarely disentangle the aim
of preventing school violence through use of metal detectors from other potential outcomes such
as increasing students’ sense of safety. The studies reviewed by the committee also lack
consistent measures of mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes, leading to difficulties
in interpreting findings and assessment of causation. For example, Fisher et al. (2019) discussed
a number of studies that found that more schools have begun to incorporate formal security
measures (e.g., metal detectors, security personnel, surveillance cameras) and examined the
effects of these measures on reducing problem behaviors (e.g., bullying, victimization, fighting,
drug or alcohol use) among students. However, the literature Fisher et al. (2019) reviewed did
not consistently define or measure the same types of behaviors, making it difficult to identify
clear patterns of outcomes for specific behavioral issues.

Despite these limitations, the cumulative evidence suggests that school security measures
can have different psychological and social consequences that may vary by school contexts. For
example, Cobbina et al. (2019) conducted a qualitative study on schools in Flint, Michigan; they
interviewed students in grades 7—12 and found that, a large proportion of the students they
interviewed reported that the presence of physical security measures made them feel more safe.
This contrasts with some studies showing the use of physical security measures to be associated
with a decrease in perception of safety. Cobbina et al. (2019) noted that the unique
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characteristics of both the community, which had high rates of crime, and the school system,
which had experienced numerous school closures and a decrease in student population, make it
difficult to generalize these findings.

In their qualitative study, Perumean-Chaney and Sutton (2013) found that an increase in
the number of security measures was generally associated with a decrease in students’
perceptions of safety; however, this was not true for all students in their study. Students who
were White, male, had a higher GPA, and felt safe in their neighborhood were more likely to feel
safe at school than other groups of students. They also found that school safety was more
strongly predicted by individual- and school-level factors than by the presence of security
measures (Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013). Taken together, these findings exemplify the need
to consider supports and strategies for meeting the needs of individuals and school communities
(Cobbina et al., 2019; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013).

Research has often explored security measures as broad categories, rarely accounting for
nuances in how those measures were utilized or for variations in responses to different security
measures. For example, most schools rely on one of two types of metal detectors—handheld
wands, which are generally used for spot checks or targeted searches, or stationary/walk-through
metal detectors, which are generally used at controlled entry points to the school or as part of
metal detector checks (Gastic & Johnson, 2015; Schildkraut & Grogan, 2019). However, the
committee did not find any studies that specifically discussed the differences in how the potential
mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects on students and staff vary by type, frequency of
use, or manner of implementation.

Research that accounts for contextual factors such as school demographics,
socioeconomic status, and the level of enforcement finds that the same security measures can
have divergent effects. For instance, metal detectors implemented in schools with a history of
violence, or in communities with higher rates of crime, may be perceived differently from those
installed in schools where safety concerns have been minimal, where they may contribute to a
sense of excessive surveillance among students (Bhatt & Davis, 2018; Cobbina et al., 2019;
Nguyen et al., 2020). This variability suggests that the impact of security measures is not
uniform, and that implementation strategies must be carefully considered with attention to school
and student contexts to avoid unintended negative mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes.

Few studies have explored how one type of security measure may influence how students
experience other types of security measures that are in use within a school. One theme that
emerged in the committee’s review of the research literature is the potential for student outcomes
to vary based on the number or combination of visible security measures present within a school
(e.g., Tanner-Smith et al., 2018). This is particularly relevant given findings in existing literature
that show that the cumulative effect of multiple security measures may be to lower perceptions
of safety or amplify student distrust, particularly when those measures are perceived as invasive
or disproportionately enforced against certain demographic groups (Kupchik & Farina, 2016;
Mowen & Freng, 2019). Thus, security measures need to be evaluated holistically, taking into
account the ways in which various measures interact to shape student and staff experiences.

Understanding these contextual influences is critical in evaluating whether security
measures achieve their intended goals, as well as the ways in which they may contribute to
unintended negative consequences. School climate also plays a crucial role. Bosworth et al.
(2011) found that strong relationships between students and teachers, and a sense of school
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connectedness, play a key role in creating a safe and protective school environment that can
foster a sense of safety.

To summarize, while the studies reviewed by the committee provide valuable insights,
many rely on student self-reports rather than psychological assessments or analyses of
longitudinal data, meaning that the long-term mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes, and the ways that outcomes may change over time, remain essentially unexplored.
Additionally, individual- and school-level characteristics are often explored without fully
disentangling other intersecting factors, such as socioeconomic background and other
demographic characteristics, community context, urbanicity, and student developmental needs,
which may also play a role in shaping these perceptions.

REVIEW OF EVIDENCE ON PHYSICAL SECURITY INTERVENTIONS

Physical security measures such as door locks have become standard features in many
educational institutions. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (Musu et al.,
2019), nearly 94% of public K—12 schools in the United States report locking or monitoring their
doors during school hours as a security measure. These strategies are designed to reduce or
impede potential threats and restrict unauthorized access, particularly in the wake of high-profile
school shootings. Locking of school and classroom doors is a practice that is often integrated into
school active shooter drill practices. However, the committee did not find any studies that were
specifically focused on the effects of door locks—in particular—on mental, emotional, and
behavioral outcomes. The committee found only one which focused on door locks as a security
measure, which was focused on ease of use. Martaindale et al. (2023) note that while classroom
door locks can be a key deterrent to intruders attempting to enter classrooms and no shooter has
breached a locked door, the design and ease of use of door locks can affect how quickly and
easily they can be used when individuals are under stress. However, the broader impact of door
locks remain largely unexamined in the current research literature, representing a significant gap
in the evidence base related to their potential mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects on
students and staff.

With this important gap in mind, this section examines existing evidence on how door
locks may influence students’ psychological well-being, emotional security, and behavioral
responses, considering these measures’ protective benefits as well as potential unintended
consequences. Given the limited evidence specific to this security measure, the review includes
studies on school security measures that included, but were not limited to, findings related to
door locks.

Perceived Emergency Preparedness or Knowledge

The available research reviewed by the committee provides limited but relevant insights
into the impact of door locks as a school security measure and their relationship to students’
perceptions of preparedness for emergencies.

While several studies have included the presence of door locks as part of broader school
security measures, Martaindale et al. (2023) is the only study the committee found that was
focused specifically on their use. Their randomized controlled trial evaluated differences in ease
of use between two types of classroom door locks used to secure a classroom as part of a
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lockdown. The study found that push-button locks are easier to use than locks that require a key
when individuals are under stress (Martaindale et al., 2023). While evaluating the effectiveness
of lockdowns was outside the committee’s scope, the inclusion of lockdown procedures in some
active shooter drills led the committee to view the ability to implement them as a possible
contributor to a sense of preparedness. Further research examining whether students and staff
feel more prepared when they are confident in their ability to successfully perform lockdown
procedures—or when specific types of locks are used—would provide valuable insights.

The available evidence does not examine whether door locks alone contribute to students
feeling more prepared for emergencies. As reviewed in the previous chapter, Schildkraut and
Nickerson (2022) found that lockdown drills—which often involve door-locking procedures—
were associated with reduced fear and improved perceived preparedness among students. The
very act of practicing could be a key aspect of creating this sense of preparedness (rather than the
physical presence of the door locks alone), but the available evidence does not disentangle these
factors.

In summary, existing research primarily assesses physical security outcomes rather than
perceptions of preparedness, leaving a gap in understanding how door locks influence mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes for students and staff. As a result, their role in
fostering a sense of preparedness remains unclear.

Perception of Safety or Fear

A major impediment in interpreting the studies reviewed by the committee is the
difficulty of isolating the effects of door locks from the effects of other security measures such as
surveillance cameras, school resource officers or other security staff, and metal detectors.
Several studies on school security measures that included discussion of door locks—though not
exclusively focused on door locks—provide some indirect insights into perceptions of safety or
fear. Mowen and Freng (2019) examined how various security measures (e.g., metal detectors,
security guards, security cameras), including locked doors, influence feelings of safety among
students and parents. Their findings were mixed, suggesting that multiple security measures did
not increase perceptions of safety for either students or parents (Mowen & Freng, 2019).
Similarly, in a cross-sectional study of the effects of school security measures on preventing
bullying and victimization among students aged 12—18 in U.S. schools, Gerlinger and Wo (2016)
reported that that while locked doors and other security measures (e.g., guards, metal detectors)
have been shown to increase feelings of physical safety in some cases, evidence has not
definitively demonstrated that these measures alleviate students’ fear of victimization. By
contrast, Cobbina et al. (2019) studied students in grades 7—12 in a school district with high rates
of crime; they found that some students felt safer when school and classroom doors could be
locked. However, the authors note that the unique school and community contexts of the students
in their qualitative study makes it difficult to generalize the findings to broader student
populations (Cobbina et al., 2019).

It is important to emphasize that most research on school security evaluates multiple
interventions simultaneously, making it challenging to identify the specific impact of door locks
on perceptions of safety or fear. Thus, further investigation is needed into the mental, emotional,
and behavioral health effects of the use of door locks specifically, rather than school security
measures in general.

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



118 SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

Student Trauma and Mental Health Concerns

The committee did not identify any research explicitly connecting the use or presence of
door locks with outcomes related to trauma or mental health. Studies mentioning these outcomes
were focused on school security measures broadly—including door locks—but did not
definitively link psychological impact to individual physical security interventions.

Student Perceptions of School Connectedness

The committee found no direct evidence bearing on the effect of door locks on
perceptions of school connectedness. Again, most studies evaluated multiple security measures
together, making it difficult to determine the individual impact of door locks. Studies pertaining
to the effect of high-security environments, which can decrease students’ sense of belonging and
decrease trust between students and staff, may provide some indirect insight (e.g., Mowen &
Freng, 2019; Tanner-Smith et al., 2018). Research focused on door locks is needed to understand
what effect they may have on school connectedness.

Student Behavior

No studies appear to have linked the simple presence or use of door locks to changes in
student behavior. Discussions of behavior changes have typically been part of broader
discussions of security measures, including door locks or lockdown procedures (e.g., Schildkraut
& Nickerson, 2022).

REVIEW OF EVIDENCE ON METAL DETECTORS

The use of metal detectors in U.S. schools tends to vary by school level and urbanicity,
but they are relatively uncommon—present in roughly 1 in 10 schools—and their prevalence has
remained largely unchanged since the mid-1990s; they are more common in urban schools and
are used more frequently in secondary than in elementary schools (Addington, 2018; Schildkraut
& Grogan, 2019). The intended goal is to deter students from bringing contraband items to
school and to create a safe environment where both students and staff feel secure (Brown, 2005;
Tanner-Smith et al., 2018).

The literature on school security measures generally does not distinguish between the
influence of metal detectors and the influence of security personnel. One study found that, in an
analysis of two separate datasets, spanning 2001-2011 and 2004-2010, the use of metal
detectors nearly always coincided with schools’ use of security cameras and security personnel
(Tanner-Smith & Fisher, 2016). Multiple studies examined school security as a composite
variable—that is, they used a single measure to capture how many different types of security
measures schools had in place—no studies identified by the committee explicitly compared the
effects of metal detectors alone with their use in combination with security personnel or other
security measures. Thus, there is a notable gap in direct comparative research between singular
and combined approaches.

Early analyses focused on the impact of metal detectors on school safety—particularly on
carrying weapons and school violence—seeking to determine the extent to which metal detectors
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have fulfilled their primary objective (Bhatt & Davis, 2018; Hankin et al., 2011; Tanner-Smith et
al., 2018). However, much of the research over the past 2 decades has explored the implications
of metal detectors for student perceptions of safety—generally finding that students may feel /ess
safe if they are in schools with metal detectors (Gastic, 2011; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton,
2013). However, there is little research focused on other student outcomes of interest (e.g.,
perceived emergency preparedness, trauma, or other adverse mental health effects). This section
summarizes the available findings on the use of metal detectors as they relate to the committee’s
interest in mental, emotional, and behavioral outcomes.

Perceived Emergency Preparedness or Knowledge

The committee was unable to identify any studies examining the connection between
metal detectors and student perceptions of their preparedness for an emergency or their
knowledge of how to respond in an emergency.

Perceptions of Safety or Fear

The committee identified several studies that either focused specifically on metal
detectors or included them among the school security measures examined; these studies
generally explored associations with perceptions of safety or fear. Studies measure student fear in
multiple ways, including fear at school (Bachman et al., 2011a; Tillyer et al., 2011), fear going to
and from school (Bachman et al., 2011b), sense of safety at school (Addington, 2018; Cuellar et
al., 2017; Gastic, 2011; Mowen & Freng, 2019; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013), perceived
neighborhood safety (Fisher et al., 2018), and school avoidance due to fear (Bhatt & Davis,
2018).

Among the studies examining perceptions of safety or fear, the most useful are two quasi-
experimental studies; as mentioned above, both found that students in schools with metal
detectors felt less safe than their counterparts in schools without metal detectors (Gastic, 2011;
Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013). These findings are largely consistent with the significant
body of studies exploring other dimensions of student fear and sense of safety. Gastic’s (2011)
study using data from Add Health found that use of metal detectors in schools had a negative
impact on students’ perception of safety; however negative associations between sense of safety
and the use of metal detectors were 13% less among students in urban schools relative to
students in suburban or rural schools. Gastic (2011) emphasized the need for interventions that
not only reduce risk to students but also promote their sense of safety. Perumean-Chaney and
Sutton’s (2013) study on the impact of school safety measures on students’ perceptions of safety
also used Add Health data with a nationally representative sample of 13,386 students in grades
7—-12 in 130 schools. They found that the use of metal detectors in schools was associated with
students having concerns about their safety and that, among the security measures examined,
metal detectors may be particularly associated with reduced perceptions of safety (Perumean-
Chaney & Sutton, 2013).

A cross-sectional study by Tillyer et al. (2011) examined the effects of crime prevention
efforts on students’ perception of risk and fear of crime. In their examination of five crime
prevention measures (school efficacy, police involvement in the school, presence of metal
detectors, locker checks, and bans on book bags/backpacks) they found that only metal detectors
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were related to lower levels of fear among students, although metal detectors were not found to
be associated with lower levels of violence.

The majority of relevant studies reviewed by the committee relied on cross-sectional,
self-reported data, making it difficult to determine whether metal detectors cause changes in
perceived safety or are simply implemented in response to preexisting concerns (Hankin et al.,
2011). Furthermore, the existing evidence base lacks controlled experimental research that
isolates the effects of metal detectors from those of other security measures. As a result, while
metal detectors are intended to improve school security, their actual impact on perceptions of
safety and fear appears to be negative and context dependent.

Student Trauma and Mental Health Concerns

Beyond the research examining the potential impacts on student fear, there have been no
studies examining the implications of metal detectors for student trauma and mental health.
Given the nature of the evidence, which is based primarily on self-reported perceptions rather
than clinical assessments, the committee was unable to draw any conclusions about the effects of
metal detectors on student trauma and mental health.

Student Perception of School Connectedness

As noted earlier in this chapter, school connectedness is a key element of a safe and
supportive school environment, which can help foster positive mental, emotional, and behavioral
health outcomes. A few studies have examined student outcomes related to school
connectedness, such as relationships between students and teachers (e.g., Cobbina et al., 2019;
Fisher et al., 2019), relationships between students and other school adults (e.g., Cuellar et al.,
2017), students’ perceptions as to whether school rules are fair or consistent (e.g., Booren et al.,
2011; Fisher et al., 2019), and students’ perceptions of the school climate (e.g., Addington,
2018). However, the majority of these studies do not focus exclusively on metal detectors but
rather on metal detectors used in conjunction with other school security measures.

Using data from the 2011 School Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization
Survey, Fisher et al. (2019) studied 6,547 students aged 12—18; they found that the presence of
metal detectors in schools was associated with weaker student—teacher relationships, but not with
student perceptions of the overall fairness or consistency of school rules. Although metal
detectors were relatively uncommon across schools, the authors note their disproportionate use in
disadvantaged settings. After adjusting for student demographic characteristics, the study found
that students in schools with metal detectors were more likely to perceive school rules as fair and
consistently enforced. However, the authors cautioned that this finding is likely influenced by
confounding between the presence of metal detectors and other student characteristics included
in their adjusted model (Fisher et al., 2019).

On the other hand, broader research on school security suggests that school environments
with higher security—including, but not limited to, metal detectors—may contribute to or
reinforce such factors as lower student trust or perceptions of a punitive school climate, which
have the potential to undermine students’ sense of connectedness (Gerlinger & Wo, 2016).
However, because much of the existing literature examines multiple security measures
simultaneously, it remains challenging to isolate the specific impact of metal detectors on school
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connectedness. Thus, the committee did not identify definitive evidence linking metal detectors
to adverse effects across dimensions of school connectedness.

Student Behavior

Research on the impacts of metal detectors on other student behaviors has yielded mixed
findings. Some studies explored how the presence of metal detectors (as part of broader security
measures) might influence student behaviors such as school avoidance (e.g., Bhatt & Davis,
2018; Tanner-Smith & Fisher, 2016), bullying and victimization (e.g., Schreck & Miller, 2003),
or drug or weapon possession (Bhatt & Davis, 2018). However, these studies have not been able
to isolate how metal detectors might affect specific behaviors.

A number of studies have explored the relationship between different forms of
problematic behavior and the use of visible security measures. However, research on the specific
impact of metal detectors on these behaviors is both limited and mixed. For example, Bhatt and
Davis’s (2018) study on the effectiveness of weapons searches in Broward and Miami-Dade
counties, Florida, found that metal detectors may deter students from bringing weapons to
school, with findings showing a reduction in reported weapon possession and drug-related
incidents in schools that conducted random searches, including those involving metal detectors
(Bhatt & Davis, 2018). In their evaluation of School Crime Supplement data, Tanner-Smith and
Fisher (2016) found that adolescents in schools that used metal detectors with security personnel
reported higher rates of truancy than schools with no security measures; while utilization of
security measures are intended to reduce problem behaviors, there may be unintended negative
effects. By contrast, a review of literature on the impact of metal detectors was inconclusive
about potential benefits of, or correlations between, metal detectors on student and staff
behaviors (Hankin et al., 2011).

In summary, the studies reviewed by the committee that examined the relationship
between use of metal detectors and effects on student behaviors relied primarily on cross-
sectional and self-reported data, making it difficult to determine whether metal detectors are the
cause of student behaviors or whether they are used in schools in response to existing student
behavior and safety concerns. Overall, the committee found no strong evidence linking the use of
metal detectors to changes in student behavior.

EVIDENCE ON THE PRESENCE OF SCHOOL SECURITY PERSONNEL

As noted previously, the committee includes a range of school personnel in the category
of “school security personnel,” including school resource officers, other sworn law enforcement
officers assigned to schools, and non—law enforcement security staff. Depending on the school
context, this broad category may also extend to other school staff members with safety-related
responsibilities. This section reviews evidence on how the presence of school security personnel
may affect the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff. An aim of this
review is to describe the complex interactions between security personnel and the school
community, acknowledging both the potential protections and restraints associated with their
presence.
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Perceived Emergency Preparedness of Knowledge

The duties of school security personnel are generally framed around ensuring protection
of students and staff in the event of an emergency and enhancing safety overall. However, the
committee did not identify research that correlated the presence of school security personnel with
perceptions of emergency preparedness among students and staff.

Perceptions of Safety or Fear

Most research on school security personnel has focused on students’ perceptions of fear
and safety. As noted earlier, studies have examined multiple aspects of student fear, including
fear of being a victim of crime (e.g., Fisher et al., 2018; Schreck & Miller, 2003), fear of going to
and from school (e.g., Bachman et al., 2011b), and sense of safety at school (e.g., McDevitt &
Panniello, 2005; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013; Theriot & Orme, 2014). Furthermore,
studies have explored both the relationship between students’ perceptions of safety and the actual
presence of school security personnel (e.g., Bachman et al., 2011a; Fisher et al., 2018;
Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2013; Schreck & Miller, 2003; Tillyer et al., 2011), as well as the
relationship between perceptions of safety and students’ attitudes toward these personnel (e.g.,
Brown, 2005; McDevitt & Panniello, 2005; Theriot, 2016). However, although several studies
examine the presence of school security personnel in relation to students’ perceptions of safety or
fear, these studies generally do not isolate security personnel as the primary factor influencing
those perceptions or establish a causal relationship.

Studies have yielded mixed findings regarding the effects of security personnel on
perceived safety. Some students and staff report feeling safer with a security presence, especially
in schools with high crime rates; however, the school and community contexts limit the extent to
which findings are broadly generalizable (Cobbina et al., 2019; Theriot & Orme, 2014). Students
in other studies have reported that security guards had little to no influence on their perception of
school safety (e.g., Bachman et al., 2011; Booren & Handy, 2009).

Theriot and Orme (2014) analyzed data from 1,956 middle and high school students from
a school district in the southeastern United States, examining how school resource officers
affected students’ feelings of safety. They used latent class analysis to categorize students into
two groups: those who felt safe and those who did not. They found mixed outcomes: while
interactions with these officers were not associated with increased feelings of safety overall,
male students who had reported feelings of school connectedness and had positive attitudes
about school resource officers reported feeling safer in their school environment (Theriot &
Orme, 2014). While there was no significant relationship between students’ number of school
resource officer interactions and feelings of safety, having positive attitudes toward these
personnel was associated with students being categorized in the group with higher feelings of
safety (Theriot & Orme, 2014).

Similarly, in a national evaluation of the school resource officer program in three states,
McDevitt and Panniello (2005) found that middle and high school students who had a positive
opinion of their school resource officer and felt comfortable reporting crime to them reported
more positive perceptions of school safety. And Brown (2005) found that high school students in
a majority Hispanic school district in Texas agreed that police officers and security guards did a
good job keeping their schools safe.

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



MENTAL, EMOTIONAL, AND BEHAVIORAL HEALTH EFFECTS 123
OF SELECTED SCHOOL SECURITY MEASURES

By contrast, an analysis of National Crime Victimization Survey data by Bachman,
Randolph, and Brown (2011b) found that White students reported heightened fear of
victimization when security guards were present in a school, a pattern not observed among
African American students. In a separate study, Brown and Benedict (2005) reported that male
students and students with prior victimization experiences were less likely than their peers to
view school resource officers as contributing to school safety.

Across studies, the need for additional research—and replication of existing research—
using longitudinal data is highlighted as a need to further clarify the real and perceived effects of
school security personnel on safety and to identify differences in findings based on the type of
personnel that is present in a school. As noted previously, existing research does not always link
these feelings of safety or fear to the presence of security personnel directly, which may indicate
that there are other elements of the school or community environment that increase the likelihood
of security personnel being present and that may be contributing to perceptions of fear.

Student Trauma or Mental Health Challenges

The committee did not identify studies that directly assessed the effects of school security
personnel on student trauma or mental health challenges. Although existing studies primarily
focused on related but distinct topics, such as students’ perceptions of safety or fear, the
committee did not find evidence that school resource officers or other law enforcement or
security staff contribute to trauma or mental health challenges among students or staff.

Student Perceptions of School Connectedness

The presence of security personnel in schools has been associated with mixed effects on
school connectedness. Two studies examined the relationship between the presence of school
security personnel and students’ perception of school connectedness. Fisher et al. (2019) used
survey data from 6,547 students to model associations between school security measures,
including security personnel, and student perceptions of social control. They found that the
presence of security personnel was associated with students’ poorer relationships with teachers—
a measure of school connectedness. Presence of school security personnel was not found to
affect the relationships between students and other adults in the school. The authors note that
future research is needed to replicate their findings with longitudinal data and that the survey
data used in their analysis did not allow them to examine intraschool variability at the individual
or group level (Fisher et al., 2019).

In an analysis of survey data from 1,956 middle and high school students, Theriot (2016)
found differences in feelings of school connectedness related to interactions with school resource
officers. The surveyed students were from 12 schools within a single school district and each
school had a full-time school resource officer. School resource officers were expected to provide
law enforcement, education, and mentoring to students, educators, and other school staff.
Analyses showed that while more interactions with school resource officers increased students’
positive attitudes about them, those interactions decreased perceptions of school connectedness
(Theriot, 2016). The findings suggest that the surveyed students did not generally view the
presence of school resource officers negatively. A possible explanation for lower reported school
connectedness is that the presence of the school resource officers in these schools may have
increased students’ perception that their school was less safe, perhaps leading to feelings of
discomfort or disconnection at school.
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Further research is needed to understand how all types of school security personnel may
affect students’ feelings of school connectedness and whether those perceptions vary across a
wider variety of school contexts and student populations.

Student Behavior

Research on the relationship between school security personnel and student behavior has
focused primarily on school discipline as an outcome. However, the use of disciplinary practices
as an outcome measure suggests that student behavior has not typically been used as an indicator
of students’ overall well-being. For this reason, the committee’s review of literature also includes
findings on specific student behavioral outcomes that may more clearly reflect student
experience, such as school avoidance, truancy, and absenteeism. However, findings are mixed
and do not establish a strong causal link between the presence of school security personnel and
student behaviors.

Tanner-Smith and Fisher (2016) used both the SCS and SSOCS to examine the
relationship between visible school security measures, such as school security personnel, and
attendance from the perspectives of students and school administrators. Based on student-
reported data, adolescents in schools using only security personnel reported significantly higher
truancy than those attending schools with no security measures or only cameras. Additionally,
administrator-reported data showed lower attendance rates in schools that used security
personnel, metal detectors, and cameras compared with those that used no security measures or
only security personnel. The authors note that differences in responses between students and
administrators may be related to differences in awareness of security measures being utilized in
schools (i.e., students may not recognize the presence of all security measures). Tanner-Smith
and Fisher (2016) also caution that they were unable to examine the effects of school-level
contextual factors.

Other studies have yielded similar findings. Randa and Wilcox (2010) used a national
sample of 3,776 students to examine school avoidance behaviors, including avoidance of specific
school locations (e.g., hallways, restrooms, parking lots), school extracurricular activities,
specific classes, and avoidance of school altogether. While the presence of school security
personnel was not the only focus of this study, presence of security guards was included as a
security measure in respondents’ schools that was potentially related to the reporting of general
avoidance behaviors (i.e., avoidance not tied to a specific location within the school). The
presence of security personnel was significantly associated with students’ reporting of general
avoidance (Randa & Wilcox, 2010).

Additionally, Gardella et al. (2016) analyzed survey data from 5,930 adolescents aged
12—18, examining the relationship between school security measures, including security guards,
and effects of victimization at school. They found that the presence of school security personnel
moderated the relationship between victimization at school and absenteeism, such that their
presence was associated with increased student absenteeism. Adolescents who experienced
victimizations in schools with security guards were absent nearly twice as often (2.01 days
absent per month) compared with students experiencing victimization in schools without a
security guard (1.28 absences per month). Gardella et al. (2016) noted that more research is
needed to understand how within-school differences affect experiences and how school
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environments where security measures are used may have a confluence of variables that
influence student perceptions and behaviors.

CONCLUSION

Existing research on school security measures, while providing some insight into their
effects on mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes, remains methodologically thin,
particularly in terms of causal inference, long-term impact assessment, and population-level
differences in outcomes. While the literature reviewed in this chapter addresses a range of
security measures, the committee found that the evidence base is too limited to draw definitive
conclusions about variations in outcomes. In particular, the current research does not adequately
capture whether positive effects or adverse impacts differ by characteristics such as student age,
race, or ethnicity; school urbanicity; or school infrastructure.

The predominance of cross-sectional studies highlights the absence of rigorous empirical
evaluations, underscoring the urgent need for more quasi-experimental and experimental designs
to establish causal relationships. Additionally, longitudinal studies are essential for
understanding the sustained effects of security policies on the well-being of students and staff.
Future research that adopts rigorous approaches to examine how security measures differentially
affect student populations will be of particular importance, given the wide variation in school
contexts and the varying needs of students at different developmental stages and at different
levels of vulnerability to adverse outcomes.

Comparative studies evaluating the relative effectiveness of alternative strategies—such
as mental health interventions and traditional security measures—are needed to identify more
holistic approaches to fostering safe and supportive school environments that can help mitigate
potential negative impacts on students and staff.

Strengthening research methodologies across these dimensions will be critical for
informing policies that not only enhance security but also promote the well-being of all students
and staff. Further research, particularly experimental and longitudinal studies, is needed to
provide definitive conclusions on best practices for school safety and the implementation of
school security measures.

A positive school environment that fosters positive mental, emotional, and behavioral
health, characterized by trust, strong student—teacher relationships, and proactive mental health
support, can shape how students and staff experience and respond to school safety and security
practices. Schools that focus primarily on security measures without fostering a supportive
climate may inadvertently contribute to student distress, making school safety and security
practices feel punitive or fear inducing rather than educational and supportive.

The effects of school security measures appear to be influenced by the context in which
they are implemented. While measures such as locked doors tend to be perceived as protective,
use of metal detectors and routine presence of security personnel may exacerbate feelings of
surveillance and criminalization for some students, particularly in marginalized communities.
These findings suggest that a one-size-fits-all approach to school security is insufficient and that
policymakers need to consider the unique social and environmental contexts of each school.

Overall, schools that balance physical security with a positive school climate may be
better positioned to implement other school safety and security practices, including school active
shooter drills, in a way that enhances preparedness while minimizing adverse effects on students
and staff.
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5
School Active Shooter Drills and Other School Security
Measures: Developmental Contexts

Childhood and adolescence are characterized by significant cognitive, behavioral, and
emotional growth as well as sensitivity to social interactions and environments (NASEM, 2019a,
2019b). It is essential to keep these facets of development in mind when considering best
practices for school active shooter drills, focusing on practices that have the desired protective
effects while minimizing adverse impacts on healthy mental, emotional, and behavioral
development. As described in a recent National Academies report, Fostering Healthy Mental,
Emotional, and Behavioral Development in Children and Youth (NASEM, 2019a), healthy
development entails not only preventing mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders but also
promoting healthy “cognitive development, psychological and behavioral health, and social and
emotional competence” (p. 26). As discussed earlier, this report is guided by an ecological model
(see Figure 1-1 in Chapter 1) tailored for considering children within the context of classrooms,
schools, families, and communities.

This chapter begins by detailing the developmental and contextual considerations for
implementing school active shooter drills and other security measures, such as the presence of
school resource officers and the use of metal detectors for pre-K,2! elementary, middle school,
and high school students. It then briefly outlines unique identities of students, caregivers,
teachers, and other school staff that are important to consider when planning for school active
shooter drills. Finally, the chapter reviews considerations for caregivers, teachers, and other
school staff as they relate to supporting children’s mental, emotional, and behavioral
development. Although these descriptions are not exhaustive, they highlight individuals who
may be at risk for adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes from school active
shooter drills and other school security measures, as well as groups of interest as identified by
the committee’s statement of task (see Box 1-1 in Chapter 1). This includes people who have
experienced trauma and other adverse life events and individuals with functional or access needs,
including multilingual learners who require language supports>%; people who are deaf or hard of
hearing; and those with emotional and behavioral support needs, intellectual disabilities, and
physical or other health conditions. Furthermore, the chapter considers challenges specific to
transient or new students, as well as those with prior legal system involvement. Throughout the

2! The committee includes pre-K where applicable, recognizing that some elementary school campuses include
pre-K classrooms whose students may participate in school active shooter drills.

22 The term multilingual learners refers to “students participating in the PreK-12 education system whose home
or ancestral language is a language other than English.” School systems may use other terms, such as English learners
or dual-language learners to identify these students (Regional Educational Laboratory West, 2024, p. 1; Rose et al.,
2024).
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discussion, the emphasis is on supporting the needs of students and school staff while
minimizing harmful impacts of school active shooter drills or other security measures on
children’s mental, emotional and behavioral well-being, as well as promoting positive school
climates and a sense of belonging.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR STUDENTS BY DEVELOPMENTAL STAGE

Drawing on reports from developmental science literature as well as current guidance
from organizations including—but not limited to—the American Academy of Pediatrics, the
National Association of School Psychologists (NASP), the National Association of School
Resource Officers (NASRO), and Safe and Sound Schools, this section summarizes
developmental considerations for school active shooter drills by age group—including pre-K,
elementary, middle school, and high school students. These organizations have outlined current
best practices for school active shooter drills and offer some of the only written guidance on
unique considerations across stages of child development. The discussion also draws on insights
from the committee’s fall 2024 listening session with students (Box 5-1).

Early Childhood: Pre-K and Kindergarten (Ages 3-5)

Early childhood includes children in pre-K and kindergarten, ages 3—5 years; children in
this stage experience tremendous progress in developing physical and social skills, language
ability, and numerous aspects of emotional development (Crotty et al., 2023; Institute of
Medicine & National Research Council, 2000). However, children in this age group continue to
have a limited understanding of abstract concepts and are highly dependent on their caregivers to
feel safe. Young children can understand the concepts of danger and emergencies, but only with
adult guidance (Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020).

In the context of a school active shooter drill (preparation for an emergency), children in
this age group must rely on adult directions and management. Accordingly, it is important that
well-trained staff use simple, clear, and reassuring language and provide students with a sense of
calm and confidence.

Elementary School: Grades 1-5 (Ages 6—10)

Children aged 6-10 experience significant advances in concrete operational thought,
which enables logical problem-solving (Fang & Fang, 1999; Shapiro & O’Brien, 1970).
Compared with early childhood, children in elementary school have an improved understanding
of rules and routines and are also developing a sense of independence.

Elementary school students are growing in their awareness of what constitutes danger and
in their understanding of why drills are conducted (Hill et al., 2000; Zhe & Nickerson, 2007).
However, it should be noted that children at the lower end of this age (i.e., grades 1-2) may be
more developmentally similar to students in pre-K and kindergarten in terms of their ability to
understand abstract concepts (Byrnes, 2008).

Most children in this age group understand basic concepts of safety and emergency
procedures but require clear and simple explanations (Ammirati et al., 2014; Zhe & Nickerson,
2007). They continue to require adult direction during emergencies and are typically able to
follow directions and instructions (Ammirati et al., 2014; Waterman et al., 2017; Yang et al.,
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2020). They also require emotional reassurance and support from adults in the context of
schoolactive shooter drills.

Middle School: Grades 68 (Ages 10-13)

When children reach middle school (grades 68, ages 10—13), their executive functioning
skills are continuing to develop (Zelazo et al., 2016). Children in this age group can increasingly
differentiate between likely threats and other potential dangers and can understand why active
shooter drills occur (Cunningham, 2020; NASP et al., 2021; Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020).
Adult direction is essential for middle school children, but they can also perform practiced
actions or roles independently during an emergency.

High School: Grades 9—12 (Ages 14-18)

As children move through their high school years, they experience significant
development of their critical thinking and problem-solving skills and assume a greater sense of
responsibility (Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006). Relative to younger children, high school
students can make sense of complex information (Zhe & Nickerson, 2007). In addition, they are
generally capable of abstract reasoning, hypothetical thinking, and strategic decision-making
(NASEM, 2019b). These cognitive capacities, along with a growing sense of responsibility and
increased executive functioning, may enable them to better navigate challenges that involve
complex problem-solving and use creative thinking (NASEM, 2019b). However, these abilities
may vary based on individual differences in development, ability to regulate emotions under
stress, and previous training.

BOX 5-1
Students’ Perspectives on Active Shooter Drills

The committee’s information-gathering included listening sessions to understand
students’ experiences of school active shooter drills. While these listening sessions were not
designed to be representative and do not reflect the full range of perspectives or experiences
of students, they provided important context for understanding implementation of school
active shooter drills from the students’ point of view. These discussions served as a backdrop
for the committee’s review and assessment of the available empirical literature, as well as a
reminder of the real-life stories and experiences behind the data. The sessions (along with
qualitative data presented in Chapters 3 and 4) served as an important input to the
committee’s deliberations and provided a context for, though not the basis of, its conclusions
and recommendations.

Students shared mixed feelings about active shooter drills, emphasizing the emotional
and practical challenges these exercises pose. Their experiences varied significantly
depending on age, school context, and personal background. Some students observed that
drills often felt more frightening than empowering when they were younger. "When | was
younger, it was a lot more scary rather than feeling prepared. But once you get older,
emergency preparedness drills are making me feel more safe and more valued," a high
school panelist from Maryland explained. Others noted that, as they grew older, they became
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more critical of the drills’ realism and effectiveness. "As | grew up, | don't think we ever
covered it again. It felt a little dystopian that we would have these school shooting drills, and
then right after, be like, 'Okay, let's do math,™ shared a panelist who attended school in New
York.

For students with disabilities, active shooter drills reveal gaps in safety protocols. The
panelist from New York shared her experiences with the committee as a student with a
disability and recounted feeling unsafe during drills, stating, "l can't run. | can't bend. | can't
hide in that way. And | definitely can't fight." Another panelist who attended high school in
lllinois noted that individualized emergency plans are frequently overlooked, resulting in
feelings of exclusion and vulnerability for students with disabilities: "l remember | bought an
Apple Watch and programmed into it a text that | could just tap out, which is, 'There’s a
shooting at school. Come, get me! | love you,' because the protocol really didn’t include me."

Students also emphasized the need for greater teacher preparedness and
communication during drills, underscoring the critical role of educators in creating a sense of
security. "Knowing that the people who are supposed to help and protect you aren’t sure what
to do either isn’t very securing," noted a high school panelist from Connecticut. Overall,
students advocated for inclusive, context-specific, and trauma-informed approaches to safety
measures that prioritize education, empowerment, and open feedback mechanisms.

CONSIDERATIONS RELATED TO UNIQUE IDENTITIES OF
STUDENTS, CAREGIVERS, TEACHERS, AND OTHER STAFF

This section describes several characteristics of subpopulations that represent the
diversity within K—12 school communities in the United States—including backgrounds,
experiences, identities, access, and functioning—that are relevant to identifying practices for
school active shooter drills that minimize harms to mental, emotional, and behavioral health.
Although these subpopulations are all members of groups that make up a school community—
students, caregivers, teachers, other school staff, and community members—the sections that
follow focus primarily on research describing students and their abilities and needs when
participating in a school active shooter drill. Similar observations may apply to caregivers,
teachers, and other school staff on a school campus—such as a teacher who is pregnant or uses a
wheelchair for mobility or a parent who is deaf or has mental health sequelae from experiencing
gun violence.

Developmental considerations for mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being need to
encompass the disparate and intersecting histories and functionality that everyone, including
students, teachers, and other school staff, bring to the classroom and to the broader school
campus. It is important to note that although the following sections are organized according to
the characteristics of specific subpopulations, it is not uncommon for individuals to have
intersecting identities and characteristics that can add multiplicative complexity to the challenge
of conducting school active shooter drills that support mental, emotional, and behavioral health.

In a recent nationally representative survey, U.S. teachers reported that school active
shooter drills were not generally designed to accommodate subpopulations (Moore et al., 2024).
For example, only 26% of teachers reported that their school’s active shooter drills were
designed to meet the needs of students with physical disabilities, only 23% of teachers reported
that drills were designed to meet the needs of students with developmental disabilities, and only
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12% of teachers reported that drills were designed to meet the needs of those with past
experiences of trauma (Moore et al., 2024). See also Box 5-2 for perspectives from school staff,
as shared information-gathering sessions hosted by the committee.

Finally, although the committee here highlights risk factors that can negatively affect
mental, emotional, and behavioral health, it is important to emphasize positive childhood
experiences that have been shown to promote well-being in children (NASEM, 2019a); these
experiences are associated with “perceived safety, security, and support; and positive and
predictable qualities of life”” (Narayan et al., 2018, p. 20). These experiences encompass both
internal factors (i.e., positive sense of self) and family characteristics (i.e., presence of a trusted
and reliable caregiver, financial security), as well as experiences outside of the home, such as
positive relationships with peers and teachers, safe and supportive schools, and highly resourced
neighborhood contexts. Although definitions of positive childhood experiences vary across the
literature, there is robust empirical support (Raghunathan et al., 2024) for a cumulative model,
with overlapping positive childhood experiences conferring better outcomes both in childhood
and into adulthood. Furthermore, in addition to having a direct benefit for health and well-being
outcomes, positive childhood experiences can attenuate the impact of adverse or stressful
childhood experiences and thus can play a role in shaping mental, emotional, and behavioral
outcomes in multiple ways (Kallapiran et al., 2025; Raghunathan et al., 2024).

BOX 5-2
Perceptions of Active Shooter Drills from School Staff

The committee’s information-gathering included listening sessions to understand the
perceptions of school staff related to school active shooter drills. While these listening
sessions were not designed to be representative and do not reflect the full range of
perspectives or experiences of school staff, they provided important context for understanding
the implementation of school active shooter drills. These discussions served as a backdrop
for the committee’s review and assessment of the available empirical literature, as well as a
reminder of the real-life stories and experiences behind the data. The sessions (along with
qualitative data presented in Chapters 3 and 4) served as an important input to the
committee’s deliberations and provided a context for, though not the basis of, its conclusions
and recommendations.

Much of the lived-experience research on active shooter drills examines school staff's
experiences. Generally, school staff recognize the importance and necessity of active shooter
drills (Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020). However, research shows that some K-12 teachers
and school counselors feel that these drills could be improved by providing more time for
student conversations and offering standardized discussion points (Brossman, 2019).

In recent research, teachers and school health professionals have emphasized the
need for trauma-informed approaches; clear communication; and collaboration among all
stakeholders, including students and families (Maynard et al., 2019; Schildkraut & Nickerson,
2020). Similar themes emerged during the committee’s listening session. For instance, an
Indiana teacher observed, “The more the students understand the why, the more we are
creating an environment where the students feel safe but understand some of the protocols
we have within our building.”
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School-based health professionals who spoke with the committee reported having
observed some negative mental health impacts of drills, especially for students with previous
trauma or disabilities, or those from marginalized communities disproportionately impacted by
violence. A school nurse from New Jersey noted that: “For students with preexisting anxiety
or who have experienced trauma, these drills can be especially triggering.” Similarly, a school
counselor from Virginia noted: “Depending on how the drills are done, they can be so
harmful,” emphasizing the potential for retraumatization. A professor of social work from
California stressed the importance of including members of the whole school community: “If
they’re not at the table when the conversation and the planning begins, then we often are
missing what is important for that particular population.”

Furthermore, school staff reported a desire to shift away from hyper-realistic
simulations and to focus instead on calm, routine instructional walkthroughs that include
supportive post-drill discussions. A school psychologist from Oregon reinforced the
importance of age-appropriate instruction and practice. As she described her experience: “We
treat the drills more like a fire drill. Students know what to do, but in a way that is calm and
routine.”

Individuals with Prior Trauma Histories and Adverse Life Experiences

The individual lived experiences of students and staff shape their mental, emotional, and
behavioral well-being. In turn, the histories they bring to school can potentially affect their
response to school active shooter drills, depending on how they are conducted. Thus, special
consideration is needed when an individual has had previous exposure to trauma, adversity, or
stress that may affect their response to drills.

The terms trauma, adversity, and stress are often used interchangeably. In general,
trauma can encompass a range of events including violence, natural disasters, discrimination or
racism, life-threatening illness, abuse, or loss of loved ones (Dye, 2018; Kliethermes et al.,
2014). While the standard for a “criterion A” traumatic event is typically defined by the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Mol et al., 2005), prior work suggests
that other events also produce traumatic stress responses (Davis & Siegel, 2000; Gradus et al.,
2022) and thus need to be considered in the context of school active shooter drills. In addition,
children may have had experiences that are not specifically categorized as trauma that result in
“stress” or other mental and physical reactions to events in the environment, which in turn can
affect mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being. These stressors—often referred to as
adverse childhood experiences—encompass exposures that may or may not meet the definition
of trauma and include being exposed to parental substance abuse, growing up in poverty, or
experiencing the divorce of parents or caregivers (Felitti et al., 1998; Hardt & Rutter, 2004).

Similarly, teachers and other school staff come to school with their own histories of stress
and trauma. For example, violence directed against teachers, such as threats, harassment, and
physical assault has been highlighted as a public health issue that can lead to a decline in
teachers’ mental health as well as burnout (Reddy et al., 2023).

Childhood traumatic stress is highly prevalent within the United States. Reports estimate
that up to 60% of children and adolescents have had at least one direct exposure to violence,
crime, or abuse, with 41% having had multiple exposures in the past year (Finkelhor et al.,
2015). Among children exposed to trauma, more than 70% experienced more than one trauma
(Briggs et al., 2012). Exposure to traumatic events in childhood is associated with an increased
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likelihood of psychiatric disorders in adulthood (Copeland et al., 2018). Although not everyone
experiencing trauma develops trauma-related mental health conditions, both children and adults
can develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Breslau et al., 1999), and children may show
disruptions in school performance and behavior as a result of trauma (Bell et al., 2013; Perfect et
al., 2016). For example, trauma exposure in childhood is associated with impairments in reading
ability and executive function (Delaney-Black et al., 2002), increases in externalizing behaviors
(Larson et al., 2017), and lower school performance (Goodman et al., 2012). Furthermore,
children with trauma histories may show increased reactivity to other emotionally evocative
stimuli (Aas et al., 2016; Marusak et al., 2015; van Nierop et al., 2018).

Histories of grief and loss among students also warrant consideration in planning for
school active shooter drills. Grief can result in a child’s decline in functioning, including
regression to younger behaviors, emotional dysregulation, and difficulties concentrating in
school (Alvis et al., 2023; Layne et al., 2017; Oosterhoff et al., 2018). When grief involves the
traumatic death of a loved one, traumatic grief can develop and result in post-traumatic stress
symptoms (Dyregrov et al., 2015). When planning for school active shooter drills, school staff
need to be aware of and attuned to students’ histories of trauma, grief, and other adverse
childhood experiences—in particular, exposure to gun violence exposure and other traumatic
events that a student may recall during a drill. School communities that have experienced mass
violence also have a significantly greater presence and persistence of PTSD (Moreland et al.,
2024) that may require the availability of additional supports available when a school active
shooter drill is conducted.

As noted, other adverse childhood experiences also impact mental, emotional, and
behavioral well-being. Exposure to adverse childhood experiences is common in the United
States; data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) suggest that at least
64% of individuals have had at least one such experience (Swedo et al., 2023). A substantial
body of research suggests that these exposures have multifactorial downstream impacts on child
development across physical, emotional, and behavioral indices (Bellis et al., 2019). For
example, in a global meta-analysis, exposure to adverse childhood experiences was associated
with reduced school performance (Qu et al., 2024). These exposures also place individuals at
increased risk of developing adverse psychiatric outcomes, including early substance use and
PTSD (Khoury et al., 2010; Wu et al., 2010; Yehuda et al., 2002).

An important mechanistic consideration is the presence of heightened discrimination,
bullying, and harassment at school—which many public health experts include among adverse
childhood experiences—for some subpopulations of children (see, e.g., Cronholm et al., 2015).
For example, in the National School Climate Survey—a nationally representative sample of
22,298 LGBTQ+ youth for the 2020-2021 academic year—Kosciw et al. (2022) reported that
81% of respondents felt unsafe at school and 76% reported experiencing verbal harassment.
Respondents who experienced higher levels of victimization at school were less likely to report
positive feelings of school belonging and connectedness than students who experienced lower
levels of victimization (Kosciw et al., 2022). Furthermore, sexual and gender minority youth
may experience increased childhood adversity that can contribute to insecurity in housing and
social support (Andersen & Blosnich, 2013; DeChants et al., 2022)—protective factors that are
relevant when considering school active shooter drills. Additionally, it is necessary to consider
the practicalities of students’ sexual and gender minority status in the planning of drills. For
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example, according to news reports, in 2018, a transgender student at a Virginia middle school
was allegedly not allowed to move to either the boys’ or girls’ locker room during a school
active shooter drill and instead sat alone in a hallway (Fitzsimons, 2018). Such a scenario—given
the mental, emotional, and behavioral health considerations discussed above—may impact
student well-being by preventing a sense of safety (e.g., their feeling that plans are in place for
them in case of an emergency). It may also contribute to feelings of “othering” that result in
adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes, particularly if such othering may
potentially contribute to bullying or peer victimization directed at the student. Thus, it is
necessary to consider how to minimize singling out of these students and meet their unique needs
in planning and implementing school active shooter drills.

In addition to their roles as educators, teachers and other school staff often support
students undergoing emotional and stressful experiences. Prior research suggests that adults who
work with traumatized children, including teachers and school staff, can develop symptoms
related to secondary traumatic stress (Essary et al., 2020; Hensel et al., 2015; Hydon et al., 2015;
Ireland & Huxley, 2018). They may report high rates of “compassion fatigue” and burnout,
which are associated with adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes.

Another important consideration for students and staff in the context of active shooter
drills is the potential influence of prior “vicarious trauma” or related stress on mental, emotional,
and behavioral health and individual responses to active shooter drills. Social media and internet
use among youth and adults has risen sharply over the past 2 decades; research from the Pew
Research Center indicates that more than 97% of teens use the internet daily, with around 60%
using social media sites such as TikTok, Instagram, and Snapchat (Vogels et al., 2022). Frequent
reports of mass violence on social media and the internet can result in vicarious trauma and
adverse effects on students mental, emotional, and behavioral health. Research on vicarious
trauma and social media impacts on children and adolescents is in its nascency, with some meta-
analyses suggesting that frequent social media use is associated with worsening mental,
emotional, and behavioral health (Jones et al., 2016, 2017; Shannon et al., 2022), while others
suggest it has limited impacts (Ferguson et al., 2022), potentially owing to other moderating
factors (Ivie et al., 2020).

These impacts may vary among individual students; anecdotal reports from school staff
(see Boxes 5-1 and 5-2) show that some individuals experience desensitization related to
exposure to violence in their communities while others experience sensitization.

Racially/Ethnically Marginalized Students and Teachers

Students from racially/ethnically marginalized®® backgrounds may encounter a unique set
of challenges in the school environment that present important considerations in the context of
school active shooter drills. Polk et al. (2024) described the historical (e.g., segregation,
racialized teacher preparation practices) and contemporary factors (e.g., exclusionary discipline
policies, differences in teacher expectations of achievement) that have uniquely shaped racial

23 In a scoping review of 50 years of research, Fluit and colleagues (2024) present an integrated definition of
marginalization as “a multifaceted concept referring to a context-dependent social process of ‘othering’” where certain
individuals or groups are systematically excluded based on societal norms and values, as well as the resulting
experiences of disadvantage.” The authors note that both the process and outcomes of marginalization can vary
significantly across contexts (Fluit et al., 2024).

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



138 SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

attitudes in the educational system within the United States. These factors are reflected in both
individual interactions among peers and students and in the design of systems (e.g., school
discipline) (NASEM, 2023; Polk et al., 2024). These factors, and their downstream impacts on
the mental, emotional, and behavioral health (e.g., sense of belonging, safety, disproportionate
exposure to harsh discipline practices) of children from marginalized populations may be critical
to consider when undertaking efforts to shape the broader school climate and environment.
Creating safe, supportive, and inclusive learning settings requires attention to how school
policies and practices, including preparedness activities and implementation of security
measures, may be experienced by students with diverse backgrounds and needs.

CDC'’s Youth Risk Behavior Survey demonstrates that, among high school students,
approximately 40%—60% of students from minoritized backgrounds have experienced some form
of racial discrimination and—in turn—reported poorer mental health (56.9% among Asian
students, 48.8% among multiracial students, 45.9% among Black students, 39.4% among
Hispanic students, 38.0% among American Indian/Alaskan Native students, 37.6% among
Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander students; McKinnon et al., 2024).

Younger children also experience racial/ethnic discrimination; for example, in a survey of
10,354 children aged 10-11, approximately 4.8% of children reported experiencing
discrimination because of race, ethnicity, or color. Prevalence was highest among Black children,
with 10% reporting having experienced racial discrimination at 9 or 10 years old, including from
teachers (8.4%) (Nagata et al., 2021).

Experimental evidence also demonstrates that teachers show biases against racially
minoritized boys and characterize more of their behaviors as “problematic” even when those
behaviors are the same as those of children from nonminoritized groups (e.g., Owens, 2023). In
the context of school active shooter drills, such potential for overattribution of problematic
behaviors by staff could contribute to increased disciplinary behavior, which may have
downstream mental, emotional, and behavioral consequences for children from
racially/ethnically marginalized populations.

With respect to other security measures on campuses, studies have also suggested that
students of color—particularly Black students—are referred at higher rates to law enforcement
when school resource officers are present on campus (Office for Civil Rights, 2018; Paige &
Bushway, 2024). Of note, according to 2017-2018 data from the Office for Civil Rights (2018),
American Indian/Alaskan Native (AIAN), Black, and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander
students are disproportionately arrested at schools.

Meta-analyses further suggest that race-based discrimination is associated with multiple
psychological and physical outcomes (Carter et al., 2017). For example, exposure to
discrimination experienced during childhood and adolescence is associated with increased
depressive symptoms and biological aging measured through DNA methylation (Carter et al.,
2019; Lavner et al., 2023).

Children exposed to discrimination may also adopt coping behaviors that impact
responses in school. For example, discrimination exposure is associated with ruminative coping
(i.e., the process of passive or active focus on negative thoughts or feelings), a behavior
associated with more severe depression and anxiety symptoms in adolescents and adults
(Bernard et al., 2023; Michl et al., 2013).
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The general prevalence of adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes is
known to vary across racial/ethnic categories. For example, some research suggests that in the
United States, Hispanic/Latinx children may be more likely to meet criteria for psychiatric
disorders such as PTSD or show heightened baseline levels of anxiety compared with White
individuals (Alcéntara et al., 2013; McLaughlin et al., 2007). However, it is important to note
that prevalence estimates for different racial/ethnic groups can vary, in part because of variability
in reporting and in access to receiving a diagnosis (MclIntyre et al., 2017). Furthermore,
Indigenous and Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) groups—Iike other racial/ethnic
groups in the United States—are highly heterogenous and comprise several cultural groups with
unique histories and practices, which can intersect with mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes for different individuals and subgroups.

Cultural Influences as Protective Factors

There may also be cultural influences on risk and protective factors that affect mental,
emotional, and behavioral states in students and school staff. For example, Hispanic/Latinx
youth may be more likely than White non-Latinx youth and African American youth to use
certain coping mechanisms (e.g., internalizing distress, describing physical symptoms resulting
from emotional distress rather than mental health symptoms to avoid stigma) in response to
stress (Varela & Hensley-Maloney, 2009).

Research on AAPI adolescents and young adults suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic
may have contributed to a rise in anti-Asian discrimination, leading to adverse outcomes such as
depression (Hahm et al., 2021; Huynh et al., 2023). However, other research on AAPI
populations highlights the protective benefits of cultural identity and familial engagement with
respect to resilience to adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes (Stein et al.,
2014). Notably, protective or potentiating factors for adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral
health outcomes need not be specific to groups (e.g., cultural identity among Hispanic/Latinx
individuals may also be protective). The current research landscape thus strongly suggests that
multiple intersecting factors affect baseline mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being among
students and staff, and may need to be considered in implementing and assessing the practice of
school active shooter drills.

The Role of Immigration and Migrant Status

A portion of students and staff may have immigrant or refugee status, which may
intersect with issues of trauma history, cultural differences, and other stressors. These can affect
performance and other mental, emotional, and behavioral health factors considered in designing
and interpreting school active shooter drills. Furthermore, children from immigrant families may
experience acculturative stress, which has been associated with reduced academic performance
among Hispanic/Latinx middle schoolers (Albeg & Castro-Olivo, 2014).

For example, prior research has observed that children of Asian immigrant families
showed physical and mental health disparities, such as increased rates of internalizing disorders,
compared with U.S.-born White children (Huynh et al., 2023). Other work suggests that
Hispanic/Latinx children may be more likely to experience adverse events related to immigration
and acculturation (Barajas-Gonzalez et al., 2021; Crouch et al., 2000; Zvolensky et al., 2019) that
may impact mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being. Students and staff with immigrant or
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migrant status may also experience fear or stress related to the perceived risk of deportation,
regardless of their legal status (Eskenazi et al., 2019). Such fear or stress may affect mental,
emotional, and behavioral well-being at baseline or in response to school active shooter drills;
for example, students or staff may be less likely to attend school during safety drills or interact
with personnel associated with drills.

Similarly, research indicates that individuals who are migrants and/or refugees often
experience pre- and postmigration stressors that can impact baseline mental, emotional, and
behavioral well-being, including more incidences of adversity or traumatic stress (McAuliffe &
Triandafyllidou, 2021). For example, premigration stressors may include conflict or war within
the country of origin or reduced access to educational opportunities, which may compound
postmigration stressors around integration with new communities or resettlement.

In line with such concerns, prior research on Syrian youth resettled into Canada observed
that refugee youths’ premigratory levels of adversity were positively associated with both
internalizing and externalizing difficulties (Speidel et al., 2021). Another report found that in
resettled Syrian youth, externalizing behaviors as well as migratory stressors such as amount of
time spent in a refugee camp may be negatively associated with English-language learning
(Paradis et al., 2022).

Trauma histories are also higher in migrant or immigrant populations, which can impact
rates of internalizing disorders such as anxiety or PTSD (Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al., 2024). The
confluence of potential stressor exposures experienced by immigrant/refugee children may be
important to consider in designing and implementing school active shooter drills to minimize
potentially adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects.

Multilingual Learners

More than 350 different languages are spoken in the United States, with nearly 5 million,
(10%) K—12 students in the United States designated as multilingual learners (Dietrich &
Hernandez, 2022; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2024a). Students whose
home language is Spanish (77%) represent the majority of those students designated as
multilingual learners, followed by those whose home language is Arabic, Chinese, Vietnamese,
or Portuguese. Multilingual learners are a highly heterogenous group not only in terms of spoken
languages, but also in terms of life experiences that can impact well-being and school
performance, such as immigration and refugee status. Some children may experience emotional
distress when navigating language barriers in school, which can put them at increased risk for
adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes (Han, 2010; Niehaus et al., 2017;
Parra at al., 2014). In planning for effective training and communication with students and their
parents regarding active shooter drills, available information in the family’s primary language is
therefore crucial. Box 5-3 discusses supports for multilingual learners during school active
shooter drills.

BOX 5-3
Providing Language Supports to Students During School Active Shooter Drills
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The committee’s public listening session on considerations for students who may need
language supports during a school active shooter drill (or similar event) provided important
insights for schools to consider as they develop and implement their policies and practices.
For students who require language supports, active shooter drills present unique challenges
and require tailored approaches to ensure inclusivity and minimize harm. Experts emphasize
that clear communication in the languages spoken by students and their families is essential
for preventing misunderstandings and reducing anxiety. An expert in multilingual education
based in Washington, D.C., underscored the importance of ensuring that “information is
communicated to parents and families in a language they can understand.” This
recommendation reflects the reality that nearly 10% of U.S. K—12 students qualify for
language support services across a broad range of languages.

The emotional impact of drills can be particularly heightened for linguistically diverse
students, particularly those from immigrant or refugee backgrounds who have experienced
prior trauma. As noted by a pediatric psychologist from Virginia, “Ilmmigrant and refugee
children are often coming from a trauma background, themselves. Active shooter drills and
lockdowns may trigger trauma that they’ve left their country for or previously experienced.”
This underscores the importance of trauma-informed practices that consider students’ past
experiences.

To support understanding, visual aids, culturally relevant materials, resources for
parents in their home language, and pre-drill discussions have been identified as promising
strategies for helping linguistically diverse students comprehend safety protocols. A licensed
clinical counselor with expertise in deaf and hard-of-hearing populations emphasized the
value of using “language and maybe graphics to show them what to do, like pictures and
other things, to really go around and to help them to understand the process.” Moreover,
including multilingual and culturally informed feedback loops after drills enables students and
their families to effectively ask questions and reflect on the experience.

The experts also emphasize that adult training is critical for conducting drills
sensitively and effectively. One panelist—an expert on school safety and a professor of
counseling who works with students who are deaf and hard of hearing—noted, “Adults have
their own prior trauma experiences. Different words and stages matter,” underscoring the
importance of guiding educators and administrators in addressing the developmental and
linguistic needs of students during these exercises.

Individuals Who Use Communication Aids and Supports

Whether on a general school campus or at a school that specializes in meeting the needs
of students with special needs, students have a wide variety of communication abilities. Teachers
provide tools and strategies for students with specific needs, such as those with partial or full
blindness, hearing impairments, and deaf-blindness, as well as students who are nonverbal.
Special communication needs can vary in complexity; for example, students with hearing loss
can range from having mild hearing impairment to profound hearing loss and deafness. Students
with communication needs have also been found to have greater challenges with social-
emotional development, which can be influenced, in turn, by cognitive fatigue (increased
behavioral issues when having to expend greater energy to communicate), struggles with identity
and self-efficacy, bullying by peers, and lack of teacher connectedness (Dalton, 2011; Fellinger
et al., 2009).

Clarke et al. (2014) recommended that schools address students’ communication needs
when planning for safety preparedness as they would for typical educational instruction. As
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described earlier, students and parents need to receive safety training information in their
primary language (including Braille). Alternative communication strategies used in safety drills
can include audible prerecorded directions or pairing a student with visual impairments with a
sighted peer partner. Students who use alternative communication strategies benefit from having
opportunities for additional practice to master emergency procedures.

Individuals with Emotional and Behavioral Support Needs

As discussed earlier in this chapter, individuals with histories of traumatic stress and
other adverse life events may benefit from additional supports and special accommodations.
Similarly, other students may have significant emotional challenges, including depression and
anxiety, while others may require behavioral support to avoid disruptive behavior. In each of
these contexts, special considerations may be needed in carrying out school active shooter drills.

Emotional Support Needs

Students who may need additional emotional support during a drill include those with
identified or unidentified histories of emotional challenges, including depression or anxiety, and
those with a history of grief and loss. Guidelines recommend that schools consider additional
previewing of procedures and repeated rehearsal so that the processes become more familiar
(Clarke et al., 2014). For students with a history of anxiety, practicing relaxation and other
coping strategies in the context of drills may be important tools for educators to use in supporting
students.

Behavioral Support Needs

Students who are receiving formal school supports, as well as those who are not, may
benefit from behavioral supports during school active shooter drills. For example, students who
have a strong preference for routine and sameness, such as those who are neurodivergent, may
benefit from having a familiar staff member assigned to them to help them cope with the abrupt
change to their routine during a drill. Some researchers suggest that using social stories to assist
with this transition to a new environment (e.g., in the form of a picture book illustrating what to
expect during this disruption to the usual class schedule) may be helpful (Edmonds, 2017). A
social story can also be used to depict the procedures of a school active shooter drill in easy-to-
follow pictures in order to assist students who can benefit from previewing a new situation
(Clarke et al., 2014). Understanding the additional sensory needs of students with autism is also
important, since visual and auditory changes common during an emergency drill may cause some
students with autism to become agitated (Peek & Stough, 2010). Individualized modeling,
prompting, and reinforcement have been used with young children with autism to teach them
how to respond to a fire alarm and exit the classroom by following their teacher (Garcia et al.,
2016). Classroom behavior support plans that are effective for neurodivergent students and
others can also be applied to school active shooter drills. Students with disruptive behaviors may
benefit from strategies such as behavioral contracts and positive reinforcements, which have
been found to be effective in helping students follow instructions and remaining quiet, skills
required during drills.
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Individuals with Intellectual, Developmental, and Learning Disabilities

It is estimated that more than 400,000 students in the United States receive special
education services because of an intellectual disability, and about 2.4 million students receive
appropriate services to address learning disabilities (NCES, 2024b). For students who have
challenges with learning and remembering new knowledge and skills, learning the multistep
procedures for a school active shooter drill may require repeated practice, with step-by-step
modeling to master the emergency procedures. Research has shown that children with cognitive
impairments may not recognize emergency personnel (i.e., personnel wearing badges, uniforms,
etc.), so they may benefit from provide opportunities to meet emergency personnel under
nonemergent conditions.

Additionally, students with cognitive impairments may fail to recognize or understand a
danger or threat (Kailes & Enders, 2007) and so may experience a greater level of confusion and
anxiety during a crisis compared with other students (Boon et al., 2012). Emergency planning,
including drills, needs to include post-crisis supports for students with special needs, with the
understanding that they may be especially affected by the emotional stress of a crisis (Clarke et
al., 2014).

Individuals With Physical and Other Health Conditions

Individuals in a school may have a wide variety of health issues, including acute
conditions (e.g., a leg fracture requiring a student to use crutches temporarily) and chronic health
issues (e.g., diabetes, asthma, seizures, ongoing use of a wheelchair). Students with some health
conditions may require more complex supports in the event of an emergency, such as access to
needed medications and medical supplies. Planning for accessible routes and adaptive equipment
may also be needed.

One concern highlighted in the literature is that schools may not be routinely including
students with special health care needs in emergency preparedness planning (Peek & Stough,
2010), potentially leading to greater emotional distress during drills and/or actual school crises
for these students. In one study that surveyed 40 state education departments about school crisis
plans, 45% reported not including information about working with individuals with mental and
physical disabilities (Annandale et al., 2011). Stough et al. (2020) highlighted the continued gap
in school emergency management planning due to the failure of many schools to consider
children with special needs. Involving special education teachers has been emphasized as a
critical foundation for having more inclusive emergency planning (McAdams Ducy & Stough,
2011).

A growing literature recommends that planning for emergency preparedness, such as
school active shooter drills, be undertaken by a multidisciplinary team charged with developing
inclusive drills for students (Nikolaraizi et al., 2021). Clarke et al. (2014) suggested that for those
students receiving special education, special education teachers need to partner with students,
parents, and other school and community support staff to create an individualized safety plan.
Such a plan outlines specific accommodations that students with special needs may require for
accessing the educational and participation components of a school active shooter drill. In
considering the individual needs of students, teachers need to first assess the skills required of
students during an active shooter drill—skills such as following directions; moving quickly;
remaining quiet; and maintaining position in a small, dark and uncomfortable space. Then they
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can provide guidance for accommodating a student’s individual needs, such as providing a
designated support person to assist the student or ensuring that students have access to safe
spaces that are physically accessible and allow them to remain awa from doors, windows, and
lines of sight. Practicing these accommodations during a drill can be important in testing these
strategies and revising them as necessary and ensuring that all needed supports are available
during the drill.

BOX 5-4
Considerations for Students with Disabilities: Expert Perspectives

The committee’s information-gathering included listening sessions to understand
considerations for students with disabilities during school active shooter drills. These listening
sessions were not designed to be representative and do not reflect the full range of
perspectives or experiences of students with disabilities or the staff who work with these
students in schools. However, these discussions served as a backdrop for the committee’s
review and assessment of the available empirical literature, as well as a reminder of the real-
life stories and experiences behind the data. The sessions (along with qualitative data
presented in Chapters 3 and 4) served as an important input to the committee’s deliberations
and provided a context for, though not the basis of, its conclusions and recommendations.

Special education teachers have raised concerns regarding the implementation of
active shooter drills in their classrooms. For example, a study by Covarrubias (2023) involving
semi-structured interviews with six special education teachers and three campus
administrators found that both groups acknowledged that state-based active shooter
procedures and emergency management plans often used broad, standardized protocols that
fail to account for the specific needs of students with severe disabilities.

The committee’s listening sessions provided further insight into these challenges,
particularly in mitigating potential adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral outcomes for
students with disabilities. Panelists emphasized that students with complex communication
needs may rely on augmentative communication devices, and ensuring their continued
access during emergencies is essential. Additionally, students with disabilities may
experience heightened emotional and behavioral impacts from active shooter drills, including
fear, anxiety, and withdrawal. One expert noted that the "chaotic and confusing nature" of
these drills can surface past traumas and result in behavioral changes, such as aggression or
self-injury.

Beyond the emotional toll, educators have expressed concerns regarding the practical
challenges of adapting active shooter procedures for students with disabilities. The
Covarrubias (2023) study found that teachers perceived school administrators as lacking a
full understanding of the severity of some students' disabilities and the resulting difficulties in
implementing state-mandated plans. Furthermore, teachers reported that administrators were
often unresponsive or difficult to reach when concerns were raised. As a result, some special
education teachers created their own unauthorized emergency plans, frequently in
collaboration with paraprofessionals, to provide additional protections for their students.

To address these concerns, experts and educators advocate for greater inclusion of
special education teachers in the development of school safety plans and comprehensive
professional development for staff. Panelists in the committee’s listening sessions with
students and experts on students with disabilities further emphasized the importance of
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universal design principles in school safety planning, ensuring that all students—regardless of
ability—can effectively participate in emergency procedures. As one panelist stated,
“Universal design benefits all students because it ensures accessibility and inclusivity in
emergency planning.” Establishing inclusive, adaptable safety protocols is essential to
safeguarding the well-being and security of students with disabilities during active shooter
drills.

Children Involved with Other Formal Social Systems

Children participating in school active shooter drills may also interact with other formal
social systems, such as the juvenile justice and foster care systems, both of which are
demonstrably associated with long-term adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes (Muentner et al., 2022; Snehil & Sagar, 2020; Whitted et al., 2013). Ultimately, that
involvement may contribute to difficulties with and necessary considerations for the practice of
school active shooter drills to maintain mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being.

Children Involved with the Justice System

When students who are involved in the juvenile justice system may face housing
instability or encounter other circumstances that limit their access to school—such as frequent
absences or disciplinary removals—they may miss key information about active shooter drill
procedures (Almquist & Walker, 2022; Kearney et al., 2023). Furthermore, children having
frequent contact with law enforcement may have different perceptions of school-based law
enforcement or security personnel that could influence mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes such as perceptions of safety or fear and school connectedness.

Children Involved with the Child Welfare System

In the United States, nearly 400,000 children are in foster care at a given time (U.S.
Department of Education, 2016), and nearly 70% of children in the foster care system are under
14 years old (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, n.d.). A recent meta-analysis
found that current placement in foster care was moderately associated with mental health
problems (Dubois-Comtois et al., 2021). Earlier reports also indicate a higher prevalence of
externalizing problems in foster children, with limited training provided to foster parents for
dealing with of these behaviors which may emerge during school time (Vanschoonlandt et al.,
2013).

At the same time, several protective factors emerged from this research, such as limited
number of displacements or a stable long-term stay in the foster home. Children involved in the
child welfare system may see frequent moves from school that may prevent them from receiving
key information about school active shooter drills such that, when a school active shooter drill is
conducted, they experience a threat to their sense of safety (e.g., being unfamiliar with specific
practices that are used in a school). Furthermore, children involved in the child welfare system—
especially younger children, for whom secure and stable adult relationships are key—may rely
on teachers or other school staff for reassurance or extra support during times of heightened
stress; yet frequent school changes may impact a child’s ability to develop supportive
relationships with teachers and peers (Tilbury et al., 2014).
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SUPPORTING RESILIENCE IN THE CONTEXT OF
SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

School active shooter drills are intended to enhance safety and preparedness, but they
also have the potential to contribute to adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes for students and staff. Schools have critical opportunities to provide support that can
mitigate these outcomes and foster resilience. Ensuring that drills are conducted in a way that
prioritizes psychological well-being requires a collaborative effort among teachers; school
support staff, including school health care providers; and caregivers and families. This section
explores the roles and responsibilities of these key groups in helping students process their
experiences with drills; recover from adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects;
and build coping mechanisms that foster resilience.

The Role of Teachers and School Support Staff

Teachers and school support staff often encounter a range of stressors that can impact
their mental, emotional, and behavioral health (Greenberg et al., 2016). These challenges may
stem from the broader school environment—such as school leadership, resource availability, and
collegial relationships—as well as from the specific demands of the job, including instructional
pressures and student behavior management. Individual factors, such as stress management and
perceived agency, also play a role (Greenberg et al., 2016, NASEM, 2019a). Just as students
bring their lived experiences and mental, emotional, and behavioral health needs to school, so
too do teachers and school-based health professionals, and they must navigate the complex task
of managing their own well-being while supporting the that of their students (NASEM, 2019a).
Schools that provide meaningful support and foster the development of educators’ social-
emotional competencies are better positioned to help staff regulate their emotions and behaviors,
which in turn enhances their capacity to cultivate prosocial behavior and social-emotional skills
in students (NASEM, 2019a).

Across all stages of development, teachers play a central role in the social-emotional and
physical well-being of their students. Teachers are essential in creating a classroom environment
that is safe and supportive (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; NASEM, 2019a). A classroom
environment that consistently prioritizes psychological and physical safety and well-being can
reduce anxiety during school active shooter drills (Geist, 2019). At the same time, it is important
to note that even as they must demonstrate calm during drills to help students regulate their
emotions and behaviors, teachers can find drills stressful as well.

While little research has been done on teachers’ experiences and needs with respect to
school active shooter drills (Schildkraut & Nickerson, 2020), they require clear communications
from school leadership on how to teach drill procedures to their students. One small study of
preservice teachers (N = 97) found that preservice teachers generally felt underprepared to
navigate school active shooter drills and wanted additional training (Laguardia et al., 2024). In
addition, an implementation evaluation in Nebraska of the “I Love U Guys” Foundation’s
Standard Response Protocol also found that surveyed teachers (N = 785) wanted more formal
training on how to implement the protocol, as well as guidance on supporting students with
functional and access needs and students of different ages (Bulling et al., 2025).
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Teachers often depend on collaboration with school-based mental health professionals to
work with students who may need additional support or intervention following school active
shooter drills. However, in RAND’s (2023) American Teacher Panel Survey, which assessed
teacher’s experience with lockdown drills, 44% of respondents reported that their school does
not provide socioemotional support or supplemental resources to students in advance of, during,
or after drills (Moore et al., 2024). Furthermore, while this survey found that 48% of teachers
reported that drills led them to feel more prepared to respond to an active shooter incident, 50%
reported that drills made no difference (i.e., neither more nor less prepared). Only one in five
teachers (19.8%) reported that the drills in which they participated made them feel safer at
school, whereas 68.5% reported that participating in drills made no difference to their
perceptions of safety at school, and 11.7% reported that drills made them feel less safe at school.
These results also indicate that a substantial portion of teachers do not receive advance notice of
school active shooter drills (14.3%). Box 5-5 provides perspectives from teachers shared with the
committee during its fall 2024 listening session series.

BOX 5-5
Teachers’ Perspectives on Active Shooter Drills

The committee’s held listening sessions to understand teachers’ experiences of
school active shooter drills. While these were not designed to be representative and do not
reflect the full range of perspectives or experiences of teachers, they provided important
context for understanding the implementation context of school active shooter drills. The
discussions served as a backdrop for the committee’s review and assessment of the available
empirical literature, as well as a reminder of the real-life stories and experiences behind the
data. The sessions (along with qualitative data presented in Chapters 3 and 4) served as an
important input to the committee’s deliberations and provided a context for, though not the
basis of, its conclusions and recommendations.

Teachers reported experiencing significant challenges and conflicting emotions
regarding active shooter drills. Their perspectives highlighted both the importance of school
safety protocols and the emotional and psychological impact these drills can have. They
noted that drills often generate anxiety and stress among both students and staff, particularly
for individuals with a history of trauma, who may feel triggered by the simulations. One of the
teachers—a Columbine shooting survivor herself—reflected, “What I've noticed in the
students since we’ve made the change to kind of just a more rounded protocol is that | think
that they feel safer. We also give them a heads up before it's going to happen, so that they
know it’s not just a blind drill.”

The need for clear communication and preparation emerged as a recurring theme,
with teachers advocating for transparency in drill scheduling and the use of age-appropriate
explanations. One educator emphasized the critical role teachers play in shaping student
responses, stating, “The teacher sets the tone, so if the teacher is not prepared themselves,
then their energy will trickle into the students.” Teachers also expressed concerns about the
disproportionate impact of drills on certain student populations, particularly multilingual
learners and students with disabilities. A high school teacher working in a school with a large
refugee and immigrant population noted that safety protocols were often translated into
multiple languages to better support students.

Educators further stressed the importance of incorporating trauma-informed practices
into safety drills, ensuring that preparedness efforts minimize harm while maintaining
effectiveness. One teacher advocated for teaching students skills to manage anxiety, rather
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than relying solely on frequent, high-intensity drills, stating, “We can teach our kids skills and
have conversations about what to do in these types of situations, especially with our youngest
ones.” Finally, teachers called for debriefing sessions and mental health support after drills,
ensuring that both students and staff have a space to process their emotions, reflect on their
experiences, and enhance preparedness without exacerbating trauma.

In addition to teachers, school-based health professionals—including school counselors,
school psychologists, school social workers, and school nurses—can play an important role in
both informing developmentally appropriate emergency preparedness practices and providing
ongoing support for the well-being of students and staff (NASP et al., 2021). As noted
previously, when schools have access to these professionals, their expertise in areas such as
mental health assessment, crisis intervention, trauma-informed care, and medical support can
help shape response strategies while ensuring that students and staff have access to the
comprehensive supports needed to foster a safe and healthy school environment year round
(NASP et al., 2021).

In the context of school active shooter drills, and emergency preparedness more broadly,
school health professionals can provide essential psychological and medical support before,
during, and after emergency drills as well as in the event of actual emergencies (Brymer et al.,
2012; Gereige et al., 2022). However, as noted earlier in this report, many schools do not have
consistent or sufficient access to school-based health professionals (e.g., Willgerodt et al., 2024).
School counselors, school psychologists, and school social workers can play a key role in
developing trauma-informed approaches to emergency drills, ensuring that preparedness
activities do not inadvertently contribute to student anxiety, fear, or retraumatization (Dwyer et
al., 2015; Nickerson & Zhe, 2004; Wallengren-Lynch, 2024; Werner, 2015). They can also assist
in pre-drill planning as well as education, helping students and staff understand emergency
procedures in a way that is developmentally appropriate and emotionally supportive (Gereige et
al., 2022). During structured debriefing sessions, they can support students and staff in
processing their experiences, identifying emotional reactions, and developing coping strategies
(NASP et al., 2021).

School-based health professionals can contribute to emergency preparedness by working
with other school staff to ensure that students with medical conditions or disabilities receive the
necessary care and accommodations during drills and real emergencies (Dwyer et al., 2015;
Gereige et al., 2022). For example, following a drill, school nurses can also be key providers of
medical care, addressing physical symptoms of anxiety or distress—such as panic attacks,
hyperventilation, or psychosomatic symptoms—and working in coordination with mental health
staff to provide holistic care (e.g., Ginsburg et al., 2019).

Beyond emergency preparedness, school mental health professionals and school nurses
play an integral role in fostering a safe, healthy, and supportive school environment (Dwyer et
al., 2015). They provide direct services to students, including mental health counseling,
behavioral interventions, and medical care, to address a broad spectrum of student needs
(Gereige et al., 2022). These professionals are instrumental in promoting preventive initiatives,
such as social-emotional learning programs, trauma-informed practices, and mental health
screenings, all of which can contribute to a more resilient student body (Berardi & Morton, 2018;
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NASEM, 2019a). They can also serve as consultants and educators for teachers, staff, and
families by providing training on recognizing signs of emotional distress, trauma, and medical
emergencies, equipping school personnel with the tools to respond effectively (e.g., Dickson et
al., 2025).

Integrating both mental and physical health considerations into school safety and
emergency planning may equip schools to support students and staff in managing stress and
developing resilience in the face of crises. This approach can ensure that all students and staff,
regardless of their medical, mental, emotional, or behavioral needs, receive the support necessary
to navigate emergencies and emergency preparedness in a supportive environment.

The Role of Caregivers and Families

Throughout development, children have many relationships that shape their mental,
emotional, and behavioral well-being, but perhaps none are more influential than caregivers and
family. This report considers caregivers to include parents, grandparents, kinship care, foster
parents, and others who assume responsibility for children’s well-being (Morris et al., 2017). An
extensive body of research demonstrates the important role of caregivers in supporting their
children’s emotion regulation and resilience. A nurturing parent-child relationship that provides
a sense of safety and stability has been associated with positive emotional development in
children. A caregiver’s emotion regulation (i.e., modulating their expression of emotion while
caregiving) can influence a child’s emotion regulation as the child observes and models the
caregiver and responds to their caregiving style (Eisenberg et al., 1998; Hajal & Paley, 2020;
Rutherford et al., 2015). Emotion regulation is crucial to overall emotional well-being and is also
related to coping with challenging situations, expressing feelings appropriately, and building
healthy relationships. For those children who experience adverse life events, studies have shown
that strong family relationships promote resiliency (Luthar et al., 2015). As described earlier in
the discussion of different student populations, caregivers and families themselves may struggle
with challenges (e.g., poverty, trauma, mental illness) as well as caring for children with
functional or access needs that require additional support (e.g., intellectual or physical
disabilities). School leaders need to consider these needs as they communicate and engage with
caregivers in preparation for school active shooter drills.

Given the importance of a caregiver’s role in children’s mental, emotional, and
behavioral development, caregiver involvement in a child’s school has been found to have a
positive effect on youth development (Epstein & Sanders, 2002; Hill & Tyson, 2009) and overall
mental health (Roeser et al., 2000; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014). Family-school engagement
has been shown to predict positive child outcomes across development, with respect to behavior
and emotional well-being (Smith et al., 2019). This connection with a child’s education can be
primarily school based, such as through caregiver-teacher communication, attendance at school
events, and volunteering, providing a structure for assisting with homework, monitoring the
progress of schoolwork and setting expectations, and encouraging about educational goals.

Strategies for caregiver involvement in schools have been shown to vary by race and
ethnicity (Crosnoe, 2001) and socioeconomic status, influenced by structural and historical
context (e.g., the legacy of racial exclusion, parental distrust in the educational system), as well
as structural economic barriers to participation (Mowen, 2015). What remains constant, however,
is the overall value and importance that caregivers place on their child’s education (Lareau &
Horvat, 1999).
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Caregivers’ school engagement has also been shown to benefit children with diverse
abilities, including those with disruptive behaviors (Sheridan et al., 2017) and autism (Garbacz &
Mclntyre, 2016). The large body of literature evaluating family-school interventions has
demonstrated the positive impact of such interventions on children’s social and behavioral
competency and mental health, across developmental stages (i.e., pre-K through high school) and
across race and ethnicity (e.g., larger effects found for Black students; Sheridan et al., 2019). In
identifying the core components of these interventions in a large meta-analysis, Sheridan et al.
(2019) highlighted both relational and structural components of effective family-school
interventions. They point out that structural tools support parents at home in fostering their
child’s positive development. The authors found that relational components, such as improving
communication and collaboration between caregivers and schools, had the greatest positive
effect on children’s mental, emotional, and behavioral functioning (Sheridan et al., 2019).

When considering school emergency and disaster preparedness generally, one study
found that disseminating emergency preparedness information to schools with limited parent
involvement was a major challenge, although parents at these schools voiced interest in learning
more about preparedness despite not participating in trainings (Kubicek et al., 2008). These
parents instead reported learning from their children about preparedness rather than receiving the
information directly, with the researchers concluding that parent leaders needed to be involved in
planning of regular preparedness classes for families. In another study, Spanish-speaking Latino
parents were more likely to seek disaster mitigation information from friends and family as
opposed to government entities (Peguero, 2006), suggesting that culturally salient
communication strategies needed to be considered.

Caregivers’ Responses and Perceptions

Building on this broader literature of emergency preparedness and applying foundational
aspects of how caregivers support positive youth development at home and in collaboration with
schools, the discussion that follows turns to what is known about the relationships between
caregivers and school active shooter drills and other security measures. There is limited research
examining caregivers’ responses to and perceptions of school active shooter drills. School
counselors in one study reported that caregivers felt worried and protective of their children
following school active shooter drills and suggested that more awareness of and training on these
drills were needed to mitigate “parents panicking and rushing to the schools” (Goodman-Scott &
Eckhoft, 2020).

Guidance from the NASP, the NASRO, and Safe and Sound Schools, as well as the
National Child Traumatic Stress Network, provides helpful guidance for supporting caregivers.
These practices include involving them in the planning of drills, providing information and
resources about the protocols and practices used by the school, notifying parents of the type of
drill being used, and offering alternative options for students, such as discussion-based practices,
if deemed appropriate (NASP et al., 2021; The National Child Traumatic Stress Network
[NCTSN], 2018). These recommendations highlight the importance of a communications
strategy that informs families when drills are occurring; provides details about the procedures;
and considers the varying backgrounds, languages, experiences, and needs of caregivers.
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Given the crucial role of caregivers in their children’s emotional development,
researchers also suggest that studies be conducted to understand caregivers’ perceptions and
potential needs during school active shooter drills by using validated tools to measure impact on
their emotional well-being, their expressed concerns about drills, and their sense of school safety
(Dailey et al., 2024). Box 5-6 provides insights from caregiver and family perspectives on school
active shooter drills.

Literature on caregivers’ reactions to other security measures at schools is also limited
and has been mixed. One study found that the presence of greater security measures (including
metal detectors and security guards) was associated with less perceived sense of security at
school among parents, controlling for other confounding variables such as neighborhood crime
(Mowen & Freng, 2019). In a survey of parents in Pennsylvania, however, parents identified
installing metal detectors when asked what schools could do to prepare for an active shooter
event (Wallace, 2020). These findings suggest that caregivers’ perceptions of school security
measures may be influenced by a variety of factors and can differ depending on school context.

BOX 5-6
Caregivers, Parents, and Families’ Perspectives on Active Shooter Drills

The committee hosted listening sessions to understand caregivers’, parents’, and
families’ experiences of school active shooter drills. While these sessions were not designed
to be representative and do not reflect the full range of perspectives or experiences of
caregivers, parents, and families, they provided important context for understanding the
implementation context of school active shooter drills and areas of potential concern for
adverse outcomes. These discussions served as a backdrop for the committee’s review and
assessment of the available empirical literature, as well as a reminder of the real-life stories
and experiences behind the data. The sessions (along with qualitative data presented in
Chapters 3 and 4) served as an important input to the committee’s deliberations and provided
a context for, though not the basis of, its conclusions and recommendations.

Caregivers, parents, and families expressed a range of perspectives on school active
shooter drills, often struggling to balance the need to prepare children for potential dangers
with concerns about the emotional impact of these exercises. Panelists raised concerns about
trauma and desensitization, noting that repeated drills could either heighten children’s anxiety
or, conversely, lead to desensitization to violence. A father of two elementary-age children—
when discussing the use of high-sensorial elements in active shooter drills—reflected on this
tension, stating, "Children don’t learn under fear; a child will not learn safety if there’s a fake
rifle parading the school halls of an elementary school."

The need for differentiated approaches was also emphasized. One participant pointed
out that traditional, one-size-fits-all drills do not meet the needs of children with disabilities,
sensory sensitivities, or trauma histories. He noted that, for some children, the unpredictability
and sensory intensity of drills can lead to heightened stress and anxiety, both at school and at
home. Without accommodations, these drills may become distressing rather than instructive,
highlighting the importance of individualized safety plans and trauma-informed approaches to
emergency preparedness.

Parental involvement was identified as a crucial yet often overlooked component of
school safety efforts. Many participants emphasized the importance of advance notice about
drills and the need for resources to help children process the experience. One parent noted,
“It's very rare that families get engaged in that process to help debrief with their child.
Sending out materials about the drill, debriefing strategies for different age groups, and
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having family conversations could make a world of difference.” However, perspectives on
involvement can vary. Another parent—who is also a teacher—noted that, “Sometimes
parents push back, saying, ‘You take care of that at school. Let me know if | need to talk to
my kid at home.”

The speakers collectively advocated for a more nuanced and holistic approach to
school safety—one that includes reducing the frequency of drills, reframing them as learning
opportunities, and increasing family and community involvement. One participant—a parent
whose work focuses on improving school safety—summarized this approach, stating, "We
take a life skills approach to ensure kids generalize safety skills everywhere, not just in
school. This prevents the mindset that school is the dangerous place requiring such practice."
These insights highlight the need for schools to collaborate with families in developing
inclusive, trauma-informed safety protocols that support both preparedness and emotional
well-being.

CONCLUSION

Although not exhaustive, this chapter provides key developmental considerations and
population-level variations that can inform the implementation of active shooter drills and other
school security measures in K—12 settings across the United States. Such considerations take into
account the strengths, needs, and potential vulnerabilities within school communities.

Recognizing that individuals within a school community often embody multiple
intersecting characteristics, the need for person-centered, developmentally appropriate, and
trauma-informed approaches to school safety planning are critical. Multiple factors must be
considered simultaneously to ensure that all students have access to participation in emergency
preparedness efforts. Schools must account for the unique needs of students, caregivers,
educators, and support staff in creating safety protocols that are effective and inclusive.

Recent efforts in education practice and policy have emphasized the importance of
flexibility in how information is presented, ensuring that learning environments are accessible
and responsive to all students. The Universal Design for Learning paradigm offers a model for
engaging all learners by incorporating multiple means of engagement, representation, and
expression (Basham et al., 2020; Capp, 2017; Levey, 2023). Research suggests that these
principles not only enhance learning outcomes but also reduce barriers that may otherwise
exclude some students from fully participating in school safety efforts. Applying insights from
developmental science and trauma-informed care can help schools assess whether school active
shooter drills and other security measures are appropriate for different age groups and student
populations.

Furthermore, schools generally have opportunities to engage in collaboration among
teachers, administrators, caregivers, school-based health providers, school security personnel,
students, and support staff, in order to identify the resources and accommodations needed to
promote positive mental, emotional, and behavioral outcomes. However, not all schools have
access to these resources, creating disparities in the level of support available for students and
staff. It is important to emphasize again that students are not the only individuals who require
these supports; school staff also benefit from a school climate that prioritizes their well-being.
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Research and expert perspectives shared with the committee indicate that adults who are
equipped with the skills to remain calm and regulated in an emergency are better able to support
students in doing the same.

Ultimately, the well-being of the entire school community depends on an environment
that fosters positive mental, emotional, and behavioral health. By integrating developmentally
appropriate, trauma-informed, and inclusive strategies into school safety planning, educators and
policymakers can ensure that these practices set the stage for the implementation of active
shooter drills and other security measures in a positive and supportive school climate to enhance
preparedness without compromising the psychological well-being of students and staff.
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Best Practices for Protecting the Mental, Emotional, and
Behavioral Health of Students and Staff

As detailed in previous chapters, the research literature on the impact of school active
shooter drills on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff is thin.
Despite the weakness of the existing evidence base, school active shooter drills are routinely
implemented in schools across the country. As better research continues to develop, schools,
districts, and state departments of education urgently require actionable guidance to inform their
decisions on how best to safeguard the mental health and well-being of students and staff while
implementing these drills.

The best practices outlined in this chapter are ultimately derived from what is currently
known about child and adolescent development and learning, together with qualitative literature
and information gathered in listening sessions with students, teachers, and caregivers (see
Chapter 5). The guidance also draws on a widespread consensus, promulgated by authoritative
professional associations and government agencies, on best practices for implementing school
safety and security practices that mitigate the potential harms to mental, emotional, and
behavioral health. These authorities include the U.S. Department of Education (ED), the National
Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO), the National Association of School
Psychologists (NASP), the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN), and the
American Academy of Pediatrics, among others. With the guidance from these authorities in
mind, together with the collective knowledge of its multidisciplinary expert members, the
committee recommends a path forward.

It is important for state and local education authorities to monitor and evaluate the
implementation of school active shooter drills continuously to minimize the genuine risk of
negative impacts of the intervention itself on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of
students and staff. Additionally, the committee urges school officials to take routine steps to
adapt and refine practices based on emerging evidence to ensure that current approaches
effectively minimize risks and maintain safety while preserving the integrity of the learning
environment.

This chapter begins with a discussion of strategies for mitigating mental, emotional, and
behavioral health harms when implementing school active shooter drills; in so doing, it outlines
best practices for local educational authorities before, during, and after drills are implemented.
Recognizing the many factors school administrators and staff must consider when implementing
active shooter drills, the chapter highlights the benefits of a multidisciplinary school safety
committee charged with identifying necessary planning steps and anticipating potential
unintended consequences that may be encountered during implementation. The discussion also
examines the broader context in which these drills take place and underscores the need for a
comprehensive school safety plan that prioritizes prevention as a fundamental component. The
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chapter then identifies practices that are likely to cause harm and that professional consensus
suggests should be terminated and, if appropriate, prohibited by state legislation. Finally, the
chapter outlines implementation considerations, including policy recommendations.

STRATEGIES FOR MITIGATING MENTAL, EMOTIONAL, AND BEHAVIORAL
HEALTH HARMS WHEN IMPLEMENTING SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

When planning for and implementing school active shooter drills, it is important to
consider the context in which the drills are typically implemented and to assess their potential
harms and benefits. In promoting safe learning environments, schools are expected to minimize
any potential negative impacts experienced by students and staff. While many schools conduct
active shooter drills as part of their emergency preparedness efforts, it is important for the drills
to be grounded in the context of the school’s comprehensive safety plan. When school active
shooter drills are performed in isolation (as they often are), without adequate consideration of the
children’s emotional and psychological well-being, they can inadvertently and unnecessarily
arouse unnecessary anxiety or fear.

When grounded in a positive school climate, these drills—implemented as outlined in
this report—can foster a prepared, resilient, and calm school community. Instead of viewing
drills as isolated events responding to a hypothesized immediate threat, schools need to connect
them to broader discussions about safety, school climate, and well-being. For example, schools
can use active shooter drills as opportunities to assess communication channels and ensure that
adequate time is allowed to debrief the drills and provide feedback, giving students and staff a
voice in the process and facilitating relationship-building between teachers and students.
Additionally, schools can use drills to discuss how to handle emergency situations outside of
school grounds and to give students an opportunity to undertake other steps to enhance school
safety or the overall school climate (Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports
[PBIS], 2022).

While school active shooter drills are important, they represent only one aspect of school
safety planning. A comprehensive approach requires a balance between preparedness (and
mitigation for immediate threats) and long-term prevention strategies that address the root causes
of violence. Schools that focus too narrowly on active shooter drills may miss opportunities to
prevent violence before it occurs. A positive school climate, social-emotional learning, and
trauma-informed practices can create an environment that not only responds to threats but
actively works to prevent them (PBIS, 2022).

This section details strategies for mitigating mental, emotional, and behavioral health
harms when implementing school active shooter drills. The discussion includes practices that are
least likely to cause mental, emotional, and behavioral health harms (green); practices that need
to be implemented with caution as they are more likely to have negative than positive impact
(yellow); and those with a high likelihood of causing harm—practices that this committee, in line
with broad professional consensus, agrees should be ended (red). These strategies are
summarized in Table 6-1 and described in detail in the subsections that follow. The committee’s
recommendations for addressing the key considerations for decision-makers at all levels—from
the national to the school level—entailed in the implementation of school active shooter drills are
presented throughout the chapter.
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TABLE 6-1 Strategies for Mitigating Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral (MEB) Health Harms
When Implementing School Active Shooter Drills

Implement with Caution—More Likely to Have Negative than Positive MEB Health Impacts:

Implement options-based practices with caution as they may be more likely to have negative MEB
health impacts. Guidance is needed on adapting options-based approaches for different groups
and populations, as well as on the appropriateness of these practices for various developmental
stages.
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PRACTICES LEAST LIKELY TO CAUSE MENTAL, EMOTIONAL, AND
BEHAVIORAL HEALTH HARMS

RECOMMENDATION 1: Schools should adopt trauma-informed, developmentally
appropriate approaches to school active shooter drills that balance preparedness with
emotional and psychological safety. It is essential for the design and implementation
of drills to prioritize student and staff well-being in order to prevent unnecessary
mental, emotional, and behavioral health harms and ensure that drills foster
environments conducive to the learning and skill-building they are intended to
impart. State-level legislation mandating drills should require the implementation of
trauma-informed, developmentally appropriate drills designed with input from
experts in mental health and child development.

In addition to drill design, the committee was asked to consider the supports, school
programs, and staff expertise necessary to implement, monitor, and evaluate best practices
effectively. Given the varying needs of students and staff, school districts and school safety
teams need to carefully determine the appropriate level of practice for active shooter drills,
taking into account the community’s familiarity with the school’s emergency operations plan, the
overall purpose of emergency drills, and the developmental needs of students. It is also essential
to consider whether specific practices are appropriate for the school setting, as well as the
broader school environment and community context in which the drills are conducted. Finally,
assessing the readiness of individuals within the school community is critical before introducing
more complex emergency response procedures. By carefully evaluating these considerations,
schools can implement drills that create opportunities for skill-building and enhance a sense of
preparedness while minimizing potential negative impacts.

Best Practices When Planning for School Active Shooter Drills

Best practices for implementing drills include setting clear educational goals; teaching
emergency response skills using standard response practices, incorporating student and family
input, and establishing a consistent communication plan with families and community partners.
These practices prioritize the health and well-being of students and staff while minimizing
potential harm. Schools with strong social-emotional programming and a positive climate create
an environment that supports resilience and skill-building and can help mitigate the negative
mental, emotional, and behavioral health impacts of school active shooter drills (CDC, 2009;
Durlak et al, 2011; National Conference of State Legislatures, 2025; Osher & Berg, 2017; Thapa
et al., 2013). Establishing a multidisciplinary team to support the planning for drills may also
play a critical role in ensuring that drills are developmentally appropriate, trauma-informed, and
tailored to the specific needs of the school community. Planning may need to include evaluating
the frequency and context of drills to balance instructional time with efforts to ensure student
well-being.

Having clear procedures in place for emergency events is a critical component of overall
preparedness. Establishing communication strategies, accessibility accommodations, and plans
for ensuring emotional well-being can foster a sense of security for students and staff.
Communicating a well-structured plan can also help reassure students, staff, and families that
comprehensive measures are in place to address a range of needs during an emergency. By
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proactively identifying the needs of the school community and addressing support systems,
schools ensure that emergency drills focus on practicing essential response actions and
preparedness for real-world scenarios. Box 6-1 outlines common considerations for school
administrators when addressing needs for preparedness planning and staff training.

BOX 6-1
General Emergency Preparedness Planning and Staff Training

Build Staff Awareness
Ensure that all staff are familiar with the school's emergency operations plan (EOP) and
understand how active shooter drills align with it.

o Conduct a site assessment at the beginning of the school year to identify potential
safety concerns.

e Provide staff with clear instructions on how to access the EOP.

o Educate staff about the various hazards and emergencies that may impact the school
and familiarize them with the types of drills planned for the school year.

e |dentify and communicate with the members of the school safety committee.

e Inform staff of any updates to the EOP in a timely manner.

o Ensure that all staff are aware of safety features and programs available at the school,
such as tip lines, emergency alert mobile apps, and intercom activation systems.
Provide opportunities to practice using these tools.

e Adapt drill and emergency procedures for students and staff with accessibility
limitations to ensure all students and staff have access to safe locations.

Staff Emergency Preparedness Training
Consider the different types of learning required to ensure staff understand emergency
preparedness procedures effectively.

o Educate staff about the various hazards and emergencies that may impact the school

and familiarize them with the types of drills planned for the school year.

e Offer proper training on the EOP and school safety procedures to ensure
preparedness.

e Allocate time during staff meetings or professional development sessions to review the
emergency management plan and address any questions.

e Orient staff to the school campus, including designated reunification sites.

e Ensure that new staff and substitute teachers receive this orientation and training
before assuming their duties.

e At the beginning of the school year, consider conducting tabletop activities or
walkthroughs to allow staff to practice initiating an emergency response, introducing
drills to students, and addressing frequently asked questions.

Best practices for preparing to lead a drill include thoughtful planning, proactive
communication, and comprehensive support structures. These practices proactively consider the
mental, emotional, and behavioral health impacts of drills. Without this groundwork, drills may
be experienced as isolated, anxiety-inducing events rather than as part of a coordinated strategy
that fosters preparedness, confidence, and emotional well-being. Beyond reducing harm, good
planning—transparent communication, trauma-informed strategies, and inclusive planning
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efforts—can build supports that ensure that students, staff, and families feel informed, reassured,
and empowered before they participate in a drill, creating an environment conducive to learning
essential safety and preparedness skills. In this way, preparedness efforts extend beyond drills,
creating a school safety culture that prioritizes both security and well-being.

Implement Robust Social-Emotional Programming Within the School in Order to Prime Students
to Take on the Skills Needed for Drills

Chapter 3 reviewed studies on how active shooter drills impact perceptions of school
safety. Most showed either negative or no changes in how students and staff perceived safety,
even if they felt more prepared (Huskey & Connell, 2021; Moore-Petinak et al., 2020;
Schildkraut et al., 2024a, 2024b). These findings suggest that preparedness alone is not enough
to foster a sense of safety and that additional approaches are needed to support social-emotional
well-being alongside preparedness efforts. Consistent with the science of learning, both students
and school staff will be in a better position to learn how to proceed with the drill activities and
respond in emergencies if they are calm and anxiety is minimized. A key goal for drills, then, is
to avoid using elements that can induce stress and trauma, which can lead to negative outcomes
such as reduced concentration and school avoidance, which can, over time, impact educational
achievement (Balfanze & Byrnes, 2012; Barrett et al., 2012; Boulton et al., 2008). Additionally,
as highlighted in Chapter 5, previous exposure to trauma may trigger unpredictable behaviors
during high-stress events such as active shooter drills. Schools can anticipate the possibility of
these behaviors and take steps to mitigate their frequency and intensity to ensure the safety not
only of the individual student with previous trauma exposure but also of other students and staff.

The importance of a calm and well-organized approach to school active shooter drills,
with a focus on imparting skills that promote a sense of safety and security among students and
staff, is consistent with guidelines from ED (2025), NASP, NASRO, and Safe and Sound
Schools (NASP et al., 2021); NCTSN (NCTSN, 2018); and the Maryland Center for School
Safety (2024). By equipping students and staff with the skills needed to manage their responses
and support one another, these practices provide a critical foundation for maintaining a sense of
safety and security in drills and emergency situations.

Design Drills Using Discussion-Based and Standard Response Practices that Foster Skill-
Building with Clearly Defined Action Steps

Discussion-based practices can apply to overall emergency operations, and they may be
particularly beneficial for school active shooter drills. Discussion-based practices focus on
building foundational knowledge through activities such as staff-led discussions, social stories or
storybook readings, and student—teacher tabletop exercises that use games or child-friendly
activities to teach emergency procedures. They do not require students to physically practice
emergency actions (see Chapter 1).

Discussion-based practices provide an opportunity for staff and students to understand
the purpose of school active shooter drills, helping them to be better able to grasp the context for
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learning standard response practices.?*?> They may also allow time for reflection and processing
and foster a sense of connectedness among students and staff, promoting resilience for both
groups. These discussions also provide an opportunity for staff to highlight additional safety
measures that are already in place to protect the school community. New students who are
unfamiliar with these procedures, as well as students with functional and access needs, may
require additional time and support to fully engage with discussion-based practices. Ensuring
that all individuals have a strong foundational understanding can enhance a sense of
preparedness.

Schools may also choose to use standard response practices—with students and staff
physically rehearsing the actions needed to respond to an emergency, such as a school active
shooter event—when implementing active shooter drills. For each response practice, staff and
students are taught specific steps to take to complete the response. For example, for “lockdown,”
the actions include locking the doors, turning off the lights, moving out of sight, and remaining
silent. These practices emphasize procedural repetition to reinforce emergency responses. Such
action-focused approaches emphasize practical safety skills, which highlight and teach specific
skills (e.g., “hold” or “lockdown”), rather than highlighting or reinforcing fear of specific threats.
In doing so, schools may be able to promote essential emergency preparedness without
reinforcing the potential for violence. However, it is important to note that research evaluating
the mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects of this approach is needed.

A standardized, action-based framework may also help streamline preparedness efforts
and thereby reduce the overall number of drills required throughout the school year. For younger
students and those new to emergency drills, it may be necessary to spend additional time on
discussion-based practices before transitioning to standard response practices.

Universal design principles can be incorporated into standard response practices to ensure
that terms and actions are clear and accessible to create a more supportive environment for all
students during drills. For example, information on each standard response practice and its
associated actions can be made available to parents, allowing them to understand the procedures
and reinforce key safety steps with their children before a drill takes place and helping them
bolster their children’s resilience—a protective factor against mental, emotional, and behavioral
health harms. Additionally, materials can be translated into multiple languages, ensuring broader
accessibility, and specific instructions are provided for announcing each type of drill. However,
although research has been conducted on drills practicing the standard response to the directive
“lockdown,” the committee is unaware of any specific causal evaluation of the mental,
emotional, and behavioral health impacts of standard response practices overall and more
research is needed to fully understand their effects.

A 2025 implementation evaluation of the “I Love U Guys” Foundation’s (2021) Standard
Response Protocol (SRP) and Standard Reunification Method (SRM) in Nebraska offers some
initial insights into possible training needs for staff. As part of this evaluation, 1,530 participants
in 14 SRP/SRM training sessions—with some attending multiple times—were surveyed. The
participants noted concise language and standardized terminology for emergency response

24 During this committee’s listening sessions, multiple speakers stressed the importance of familiarizing staff with
drill procedures before practicing them with students.

2 For the purposes of this report, the committee uses the term standard response practices to refer to individual,
predefined actions or procedures designed to guide students and staff in responding to different types of emergency
situations, including school active shooter events.
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protocols as strengths of the SRP (Bulling et al., 2025). However, they also identified areas for
improvement: more guidance on accommodating students with functional and access needs;
strategies for very young children (pre-K) during drills; and clarification on student cellphone
use during emergency drills. Additionally, participants emphasized the need for formal training
for both regular staff and substitute teachers. They also recommended that training opportunities
be offered in both asynchronous (self-paced) and face-to-face formats to accommodate different
learning needs (Bulling et al., 2025).

Consistency of approaches across districts and schools offers additional benefits.
Standard response practices can help reduce confusion among students and staff by providing
clear, actionable steps for each emergency scenario. In eliminating the need to learn multiple,
varying emergency protocols for different sites, this consistency may be particularly beneficial
for substitute teachers, educators working across multiple schools, staff who have recently
transitioned into new roles, and students who may make frequent school transitions such as those
involved in the foster care system. Parents with children in multiple schools could also benefit
from learning a single, uniform protocol, which enhances overall community preparedness.
Having structured, well-defined action steps could also be an asset for research on emergency
preparedness and school safety.

Designing drills to emphasize clarity and consistency and build foundational knowledge
in a developmentally appropriate manner is likely to foster a sense of preparedness among
students and staff, and limit exposure to activities that may create fear and anxiety.

Guidance and recommendations from NASP, NASRO, and Safe and Sound Schools (NASP et
al., 2021) as well as the American Academy of Pediatrics (Schonfeld et al., 2020) similarly
emphasize the importance of teaching emergency response skills rather than simulating
distressing crisis events, with the goal of promoting competence and preparedness rather than
overwhelming participants.

Tailor Drill Design to Meet the Developmental Needs of the School Community

Chapter 5 provides an in-depth discussion of age and developmental considerations for
implementing school active shooter drills. Table 6-2 highlights selected developmentally
appropriate practices.

TABLE 6-2 Selected Practices for Developmentally Appropriate Implementation of School
Active Shooter Drills That Mitigate Adverse Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Health Harms

Population Practices

e Use clear, concrete, and
reassuring language with the
understanding that this age
group does best with structured
routines. Staff should be well-
trained in maintaining calm.

Early Childhood

e (Give simple explanations,
reinforce safety procedures, and
ensure that adults provide
emotional reassurance.

Elementary School
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e Provide simple explanations,
reinforce safety procedures, and
ensure emotional reassurance
from adults.

¢ Introduce emergency roles,
Middle School discuss school safety, and
provide adult guidance to
reinforce preparedness.

e Address potential distress from
deeper threat understanding.

e (Give simple explanations,
reinforce safety procedures, and
ensure that adults provide
emotional reassurance.

e Discuss school safety and the
High School rationale for drills and provide
adult guidance to reinforce
preparedness.

e Address potential distress from
deeper threat understanding.

Adapt Drills for Individuals with Functional and Access Needs

Chapter 5 outlines key considerations for planning school active shooter drills, including
the functional and accessibility needs of students and staff; the roles of essential school personnel
in emergency preparedness; and characteristics of individuals who may be particularly
vulnerable to negative mental, emotional, and behavioral effects from these drills. Some students
may require additional considerations or support based on their experiences, communication
needs, or health conditions. These students include those who have experienced trauma or
adverse life events; individuals with disabilities affecting mobility, cognition, communication, or
sensory processing; and those who rely on behavioral health services or assistive technologies.
To ensure that all students can participate in drills, schools and school safety teams can assess
the functional and accessibility needs present within the school community. These needs often
fall into broad categories, including sensory, physical/mobility, cognitive/developmental,
speech/language, and social/emotional/behavioral considerations. While disabilities are often
documented and known to staff, individuals who have experienced trauma may not be identified
as easily. Given the goal of minimizing potential negative mental, emotional, and behavioral
health impacts, a universal design approach can help create a more supportive environment for
all students during drills. Providing emotional support and allowing for additional
accommodations or practice when needed can further support students who face barriers to
participation.
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Safe and Sound Schools’ (2021) Especially Safe curriculum introduced the TEAMS
framework, which categorizes the functional and access needs within a school community. Table
6-3 provides an overview of these categories as an example and highlights potential strategies for
addressing individual safety accommodations and supports that may be needed during school
active shooter drills or in the event of an actual emergency.

TABLE 6-3 TEAMS Framework of School Safety and Emergency Planning Considerations for
Individuals with Functional and Accessibility Needs

Population

Example Strategies

T = Transportation & Mobility

Individuals who need accommodations to move to
safety, an alternative location, or a protective position
(e.g., people who are in wheelchairs, on crutches, or
pregnant)

E = Emotional, Mental, & Behavioral Health
Individuals who need accommodations, personnel,
procedures, or specialized preparedness to support
mental, emotional, and behavioral health (e.g., people
with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, sensory
disorders, trauma histories, or anxiety; people who
have recently migrated to the United States; people
who have had a negative experience with police/first
responders)

A = Auxiliary Communication

Individuals who need extra support to receive,
understand, and relay information during a drill (e.g.,
people who are deaf or hard of hearing, have blindness
or visual impairments, speak a language other than the
primary language taught, or have cognitive
impairments)

M = Medical Health

Individuals who have chronic health conditions and
need specific medication, supplies, services, medical
equipment (e.g., people who have medical conditions

e Develop a plan for individuals using
wheelchairs or crutches in cases where
physical barriers limit entry or exit.

e  Ensure that assigned staff are trained in the
proper use of adaptive equipment.

e Equip assigned staff with knowledge of the
safest methods for assisting individuals with
mobility challenges in reaching a protective
position.

e Provide comfort items such as earplugs,
headphones, and fidget tools.

e Practice calming and self-regulation strategies
before initiating drills.

e Assign a staff member as a buddy to guide
individual students through drill elements.

e Provide additional time with discussion-based
practices for students who are unfamiliar with
drills or emergency protocols.

e Incorporate visual aids to reinforce
communication.

e Use clear and simple language to ensure
accessibility.

e Provide materials in multiple primary
languages reflective of the school community,
including braille and American Sign
Language.

e Use augmentative communication devices and
technologies to support diverse
communication needs.

e Develop a plan to account for medical needs,
including identifying students who require
access to medical devices or medications and
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such as asthma, medical fragility, seizure disorders, or medical equipment that may not be stored in
severe allergies) their classroom.

e Establish procedures for timely access to
essential medical devices and medications and
medical equipment during an emergency, in
alignment with school policies and
regulations.

e Train assigned staff in the proper use of
medical devices and procedures.

S = Security & Supervision e  Train staff in distraction techniques, calming
Individuals who need additional support to maintain strategies, and de-escalation methods.
accountability and security (e.g., people for whom e  Assign a staff member to assist individuals
traditional lockdown presents a physical, sensory, or with required actions during drills.
emotional challenge; people who cannot remain quiet e Provide additional practice opportunities

or stationary; people who are known to run away) between individuals and their assigned staff

member to reinforce preparedness.

SOURCE: Adapted from Safe and Sound Schools, 2021.

As discussed in Chapter 3, no published studies have specifically examined the mental,
emotional, and behavioral impacts of school active shooter drills on students and staff with
functional and accessibility needs. Addressing this gap is essential to ensure that schools can
minimize mental, emotional, and behavioral health risks and adapt practices to better support all
individuals. During the committee’s listening sessions, both students and school staff
emphasized the need for greater attention to accessibility considerations in planning for active
shooter drills. Some expressed concerns that current drill practices and emergency preparedness
planning lack sufficient detail to ensure their needs are met. One student who required mobility
assistance noted that her school did not have an emergency evacuation plan for her, prompting
her to develop her own strategy for contacting family members for assistance during an
emergency. A 2024 RAND survey of a randomly selected sample of 1,020 K—12 teachers asking
about the 2022-2023 school year reached similar conclusions, reinforcing the need for more
inclusive emergency preparedness efforts. These concerns inform the committee’s guidance on
the importance of school safety teams planning drills that accommodate students and staff with
functional and accessibility needs.

Both the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (2018) and Safe and Sound Schools
(2021) recommend developing individualized safety plans to ensure that students receive the
accommodations necessary to participate in drills. These plans outline the specific supports
needed, assign staff to assist students in completing drill actions, and identify additional
intervention strategies that can help during emergency preparedness activities. When applicable,
individualized safety plans may be integrated into students’ Individualized Education Programs
(IEPs) or 504 plans to align with their broader educational and support needs® (see
Recommendation 8). By developing these plans, school safety teams, special education staff,

26 According to ED (2000), “To create an effective IEP, parents, teachers, other school staff—and often the
student—must come together to look closely at the student’s unique needs. These individuals pool knowledge,
experience, and commitment to design an educational program that will help the student be involved in, and progress
in, the general curriculum” (p. 1). Similarly, developing an individualized safety plan can help ensure that school staff
know their responsibilities for helping a student with safety limitations related to such areas as transportation/mobility;
emotional, behavioral, mental, and medical health; auxiliary communication; and security and supervision (ED, 2000).
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nursing staff, and mental health professionals can collaborate to address the specific needs of
their school community. These considerations can then be incorporated into drill design. For
instance, staff who are not assigned to a classroom can be positioned strategically in areas where
additional personnel may be needed to facilitate the drill effectively (PBIS, 2025b).

Individualized safety plans also help identify training needs before a drill. Staff
supporting students who rely on adaptive equipment or medical devices benefit from training in
their proper use, ensuring readiness before an emergency occurs. Additionally, for students who
require a buddy system during a drill, ensuring that the assigned support person understands their
role in advance is essential. For students who require access to medication during emergencies,
plans can outline how staff will coordinate retrieval or access in alignment with school policies
and regulations, even if medication access is not a component of the drill itself.

Drills can also help identify unforeseen barriers, allowing schools to address these
challenges and adapt practices accordingly. After-action reviews provide an opportunity to
evaluate the effectiveness of individualized safety plans, ensuring that special education staff and
other key personnel contribute to the review process. Where appropriate, student and parent
input can also be incorporated to refine strategies.

Consider the Frequency and Context of Drills

The frequency of emergency drills, including school active shooter drills, varies
significantly across the country, often influenced by state law requirements. As described in
Chapter 3, however, research to date has not identified an optimal frequency for active shooter
drills. ED (2025) reached a similar conclusion, noting the lack of definitive evidence on how
often these drills should be conducted.

A study by Schildkraut et al. (2023) provides some insight into drill frequency through an
evaluation of lockdown drills in a school district in New York. Their findings suggest that four to
seven drill implementations were necessary to achieve approximately 80% fidelity—a threshold
for adequate, though not perfect, compliance. Beyond this point, additional drills did not lead to
further improvements, indicating a plateau effect. The study also found that some lockdown
procedures were more difficult than others to implement consistently, making perfect fidelity
even more challenging to achieve across classrooms. While these findings offer preliminary
guidance, they have not been widely replicated across different school contexts or environments
and do not specifically measure the relationship between the number and frequency of drills and
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes. As a result, it remains unclear whether
similar patterns would emerge in other schools or among different student populations. More
research is needed to determine how drill frequency, school characteristics, and training methods
interact to optimize preparedness while minimizing potential negative mental, emotional, and
behavioral health effects.

The committee acknowledges the multiple demands placed on schools and the
importance of preserving instructional time while optimizing emergency preparedness and
minimizing potential negative mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects. Drills need to be
scheduled with sufficient frequency for students and staff to retain familiarity with the necessary
actions. However, the optimal number of drills remains unclear, as more research is needed to
determine how frequency, school context, and individual needs interact in establishing and
maintaining preparedness while minimizing potential negative effects. Participants in the
committee’s listening sessions noted that overly frequent drills could lead to fatigue, increased
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stress, and emotional overload, potentially diminishing their effectiveness. Moreover, a study by
Schildkraut (2023) found that skills learned through drills were retained over several years.

Given the limited evidence on drill frequency, however, schools may need to evaluate
their own data to determine the most appropriate frequency for their community. Additionally,
some students—particularly new students unfamiliar with emergency procedures and those with
functional and accessibility needs—may require additional practice. Schools can consider
targeted strategies for ensuring that these students receive the necessary support without
increasing the overall drill burden for the broader school population.

When determining the frequency of drills, school safety teams can assess which standard
response practices are appropriate for their campus and then establish a schedule for practicing
each response practice throughout the school year. States and localities with drill mandates can
also consider whether the activation of an emergency response protocol may count as a drill
practice if responding to the emergency required the use of the same standard response practice
used in a drill. In the absence of legal mandates, schools may choose to conduct an after-action
review following an emergency activation, gathering input from staff, parents, and students
rather than conducting an additional drill.

When reviewing schedules, schools can also consider timing active shooter drills to avoid
unnecessary distress—for example, scheduling drills outside of high-stress academic periods,
such as exam periods and standardized testing days. To support psychological safety, school
communities where incidents of school violence have occurred may wish to avoid conducting
drills on the anniversary of events that may hold significance for the local community.
Adjustments may also be necessary following recent mass violence or school shooting incidents,
as these events can heighten safety concerns and anxiety within the school community. In such
cases, postponing the drill or replacing it with a discussion-based lesson plan that reviews the
necessary response actions may be more appropriate. Regardless of the approach taken, it is
beneficial during these periods of increased vulnerability to have additional mental health
support available to assist students and staff.

While discussing the timing of drills during the committee’s listening sessions,
participants in the student panel suggested that school active shooter drills be practiced at
different times of the day, including both structured periods (e.g., class time) and unstructured
periods (e.g., recess, lunch, class transitions), taking account of the fact that active shooter events
may not always take place when students are in a classroom. Practicing drills at varying times
allows students and staff to hear activation communications in different situations and apply
safety actions in multiple locations throughout the school building or campus.

These considerations highlight the need to broaden discussions about drill frequency
beyond the number of drills conducted to include when and where drills take place. The
committee aligns with the ED (2025) recommendation that schools consider limiting the duration
of drills to what is necessary and varying the timing of drills throughout the day. These
approaches can help ensure that school communities understand how to respond effectively
across a range of situations, time periods, and locations on school grounds.

Inform, Engage, and Collaborate with Parents

As noted in Chapter 5, schools can partner with parents to help reduce the negative
mental, emotional, and behavioral health impacts of active shooter drills. One key area of
collaboration is parent representation on school safety committees, ensuring that family
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perspectives are included in emergency preparedness planning. Additionally, professional
organizations consistently recommend that parents receive clear and timely communication
regarding drills, including details on the type of drill being practiced, an overview of procedures
and objectives, information on the general frequency of drills, contact information for school
staff available to answer questions, and notice when drills occur (ED, 2025; NASP et al., 2021;
NCTSN, 2018). The committee acknowledges that schools may have safety and security
concerns about sharing specific details in advance regarding the timing and location of drills.
However, just as clear communication before drills begin can support students’ well-being,
schools can also use existing communication channels to inform parents, helping them better
prepare to support their children.

Schools can also support parents by offering resources that help explain drills in a
developmentally appropriate manner, enabling families to discuss emergency preparedness at
home. Given the variation in active shooter drill procedures, providing parents with specific
details about the drill format can help alleviate anxiety and reinforce a consistent message of
preparedness and safety (NCTSN, 2018).

Clear communication and open discussions with parents can help minimize the emotional
impact of active shooter drills on students. Many adults are not familiar with what is involved in
a school active shooter drill. Providing resources in parents’ primary languages promotes
accessibility, and offering informational meetings—particularly at the beginning of the school
year—can help build trust and transparency between schools and families. These meetings offer
an opportunity to:

e review comprehensive school safety efforts, emphasizing that active shooter drills
are just one component of a broader safety strategy;

e provide information about the types of drills students will practice throughout the
year;

e demonstrate a drill for parents of younger students or families new to the district,
allowing them to understand what their children will experience; and

clarify how drill notifications and real emergency alerts will be communicated to
parents, reducing uncertainty and anxiety.

When introducing new active shooter drill programs, schools can offer additional
opportunities for parents to ask questions, collaborate on implementation strategies, and
contribute to evaluation efforts. For students with functional or accessibility needs, parents play a
key role in developing individualized safety plans and identifying effective adaptations to ensure
that their children can participate meaningfully (ED, 2025; NCTSN, 2018; PBIS, 2025a).%’

Preplan Drills with a Multidisciplinary Team

As previously discussed, emergency response drills require careful planning and
oversight by a multidisciplinary team that includes members of the school staff such as
administrators, teachers, custodians, school nurses and school-based mental health professionals;
school resource officers or security personnel; special education specialists; and parents. When
appropriate, students may also be involved (ED, 2025; NASP et al., 2021). Each team member
plays a specific role in the planning, execution, and evaluation of these drills. Expertise in child

%7 School staff may also have functional or accessibility needs, and there may be opportunities to identify effective
adaptations to ensure that these staff can participate meaningfully in school active shooter drills.
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development, special education, and health conditions is important to ensure that drills account
for the developmental and accessibility needs of all students (NASP et al., 2021). District
personnel, including the school board, superintendent, assistant superintendents, and police and
sheriff’s departments (when applicable), also can play a crucial role in providing support,
resources, and oversight. The Maryland Best Practices Guide (Maryland Center for School
Safety, 2024) notes that school safety committees/teams need to be large enough to include key
representatives from various disciplines but small enough to facilitate effective collaboration and
decision-making. Additionally, state legislative requirements may influence the composition and
responsibilities of school safety teams.

Many school safety teams also collaborate with local law enforcement; emergency
management agencies; and first responders, such as fire departments and emergency medical
personnel. These partnerships help ensure that school active shooter drills align with broader
community emergency plans while also allowing for adaptations based on a school’s unique
needs. For example, first responders can be informed about:

e the location of special education classrooms and the specific medical or accessibility

needs of some students, ensuring a more effective emergency response; and

e crisis management or school safety expertise offered by nonprofit organizations,
which may assist in planning and executing drills.

When planning active shooter drills, school safety teams need to first consider the goals
of each drill, as those goals will determine the level of participation required:
o Dirills using discussion-based practices, especially for new students, may focus on
familiarization with school emergency protocols and will not require the involvement of
community partners.

e School active shooter drills can be planned with a developmentally appropriate, trauma-
informed approach, ensuring accessibility adaptations for students with functional and
access needs while addressing the needs of both students and staff (Box 6-3).

Additionally, planning needs to account for logistical factors, such as:
o ensuring that sufficient wellness supports (e.g., access to school-based mental health
staff) are available for students and staff;

J implementing evaluation strategies to assess the drill’s effectiveness and impacts on
mental, emotional, and behavioral health (NASP et al., 2021; PBIS, 2025b); and

verifying that drills comply with state regulations and align with best practices, addressing
any potential legal implications (PBIS, 2025b).

Training all staff in self-regulation techniques before drills take place can also enhance
their ability to support students in distress while maintaining their own emotional stability. When
adults remain regulated, students are more likely to feel secure and calm during the drill (Braun
et al., 2020). For example, an increasing number of states, including Texas, Nebraska, and New
Mexico, are also pretraining school staff in Psychological First Aid for Schools (PFA-S) (Brymer
et al., 2012), an evidence-informed intervention recognized as a best practice in ED’s (2013)
Guide for Developing High-Quality School Emergency Operations Plans. PFA-S can be used
during and after drills to provide immediate support to students and staff in distress (NCTSN,
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2017). Any school staff or community partners can be trained in PFA-S, making it a valuable
tool for schools with limited mental health personnel. Staff without direct student supervision
duties can be strategically positioned in areas where additional support may be needed during
drills, ensuring that students and staff have access to emotional support and reassurance (PBIS,
2025b). When adults remain regulated, students are more likely to feel secure and calm during
the drill (Braun et al., 2020).

Conducting School Active Shooter Drills

Once a drill is under way, the focus shifts to activating the essential components of the
established plan and ensuring that key procedures are practiced in a structured and purposeful
manner. As noted in Chapter 3, while the committee found little empirical research directly
linking active shooter drills to specific mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes, best
practices can still be identified by drawing on expert consensus and well-established principles
from research on child and adolescent development. These insights can help ensure that drills are
conducted in ways that reinforce safety, minimize distress, and foster a sense of control and
confidence among participants. By ensuring that drills are conducted thoughtfully and
supportively, schools can help students and staff engage in these preparedness activities in a way
that is both effective for learning and skill development and psychologically safe. This section
presents guidance on how schools can use careful planning, clear communication, and well-
structured support systems in place to approach active shooter drills as part of a broader safety
strategy that prioritizes both preparedness and well-being.

As the time for the drill approaches, preparations may be necessary for students with
functional and accessibility needs to help them feel more secure and prepared; if necessary, they
can be provided with an alternative learning opportunity, such as discussion-based drill activities.
Preparations may include reminders about the drill, specific actions the students will take, and
coping strategies. For instance, a teacher might reference techniques from a social-emotional
learning or wellness program, such as slow breathing exercises, to help students regulate their
emotions during the drill. All accommodations need to be in place for students with
individualized safety plans before the drill begins—for example, ensuring that headphones are
available for students with sound sensitivity or that a designated buddy is positioned nearby to
assist students who require additional support (NCTSN, 2018; PBIS, 2025b).

Finally, school staff can be reminded of the purpose of the drill, the specific action steps,
and the availability of mental health supports throughout the drill. In listening sessions, the
committee heard that when staff were well-prepared, understood their roles, and took the drills
seriously, students reported feeling less anxious. Ensuring that all participants—both students
and staff—feel informed and supported helps ensure a more structured, predictable, and
psychologically safe experience.

Use Clear Communications During Drills

When a drill begins, school officials can clearly announce to all students and staff that a
drill is occurring, possibly using the school’s emergency communication system. Additionally, a
communication mechanism can be in place to notify parents, emergency responders, and other
relevant external partners to prevent unnecessary alarm. This may involve automated messaging
systems, text alerts, or emails that mirror the in-school announcement, reinforcing the message
that the event is a drill rather than an actual emergency (NCTSN, 2018; PBIS, 2025a).
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Such communications need to be accessible to all members of the school community,
including multilingual learners and those who require communication supports (e.g., students
who are deaf or hard of hearing). For example, drills may be designed to avoid relying solely on
verbal commands, which may exclude students with special communications needs from fully
understanding the instructions. To promote this practice, schools can:

e pair verbal commands with standard symbols that indicate required actions;

e cnsure that emergency messages are repeated in common languages spoken by
students;

e use both verbal and visual cues in drills so students become familiar with multiple
ways of receiving emergency instructions;

e cxplore technological solutions for providing alerts that accommodate students
who are multilingual learners, deaf, or hearing impaired; and

e use standardized follow-up communication for the standard response practice
being rehearsed—along with visual icons—to further improve comprehension and
response accuracy.

ED (2025) and NASP, NASRO, and Safe and Sound Schools (2021) also recommend
clear and effective communication throughout the drill, including letting students and staff know
when the drill has concluded to ensure that all participants are aware that normal activities may
resume (ED, 2025; NASP et al., 2021). By prioritizing accessible and well-structured
communication, schools can enhance preparedness, reduce confusion, and create a better safety
experience for all students and staff.

Ensure That Wellness Supports Are Available

Professional organizations consistently recommend that wellness supports—such as
access to school-based mental health staff and opportunities to debrief—Dbe available both during
and after active shooter drills to help mitigate stress and anxiety (ED, 2025; NASP et al., 2021;
NCTSN, 2018; PBIS, 2025b). Additionally, as noted earlier in this chapter, pretraining staff in
common trauma reactions can equip them to recognize when a student is struggling and may
need to step away from the drill that is in progress to seek support (NASP et al., 2021; NCTSN,
2017).

After School Active Shooter Drills Occur

The period after a school active shooter drill is a critical time for ensuring that students
and staff are emotionally supported. Having structured post-drill procedures allows schools to
check in with students and staff, particularly those who may be vulnerable to distress, while also
gathering valuable feedback with which to refine safety practices. This section outlines best
practices for post-drill support, including facilitating debriefing opportunities, conducting
targeted check-ins with vulnerable students and staff, and compiling an after-action assessment.
These steps not only help schools identify any immediate adverse outcomes but also create an
opportunity to strengthen future preparedness efforts. By prioritizing communication, evaluation,
and emotional well-being, schools can ensure that drills are not only informative and effective at
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imparting the knowledge and skills necessary to respond to an emergency but also supportive
and responsive to the needs of the entire school community.

Provide Time for Students and Staff to Debrief

Regular debriefing and evaluation of drills are essential for identifying areas for
improvement and ensuring that practices remain developmentally appropriate and trauma
informed. Taking time to discuss the experience immediately after a drill, before resuming
academic instruction, reinforces the purpose of the drill, allows for reviewing the action steps
taken, and provides an opportunity to address any concerns or questions from students (PBIS,
2025a). It also allows teachers and school mental health staff to remind students of available
mental health resources and how to access them (ED, 2025; NCTSN, 2018; PBIS, 2025a). Box
6-4 summarizes insights from the committee’s listening session with school social workers
related to their role in supporting students before, during, and after drills—including during
debriefings.

BOX 6-2
Perspectives from School Social Workers, School Psychologists, and School Nurses

The committee hosted listening sessions to understand how school social workers
support students before, during, and after school active shooter drills. While these listening
sessions were not designed to be representative of all school social workers’ perspectives or
practices, they provided valuable context for understanding the real-world implementation of
drills and identifying areas of potential concern regarding adverse outcomes. These
discussions served as a backdrop for the committee’s review and assessment of the available
empirical literature, as well as a reminder of the real-life stories and experiences behind the
data. The sessions (along with qualitative data presented in Chapters 3 and 4) served as an
important input to the committee’s deliberations and provided a context for, though not the
basis of, its conclusions and recommendations.

Participants in the committee’s listening sessions described how drills often heighten
stress and fear, with some students experiencing panic during the exercises or in anticipation
of the exercises. One participant, a school nurse in New Jersey, described how some
students experience physical symptoms, such as stomachaches and headaches, on drill
days, and that some students, particularly those with preexisting mental health conditions or
disabilities, may be particularly vulnerable to heightened anxiety and fear. Another panelist
reinforced this point, saying, “People with preexisting mental health conditions may be more
adversely affected by these drills than those without.”

Another participant noted, “Being able to show up to school and just have to do school
is great. Being able to show up to school and having to be concerned about someone coming
in your building—it’s a terrible feeling.” Panel participants recognized that active shooter drills
may have a disproportionate impact on some students of color, particularly those who may
have heightened concerns about safety because of exposure to racism or violence, which can
be exacerbated by active shooter drills.

Panelists emphasized the need for collaborative planning that includes mental health
professionals, educators, families, and other key school community members. One participant
highlighted the risks of excluding critical perspectives, explaining, “If they’re not at the table
when the conversation and planning begin, then we often are missing what is important for
that particular population.” School social workers advocated for modifications to drills that
account for students with trauma histories, disabilities, and language barriers, ensuring that
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preparedness efforts do not inadvertently cause harm. A lack of debriefing after drills was
frequently cited as a concern as it leaves students without a proper outlet to process their
emotions, potentially compounding distress.

Clear communication also emerged as a critical factor in reducing anxiety and fear
surrounding active shooter drills. A school psychologist from Maryland emphasized the
importance of using visual tools and clear language to support students’ understanding of
active shooter drills. She recommended incorporating graphics, pictures, and other visual aids
to help students comprehend emergency procedures in a way that is accessible and
developmentally appropriate. Multilingual learners may also face additional challenges in
understanding instructions during emergencies without appropriate language supports. One
panelist emphasized the need for language accommodations when working with multilingual
populations to ensure that families and students who have a home language other than
English receive clear and supportive communication.

Another participant—a professor and school psychologist from California—highlighted
the potential unintended consequences of school emergency preparedness measures. They
reinforced the importance of engaging parents and community groups as essential in creating
an approach that reflects the backgrounds, experiences, and needs of the entire school
community and creates an environment where everyone feels informed, supported, and
prepared.

Concerns about retraumatization and unnecessary fear were also central to the
discussion. Another participant stressed the importance of weighing risks, stating,
“Statistically, an active shooter event probably won’t happen to students while they’re in
school, so we need to weigh the importance of preparedness against the possibility of
retraumatizing certain groups of students.” One panelist warned about the risks of
unnecessarily intense drills, stating, “You have the potential of traumatizing individuals—both
the students and the staff—with that. Those pieces aren’t necessary when conducting the
drills and helping to understand what are the steps that are needed to be safe in an active
assailant situation.”

To address these challenges, participants recommended trauma-informed practices,
structured debriefing sessions, and preventive measures that help foster a sense of safety
and resilience while minimizing harm. For example, a pediatric nurse practitioner who
participated in the session advocated for the integration of mental health and emotional
support in schools to address chronic stress and prevent compounded trauma. Another
panelist similarly stressed the value of individualized planning, explaining, “School nurses are
always making individualized plans for students who may have special needs.” These
suggested adaptations included such practices as offering tailored debriefings for students
who may struggle with processing the drill experience.

Another school nursed described how, “after the drill, we offer that safe space for
students who may have had an emotional response . . . to help them process emotions.”
Participants emphasized the need to move from reactive to responsive safety measures.
They noted that this shift underscores the importance of proactive, trauma-informed planning
that ensures students are not only prepared for emergencies but also supported in managing
their emotional responses.

To help students regain focus and transition back to learning, teachers may guide them
through grounding exercises or emotion-regulation strategies, ensuring that they feel calm and
prepared for the remainder of the school day. Additionally, recognizing students’ efforts and
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participation—such as acknowledging how they followed safety protocols or supported one
another—can help reinforce positive engagement with the drills (NCTSN, 2018, PBIS, 2025a).
ED (2025) recommends creating a systematic process for documenting feedback gathered
during debriefing sessions an incorporating findings as part of the school safety committee’s
planning. This feedback can help in refining protocols to minimize negative mental, emotional,
and behavioral health impacts and to improve future drill experiences (ED, 2025; NCTSN,
2018). ED (2025) recommends that debriefing discussions include
¢ reinforcing the importance of practicing emergency procedures in case of
a real emergency;

e soliciting student feedback on what went well and what could be
improved,

e addressing concerns and answering questions that arose during the drill;

e assessing whether students need additional time or support before
returning to academic activities; and

e cnsuring that all students know how to access additional mental health or
wellness supports. (p. 10)

By prioritizing post-drill discussions and evaluation, schools can strengthen both safety
preparedness and emotional well-being, ensuring that drills serve their intended purpose without
causing unnecessary distress for students and staff.

Check in with Vulnerable Students and Staff

As previously discussed, some students may be particularly vulnerable to adverse mental,
emotional, and behavioral effects of school active shooter drills. Students with a history of
trauma or loss, as well as those who experience anxiety, may benefit from meeting with a school
counselor, school psychologist, school social worker, or school nurse to develop a personalized
plan for active shooter drills; they also may need reminders and reassurance about their plan to
help them navigate the experience and the time period afterward. These students as well may be
positioned to offer their perspective and feedback on how to make the drills more trauma
informed, and schools may benefit from using student leadership or focus groups to guide these
practices.

Staff can provide additional support by reaching out proactively to students who have
previously expressed concerns or been identified as needing extra assistance, ensuring that they
feel prepared and supported. During the committee’s listening session with school nurses,
panelists described the varied reactions they observed among students and emphasized the
importance of checking in with those who may be at especially high risk for adverse mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes. These check-ins with vulnerable students allow staff
to discuss the students’ experiences during a drill in a supportive and nonjudgmental way,
provide guidance on coping strategies and assist in applying previously taught self-regulation
techniques, and reinforce a sense of safety and control by addressing lingering concerns or
distress (NCTSN, 2018; PBIS, 2025a).

Parents also can be engaged, if necessary, to keep them informed about the outcome of
these check-ins and to provide suggestions for reinforcing coping skills at home. This
collaborative approach can ensure that students receive consistent support across both school and
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home environments, helping to strengthen their emotional resilience both in future drills and in
emergency situations.

School staff may also need extra support after a drill and can be encouraged to access
available mental health resources. Having access to wellness supports and debriefing
opportunities helps ensure that staff have the resources they need to process their experiences,
manage stress, and continue to provide reassurance and guidance to students (NCTSN, 2018).

Conduct an After-Action Assessment That Evaluates Results, Identifies Gaps, and Documents
Lessons Learned and Successes Achieved

After completing a drill, schools can use a quality improvement process to evaluate the
drill’s effectiveness at imparting preparedness skills and its impacts on mental, emotional, and
behavioral health, and to identify areas for refinement. Seeking input from students, staff, school
safety team members, and parents allows for a comprehensive review of the drill experience,
enabling an assessment of how well protocols were followed, how participants experienced the
drill, and where adjustments may be necessary. Engaging parents in this evaluation can also offer
an opportunity to update them on the drill’s implementation, share available resources for
students who may need additional support, and gather information on any concerns or
suggestions they have for future planning (ED, 2025). This feedback can be compiled into an
after-action report that documents lessons learned, successes achieved, and adverse outcomes of
concern while also outlining opportunities for improvement (ED, 2025; NCTSN, 2018).
Documenting action steps for improvement after each drill and keeping all relevant members of
the school community informed of any changes can ensure that lessons learned translate to
meaningful updates to safety procedures that reflect feedback from participants on how they
experienced the drill, as well as promote positive mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes.

Through this ongoing review process, school safety teams may uncover unintended
negative mental, emotional, and behavioral health impacts not previously recognized. During the
committee’s listening sessions, for example, some participants described compliance checks
conducted as part of school active shooter drills. One practice involved checking that doors were
properly locked by jiggling door handles during lockdown drills. While this practice was
intended to evaluate procedural fidelity, it was noted that this activity elicited emotional distress
for some students, even when they were informed in advance that it would occur. Although these
accounts are anecdotal, this type of information highlights the types of insights that might be
shared after a drill and areas in which adjustments might be considered to maintain the
effectiveness of drills while minimizing unnecessary stress.

Consistently collecting feedback over time provides schools with valuable insights into
the real-world impact of their emergency preparedness efforts. By adapting practices based on
direct input from students, staff, and parents, schools can refine their approach in ways that
balance safety, procedural integrity, and foster practices that mitigate potential adverse mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes.

Practices with High Likelihood of Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Health Harm

This section describes practices likely to cause significant and unnecessary mental,
emotional, and behavioral health harms when implemented in the context of school active
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shooter drills. These practices include simulation exercises involving student participation; high-
intensity, hyper-realistic, or high-sensorial components; and deception.

The committee recognizes the importance of simulation exercises for training emergency
responders, but it is important to conduct these exercises outside regular school hours and
without the presence of students and most school staff. Although mandatory participation is to be
avoided, selected staff members from the school safety team may choose to participate or
observe to help ensure that the school’s emergency response plans align with established
emergency responder protocols.

Simulation exercises tend to mimic a school shooting or other school violence and
typically include emergency responders practicing how they will respond to an active shooter
event in a school, which heightens the intensity of these exercises for those who participate in
them. They may also include high-sensorial, high-intensity, and hyper-realistic components (e.g.,
using realistic actors firing blanks, having emergency personnel act like an intruder, using fake
blood). In some cases, drills may simulate a real emergency by incorporating deceptive
strategies, such as falsely announcing a real emergency or having a law enforcement officer enter
the school as if they were an active shooter (Schonfeld et al., 2020).

As described in Chapter 3, there has been a paucity of research assessing how different
elements of drills and simulation exercises affect participants’ reactions. As yet, no head-to-head
studies have compared participants’ reactions to different types of school active shooter drills.
While no direct research has been done on how high-intensity, hyper-realistic, or high-sensorial
elements affect the mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes of students and staff,
there is a growing professional consensus on the likely adverse impact of these practices. In
some cases, legal complaints have been filed when the implementation of such drills has led to
harm (Frosch, 2014; Safe Havens International, n.d.; Sawchuk, 2020; Trump, 2014). A recent
RAND Corporation study (Moore et al., 2024) reports the finding from a 2023 American
Teacher Panel Survey of 1,020 teachers that most schools do not incorporate these elements in
their drills. However, 57% of teachers in rural schools reported that their drills included at least
one realistic element, compared with 32% in urban schools and 46% of those in suburban
schools (Moore et al., 2024).

The use of realistic elements in drills is grounded in the erroneous assumption that high-
intensity, hyper-realistic, or high-sensorial elements that replicate the distress experienced in
actual shooting events will better prepare students to perform the desired behaviors during a real
incident. Examples in the media have suggested that such practices are effective in
accomplishing the goal of evoking distress, but with no indication that these practices increase
preparedness (Schonfeld et al., 2017). Despite the lack of direct evidence, it is clear from the
developmental sciences that effective learning—for both adults and students—does not typically
take place under conditions in which individuals are experiencing excessive stress or anxiety (see
Chapter 5). The purpose of school active shooter drills is for students and staff to learn the
appropriate response when an emergency occurs at school, and the growing body of anecdotal
evidence (including accounts from educators and other school staff during the committee’s
listening sessions) suggests that simulation exercises are highly likely to impede rather than
facilitate the learning of appropriate skills. There is no evidence that simulation elements,
including deceptive tactics, improve students’ and staff’s perceptions of preparedness. Rather,
these practices may dramatically heighten negative mental, emotional, and behavioral health
impacts; result in injuries; and hinder the ability of teachers and students to resume academic
learning (Frosch, 2014; Moore-Petinak et al., 2020; Sawchuk, 2020; Schonfeld et al., 2020).
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In sum, there is wide consensus across professional associations that the use of simulation
exercises with simulated violence and high-sensorial elements should be avoided, and that drills
need to be developmentally and age appropriate, as well as trauma informed (Donovan, 2023;
ED, 2025; Miotto & Cogan, 2023; Schonfeld et al., 2020). In presentations to the committee
during its public information-gathering session, experts from NASRO, National School Safety
and Security Services, Safe Havens International, and Safe and Sound Schools all concurred that
students should not participate in school active shooter simulations or exercises or in any drill
with high-sensorial and hyper-realistic components. In addition, an American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP) policy statement recommends that children not routinely participate in high-
intensity exercises during regular school time (Schonfeld et al., 2020). The statement suggests
that children should not ordinarily participate in live crisis drills or exercises, and that they
should do so only if their participation advances their personal preparedness or resiliency and/or
meets the unique needs of children as a group that cannot otherwise be advanced. In one incident
described by Simonetti (2020), for example, a training drill included “students posing as injured
individuals while others were chained to chairs as hostages and fastened to mock explosives”
(Simonetti, 2020, p. 1021). These findings raise the question of what educational benefit or skill
acquisition is gained by students in playing these roles as helpless victims.

Donovan (2023) affirms the AAP policy statement: “Drills that involve students should
not realistically simulate active shooter situations” (p. 442). Miotto and Cogan (2023) agree that
“children should not be routinely involved in high-intensity drills or exercises” and conclude that
“live-action, hyper-realistic drills unsupported by research have no place in a student-centered,
trauma-responsive learning environment” (p. 8). The Council for Exceptional Children’s
Division of Emotional and Behavioral Health (CEC-DEBH) has observed that there appears to
be “no evidence of any benefit or rationale for including a sensorial experience in these drills”
and that “live simulations of assailants attacking a school are unnecessary” (p. 120).

In addition, several states have drawn a firm distinction between drills and simulation
exercises. They ban mandatory student participation in simulation exercises (e.g., Minnesota
Students Safe at School Act); or they encourage schools to conduct such exercises only when
school is not in session; or they permit participation only after specific parental notification or
consent?®; or they restrict drills from mimicking a shooting, violence, or any emergency.?’ The
committee agrees with these alternative legislative approaches. Moreover, it is worth noting that
some school simulation exercises have resulted in legal complaints that have led to state
legislative action prohibiting students from being required to participate in these types of
exercises (Frosch, 2014; Ind. Code § 20-34-3-27, 2024; Safe Havens International, n.d.;
Sawchuk, 2020; Trump, 2014).

Although a strong consensus has now emerged that students should not be required to
participate in simulation exercises, practices regarding staff participation vary. The
Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA) Active Shooter Drills and Program
Assessment (2025) acknowledges that simulations and full-scale exercises need to be limited to
staff and local first responders, but it does not provide additional guidance on whether staff
should be required to participate. School staff and administrators who participated in the
committee’s listening sessions expressed many of the same concerns about simulations and

28 Tex. Educ. Code § 37.1411, 2025.
2 N.Y. Comp. Codes R. & Regs., tit. 8, § 155.17, 2025; Md. H.B. 416, 2024.
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reported their own negative experiences. Additionally, insurance companies have reported an
increase in medical bills due to staff physical injuries as a result of drills, some of which led to
lawsuits (O’Regan, 2019), mirroring similar concerns raised about drills conducted in nonschool
settings. The American Federation of Teachers and the National Education Association, along
with the Everytown for Gun Safety Support Fund, concluded in a recent report, “While there is
almost no research affirming the value of these drills, stories abound in the media of incidents
where students, educators, and staff have experienced distress and sometimes lasting trauma as a
result of active shooter drills” (Everytown for Gun Safety Support Fund et al., 2020).

As noted in Chapter 2, first responders receive specialized tactical training as recruits
(e.g., Civilian Response to Active Shooter Events, which is offered by the ALERRT Center at
Texas State University); many states (e.g., Indiana, Tennessee, South Carolina) require
additional active shooter training for their law enforcement officers and agencies. These types of
courses are geared to first responders and civilians in the community, but not to educators in
their official job capacities (Martaindale & Blair, 2019). Given that simulation and full-scale
exercises are complex trainings designed to replicate real emergencies and test first responders
under highly stressful conditions, the committee does not recommend mandating that
administrators or staff participate in these exercises, although some educators or school staff may
wish to observe these simulations or volunteer to take part.

In summary, the committee recommends that, to minimize harm to students and staff,
active shooter drills in schools exclude high-intensity, high-sensorial elements. It also
recommends that deception, including false claims of an actual shooter or staged injuries or
deaths, be forbidden. Such practices can cause significant psychological distress. Instead,
preparedness efforts need to prioritize safety while safeguarding the mental, emotional, and
behavioral well-being of participating students and staff. This approach aligns with professional
consensus, as other experts in the field have explicitly stated that drills should not include
deceptive practices (CEC-DEBH, 2024; Schonfeld et al., 2017).

RECOMMENDATION 2: State legislatures and education agencies should enact
policies prohibiting the use of high-intensity or high-sensorial simulations and
exercises, as well as deception, as part of active shooter drills in K-12 schools. If
statewide action is not taken, local school districts should prohibit the use of these
practices as part of active shooter drills and should require that all drills be
announced to students, staff, and parents before they begin.

One appropriate measure of progress toward this recommendation would be the number
of states banning high-intensity and deceptive drills. Success at the local level could be measured
by tracking the percentage of schools eliminating use of high-intensity, high-sensorial elements
and deception in drills; the number of schools allowing opt-out policies; and the number of
students and staff reporting distress related to drills.

Moreover, consistent with its recommendation, the committee suggests that law
enforcement personnel and emergency responders conducting high-intensity school active
shooter response training do so outside of school hours and without student participants. AAP
recommends that, if adolescent students wish to volunteer to participate in such training
activities, explicit parental consent be required, and the respective schools should establish
safeguards to ensure that student participation is truly voluntary (Schonfeld et al., 2020). The
effectiveness of these policies could be measured by tracking reductions in the number of
schools used as training sites during school hours, by increasing the adoption of alternative
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training models that exclude student involvement, and by tracking compliance with ethical
standards for emergency preparedness exercises.

Practices More Likely to Have Negative Than Positive Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral
Health Impact

Options-Based Practices

Options-based practices emphasize critical thinking and in-the-moment decision-making
when standard response practices cannot be implemented (Donovan, 2023; Miotto & Cogan,
2023; Schonfeld et al., 2020; Simonetti, 2020). By contrast, standard response practices provide
structured, predefined actions that students and staff should take during emergencies instead of
situational decision-making. While options-based strategies may be necessary in specific
instances during real active shooter events (e.g., if a shooter enters a classroom), these skills may
not be appropriate for the entire school community (NASP et al., 2021). Their application in a
school setting requires caution. The limited evidence on their potential mental, emotional, and
behavioral health impacts and on whether they are more effective than, or even equivalent to,
alternative practices dictates caution in applying them in a school setting. Furthermore, the
landscape of practices used during school active shooter drills caution remains regarding the
appropriateness of options-based practices for all students and staff, revealed some indications
that these practices may not be suitable for certain age groups for individuals with severe
functional and access needs, or for those with trauma histories (NASP et al., 2021). Yet none of
these programs specify with clarity who should not participate in these practices.

Although standard response practices address most emergency situations in schools, they
do not cover every scenario involving an active shooter. As a result, some schools may consider
incorporating options-based practices into their drills to prepare for rare but high-risk situations.
However, given the potential for adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects and the
limited research available, schools need to weigh the costs and benefits of introducing these
practices carefully. This includes considering how they align with the specific context and needs
of the particular school community, understanding whether they are developmentally
appropriate, evaluating the overall time and resources required for implementation, and
considering factors such as training requirements and costs. Additionally, the school needs to
address staff and parental concerns and to evaluate any drills using these practices for potential
negative mental, emotional, and behavioral health impacts.

While options-based practices may offer certain benefits, including flexibility, the
committee does not advise mandating these programs through state legislation for the entire
school community. Given the significant level of readiness required for successful
implementation, options-based practices may not be suitable for all schools or all individuals
within a school setting. Additionally, the existing evidence is unclear regarding the age groups
for which various practices are appropriate, and how students and staff with severe functional
and access needs, special educational needs, and those with experiences of trauma can
effectively engage in these activities. Given these considerations and the very limited evidence
currently available, the committee cautions against the use of options-based practices.

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



BEST PRACTICES FOR PROTECTING THE MENTAL, EMOTIONAL 189
AND BEHAVIORAL HEALTH OF STUDENTS AND STAFF

Timing and Manner of Prior Announcement of Drills

Unannounced school active shooter drills can create confusion and uncertainty about
whether there is or is not an active threat—a state of uncertainty that can generate extreme
emotional distress for students, staff, and parents. Moreover, unannounced active shooter
training exercises that included high-sensorial, high-intensity, and deceptive components
conducted outside of the school setting have resulted in legal complaints and at least one
settlement related to claims about the significant adverse mental, emotional, and behavioral
health impacts on the participants (Frosch, 2014; Kalmbacher, 2024; Sawchuk, 2020; Trump,
2014). Additionally, at least one lawsuit that occurred after an unannounced school active
shooter drill in which an educator claimed she developed post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
(O’Regan, 2019). Announcing these drills before they begin can allow students to prepare for the
experience, reinforce previously taught social-emotional skills, and address any questions
students may have beforehand. The committee aligns with the ED (2025) recommendation that
schools consider announcing when a drill is beginning and integrating them into existing lesson
plans.

Although there is consensus that active shooter drills should be announced in advance,
there is less agreement on the timing and manner of these announcements. For example,
guidance from NASP, NASRO, and Safe and Sound Schools recommends that all participants be
informed when a drill is about to begin and understand what it will entail, and that notifications
be sent to parents, caregivers, and key community partners (if necessary) when drills are taking
place (NASP et al., 2021). By contrast, ED (2025) has indicated that “unplanned” drills, meaning
the exact time of the drill is not known to all participants may occur, but still notes that students
and staff should be given prior notice that there will be an upcoming drill even if precise details
of timing are not given. Given the potential for negative mental, emotional, and behavioral health
impacts, the committee does not favor conducting “unplanned” and unannounced drills, and if
such drills take place, it is important that they not include deceptive components; in particular,
the organizers need to state explicitly that the event is a drill, not a real emergency to avoid
deceiving participants. This announcement needs to be made before all drills begin to ensure that
both students and staff are aware and can adequately prepare to participate.

Providing advance notice about the nature of practices that will be used allows schools to
implement necessary accommodations for students who may be at particular risk of distress, such
as those with anxiety, past trauma, or disabilities. This approach ensures that flexible support
measures—such as alternative participation options—are in place to protect student well-being.
To support these students, schools can incorporate discussion-based practices such as
standardized lesson plans that outline the steps for practices that will be used as part of the drill.
These lesson plans can include visual aids and social stories to explain the purpose of the drills in
an accessible and reassuring way. Providing alternative learning opportunities aligns with civil
rights laws and other legal requirements, ensuring that all students can participate meaningfully
in school programs and activities. This can be achieved through clear communication with
students and parents, provision of accessible materials in a format they understand, and proactive
efforts to remove barriers to participation (ED, 2025; Safe and Sound Schools, 2021; see also
Recommendations 8 and 9).
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IMPLEMENTATION CONSIDERATIONS

School active shooter drills and other security measures do not operate in isolation, as
most schools implement multiple strategies to prevent school violence. However, substantial
autonomy exists at district and even school levels in selecting programs and approaches that
align with their specific needs. Decision-makers must weigh a range of factors, including federal,
state, district, and school policies; feedback from key constituencies; appropriateness and fit for
their specific context; a strategy’s perceived effectiveness; capacity for implementation; and cost
considerations.

This section presents recommendations and actionable strategies tailored to each level of
potential influence, ranging from national policy initiatives to school-based implementation
efforts. Additionally, it explores opportunities for philanthropic organizations and interested
researchers to support schools in identifying, refining, and evaluating best practices. By fostering
multilevel collaboration, schools can strengthen their emergency preparedness strategies while
ensuring that student and staff well-being remain at the center of these efforts.

Guidance to Prioritize Health and Safety Across All School Settings

As discussed previously in this report, despite the prevalence of mandates requiring
schools to conduct active shooter drills, no standardized guidance exists on their implementation,
which has led to significant variations in approaches. This inconsistency has created an urgent
need for minimally acceptable standards that prioritize student health and safety across all school
settings. At the same time, universal, one-size-fits-all safety plans are not practical, as individual
schools need to meet the needs of their specific school populations and face unique safety
challenges. The broad range of school security strategies across disciplines further complicates
efforts to establish a single, standardized model. Instead, best practices must balance consistency
in core safety principles with flexibility to meet local needs.

The responsibility for developing guidance on active shooter drills has been spread across
multiple entities, including professional associations, researchers, state and federal agencies,
foundations, and advocacy organizations. While these groups have offered valuable
recommendations, including best practices and policies, a cohesive, coordinated approach is
necessary to ensure that schools have the resources, training, and support needed to implement
safe strategies for all students.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Federal agencies, including the Department of Education,
the Department of Health and Human Services, the Federal Emergency Management
Agency, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, should issue national
best-practice guidelines aligned with the committee’s guidance to follow trauma-
informed and developmentally appropriate principles.

The committee recognizes the role of school active shooter drills in emergency
preparedness, but their implementation needs to prioritize student and staff well-being to prevent
unnecessary harm and ensure that the drills foster environments conducive to the learning and
skill-building they are intended to impart. As noted throughout this report, the use of high-intensity
or high-sensorial simulations and exercises, as well as outright deception, has been shown to
increase distress for both students and school staff. Use of these approaches with students and in
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school settings is not supported by research evidence. The essential path forward is to adopt
trauma-informed, developmentally appropriate approaches that balance preparedness with
emotional and psychological safety. Success in this area could be measured by the number of states
adopting national best-practice guidelines and the publication of high-quality, methodologically
rigorous research on effectiveness and best practices for school active shooter drills. (See also
Chapter 7 for a discussion of priorities for future research.) To continue refining national-level
guidance on best practices, federal funding can support research on the long-term psychological
impact of drills on students and staff.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Research funders, including philanthropic organizations
and research institutions, should fund independent studies on the effects of school
active shooter drills on mental, emotional, and behavioral health, and support the
adoption of trauma-informed safety practices to ensure that school safety practices
are evidence based and centered on the health of students and school staff.

Additionally, these organizations can support initiatives that promote trauma-informed,
developmentally appropriate school safety practices at the state and national levels. Success in
this area could be measured by the number of high-quality, methodologically rigorous studies
funded that examine the effectiveness and psychological impact of drills, increased public
awareness of trauma-informed school safety practices, and the adoption of evidence-based policy
recommendations by education agencies.

Universities and research institutions can collaborate with education agencies to assess
and identify best practices in school safety that minimize negative mental, emotional, and
behavioral health impacts. By conducting rigorous evaluations of existing programs and
practices, these institutions can provide data-driven recommendations to inform future policy
decisions. The effectiveness of these efforts could be measured by the number of research studies
conducted, the implementation of evidence-based policies, and documented improvements in
outcomes related to school safety and mental health and well-being. (See also Chapter 7 for a
detailed description of priorities for future research.)

Few school security measures require accreditation or formal oversight, leaving schools
to navigate a rapidly expanding market of safety solutions with limited guidance. Without
accepted standards, decision-makers must assess programs and strategies on their own, often
without access to clear, evidence-based information on effectiveness. A common vocabulary for
discussing safety and preparedness practices—along with transparent reporting from providers
about the rationale for preferred practices, implementation data, and empirical evaluation—could
help schools and districts make well-informed decisions about which practices best align with
their needs and goals.

Training on School Safety Practices to Support Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Health

The responsibility for training, implementation, monitoring, and sustainability for school
active shooter drills and other security measures often falls on school leaders and staff, many of
whom receive little to no formal training on school safety practices. While some districts have
created designated safety roles such as “safety liaison” or “safety specialist,” most school
personnel—including teachers, school-based health care professionals, and administrators—are
expected to carry out these responsibilities with limited professional development or structured
support. Prioritizing training for school community members can help ensure that best practices
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are implemented with fidelity while also reducing strain on staff members involved in school
security planning and response.

Additionally, pretraining staff in common trauma reactions can equip them to recognize
when a student is struggling and may need to step away from a drill (NASP et al., 2021; NCTSN,
2017). Training all staff in self-regulation techniques can also enhance their ability to support
students in distress while maintaining their own emotional stability. As noted previously, when
adults remain regulated, students are more likely to feel secure and calm during a drill (Braun et
al., 2020).

RECOMMENDATION 5: School districts should ensure that school nurses, school
counselors, school psychologists, school social workers, and other school-based health
professionals are engaged in proactively monitoring students for signs of anxiety or
distress during and following school active shooter drills. School districts should
provide educators and school staff with training that equips them to recognize and
monitor signs of psychological distress in students when school active shooter drills
are implemented. School districts, informed by mental health professionals, should
ensure that appropriate mental, emotional, and behavioral health support services
for students are available when drills are conducted.

School-based health professionals and child development specialists can also play a key
role by reviewing school district policies and providing guidance on how drills may impact
students and staff. The effectiveness of this practice could be measured by surveying changes in
the involvement of health experts in drill planning, the expansion of school-based mental health
interventions for students affected by drills, and the percentage of schools incorporating trauma-
informed practices into their drill protocols. Teachers can also advocate within their districts for
trauma-informed safety policies that prioritize student well-being. The effectiveness of these
efforts could be assessed by monitoring student distress levels after drills, tracking the adoption
of appropriate training models that incorporate best practices for teachers, and surveying teachers
on their ability to recognize and respond to student distress during and after school active shooter
drills.

As a necessary part of a comprehensive school safety plan, active shooter drills are
designed to prepare students, staff, and emergency responders for potential threats of violence.
Law enforcement can play an important role not only in the implementation of these drills but
also as part of a broader culture of school safety. In particular, school resource officers receive
specialized training that can equip them with skills beyond traditional law enforcement duties,
including crisis response, de-escalation techniques, and youth-engagement strategies. Their
presence in schools can support both emergency preparedness efforts and the ongoing well-being
of students and staff. The following recommendation outlines best practices for supporting the
integration of law enforcement into school safety efforts in a way that is supportive, strategic,
and trauma informed.

RECOMMENDATION 6: Any sworn law enforcement officer assigned to work in

elementary or secondary schools should be properly trained to work with students in
an educational environment and properly prepared to respond in a developmentally
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appropriate manner to the mental, emotional, and behavioral health needs of school-
aged children and adolescents.

e State legislatures should require that all law enforcement officers assigned to
schools—including full-time school resource officers and other sworn law
enforcement officers stationed temporarily in schools—complete specialized
training in supporting student well-being and contributing to safe,
developmentally appropriate emergency responses that mitigate adverse
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes for students and school
staff.

e Law enforcement officers assigned to work in elementary or secondary schools
should be trained in the specific drills and security measures used in the
schools they serve to ensure coordinated and effective responses.

e School districts and law enforcement agencies should verify that all officers
working in schools have completed the required training prior to any school
assignment.

Researchers, education policy organizations, law enforcement training institutes,
and law enforcement professional organizations should conduct research on
the effectiveness of school resource officer training for all law enforcement
officers assigned to schools, with a particular focus on their role in school
active shooter drills and develop standardized training curricula for use
nationwide.

Required training for law enforcement officers assigned to schools can include child and
adolescent development, trauma-informed care, developmentally appropriate practices, ways of
supporting students with disabilities, and approaches that can serve students across different
school environments and community settings. To minimize harm during active shooter drills,
training can emphasize the exclusion of high-intensity, high-sensorial elements and prohibit the
use of deceptive tactics such as false alarms or staged injuries.

To ensure that officers are adequately prepared for their role in school active shooter
drills, training curricula could also cover coordinated emergency response protocols, strategies
for minimizing student trauma during drills, and best practices in communication for guiding
school staff and students in high-stress situations. State law enforcement training academies
could adopt curricula aligned with the committee’s best-practice guidance. The impact of this
policy could be measured by the number of officers completing certified training programs
aligned with the best practices identified by the committee, by law enforcement participation in
school emergency drills, and by student and staff perceptions of officer preparedness and
responsiveness.

Districts can also explore opportunities to include school resource officers in ongoing
professional development related to mental, emotional, and behavioral health, in alignment with
the training received by school staff. The success of these efforts could be measured by school
climate assessments; evaluations of officer involvement in emergency preparedness; and student
feedback on how drills—and the role of law enforcement officers specifically—impact mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes.

To understand the effectiveness of training efforts, studies can evaluate how well law
enforcement officers apply their training in emergency scenarios, the psychological impact of
drills on students, and best practices for ensuring that drills are both effective and
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developmentally appropriate. NASRO could collaborate with researchers, emergency
management experts, and education agencies to develop and refine training curricula and
standards aligned with evidence-based guidance. Findings could inform continuous improvement
of training for law enforcement officers and related policy decisions at the state and local levels.
Measurable outcomes include the generation of an evidence-based standardized curriculum for
school resource officer training; adoption of evidence-based improvements to training and drill
protocols; documented changes in policies and practices; and documented changes in mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes reported by students and staff.

Funding and Resources Needed to Implement Best Practices

Beyond the challenge of navigating an unregulated school safety landscape, many
schools lack the funding and resources needed to implement best practices effectively. School
safety strategies vary widely in startup costs, implementation demands, and long-term
sustainability, and not all schools have access to the financial and personnel resources required
for success. Additionally, the true costs of school safety decisions extend beyond direct financial
investments. Schools must also account for the time, training, and capacity required to
implement these strategies, as well as their potential unintended consequences. For instance,
while fear and stress resulting from exposure to school active shooter drills or other security
measures is difficult to measure, available research suggests that effects may extend beyond the
drill itself.

The committee recognizes that school leaders often must make difficult trade-offs when
allocating safety resources, balancing available funding, personnel, and time with the need to
adopt effective, evidence-based strategies. To ensure that all schools can implement best
practices, addressing funding gaps and resource disparities needs to be a priority. The following
recommendation outlines policy aims and funding strategies that can help schools adopt and
sustain high-quality safety practices, regardless of the financial constraints they face.

RECOMMENDATION 7: To ensure that all schools have sufficient resources to
implement best practices in school safety, federal, state, and local governments
should ensure that adequate funding is provided and sustained to promote a
positive school climate; to foster safe and healthy learning environments; and to
design, monitor, and evaluate school safety measures and policies, especially as
they relate to reducing potential negative mental, emotional, and behavioral
health impacts.

e Congress should fund the provisions of the Bipartisan Safer Communities
Act pertaining to school safety initiatives, violence prevention efforts, and
programs that promote a positive school climate.

e In the absence of federal action, state legislatures and education agencies
should establish school safety grant programs to provide targeted funding
for safety initiatives, student mental health, and program evaluation.

e Local school boards and municipal governments should allocate
discretionary education funds to support school safety programs if federal
or state funding is unavailable or inadequate.
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Foundations, corporate sponsors, and community organizations should be
engaged to provide supplemental funding for developmentally appropriate
school safety initiatives, particularly in underfunded districts.

Federal funding pertaining to school safety initiatives, violence prevention, and programs
to improve school climate can ensure that schools have access to an adequate number of school-
based health and well-being staff, including school counselors, school psychologists, school
nurses, and school social workers, to support students in general, and specifically to assist with
planning and implementing school active shooter drills and broader school violence prevention
strategies. The funding should also support program evaluation to ensure that (1) resources are
allocated to the most effective interventions; (2) they do not negatively impact mental,
emotional, and behavioral health; (3) they promote positive mental, emotional, and behavioral
health; and (4) schools have sufficient access to qualified professionals to support student mental
health and overall well-being. Measurable outcomes for this action include increasing the
number of schools receiving funding; collecting comprehensive data on program impact that
include assessment of mental, emotional, and behavioral health impacts; documenting favorable
student reports of school safety and school climate; and providing increased access to school-
based mental health professionals.

State-level safety grant programs could be modeled after legislation such as the
Bipartisan Safer Communities Act to provide targeted funding for safety initiatives, student
mental health, and program evaluation. These programs could prioritize schools in under-
resourced areas and ensure that best practices are implemented statewide. The success of these
efforts could be measured by tracking the number of schools funded at the state level, reductions
in disciplinary incidents, increased availability of school-based health professionals, and
improvements in student and staff perceptions of school safety.

At the local level, school boards and municipal governments can allocate discretionary
education funds to support school safety programs. By integrating safety initiatives into existing
budget allocations, school districts can ensure that critical programs continue without disruption.
The impact of these actions could be measured by monitoring the number of schools
implementing developmentally appropriate safety measures, improvements in school climate as
reported by students, and positive trends in school discipline.

Partnerships with foundations, corporate sponsors, and community organizations may
also fill critical resource gaps and ensure that schools have access to necessary resources even in
the absence of government support. The success of this approach could be measured by the total
amount of private funding secured, the number of schools benefiting from these funds, and the
assessments of the effectiveness of safety programs.

Accommodations for Students and Staff with Disabilities and Functional and Access Needs

The committee’s review found significant variation in how school active shooter drills
are implemented across districts and schools, and very little information addressing
accommodations for students and staff with disabilities and functional and access needs. At the
committee’s public information-gathering sessions and during its series of listening sessions,
multiple speakers highlighted planning; accessibility compliance; and the availability of supports
for students with mobility, sensory, and other functional needs.

In some cases, inadequate planning or inadequate staffing results in drills that fail to
account fully for the needs of all students. Beyond logistical challenges, the lack of consistency

PREPUBLICATION COPY—Uncorrected Proofs



196 SCHOOL ACTIVE SHOOTER DRILLS

in implementation also affects how safe and supported students feel during these drills. Ensuring
that all students—including those with disabilities—are considered, accommodated, and
included in planning efforts is critical for fostering a school environment in which every student
feels secure. The following recommendations is aimed at supporting the effective
implementation of school active shooter drills.

RECOMMENDATION 8: Students with disabilities should have equal access to
emergency preparedness activities—including school active shooter drills—to ensure
their safety during emergencies. Policies at the federal, state, and local levels should
ensure that emergency preparedness measures address the individual needs of
students, and schools should provide accommodations that allow students with
disabilities to participate effectively in active shooter drills without compromising
their well-being.

e Federal agencies, including the U.S. Department of Education, the
Department of Justice, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency,
should issue formal guidance clarifying how schools should apply the
Americans with Disabilities Act, the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act, and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 to school active shooter
drills.

e If federal action is delayed, state education agencies, legislatures, and
emergency management agencies should take the lead in ensuring that
students with disabilities are fully included in emergency drills with necessary
accommodations. State laws and policies should mandate that schools plan
proactively for accessibility in preparedness efforts.

e School districts, local education agencies, and municipal governments should
take immediate steps to ensure that active shooter drills are accessible to
students with disabilities by integrating clear accessibility measures into their
planning and implementation.

e Disability advocacy organizations, educational foundations, and private-
sector partners should collaborate to develop training materials and best-
practice toolkits that support schools in implementing accessible active shooter
drills.

Researchers, universities, and disability advocacy organizations should
collaborate to study the effectiveness of accessible active shooter drills,
particularly their impact on students with disabilities.

Federal guidance clarifying how schools should the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA), the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), and Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 to school active shooter drills could articulate the need for accessible
emergency preparedness activities, including testing and evaluation of accommodations for
students and staff with disabilities during school active shooter drills. Schools need guidance on
integrating drill-related accommodations into IEPs and Section 504 plans, ensuring meaningful
inclusion without causing undue distress or safety risks. Additionally, federal guidance can
outline best practices for students with disabilities, their families, and service providers in drill
planning to ensure that functional and access needs are considered at every stage. To monitor
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compliance with federal law, agencies can recommend regular reviews of emergency drill
policies, data collection on accessibility challenges, and reporting on barriers and solutions. The
effectiveness of these measures could be tracked by monitoring the number of schools
incorporating individualized emergency plans for students with disabilities and feedback from
students, parents, and educators on the implementation of these accommodations. Additionally,
federal agencies could publish periodic reports summarizing accessibility improvements and
ongoing challenges to support the refinement of future guidance and best practices.

State laws and policies can mandate that schools plan proactively for accessibility in
preparedness efforts by requiring that IEPs and 504 plans address emergency drills and response
strategies. Additionally, states can establish clear accessibility requirements for all school
emergency drills, ensuring the inclusion of students with disabilities in preparedness planning.
States can also consider accountability measures, such as periodic audits of school compliance
and the collection of feedback from students, families, and disability advocates.

At the district and local levels, school districts can ensure that active shooter drills are
accessible to students with disabilities by integrating clear accessibility measures into their
planning and implementation. This includes providing instructions in accessible formats;
ensuring that necessary supports are available before, during, and after drills; and guaranteeing
reasonable accommodations tailored to individual student needs. Schools can collaborate with
disability service providers and advocacy groups to offer staff training in supporting students
with disabilities during drills. Municipal governments can establish local policies and internal
protocols that incorporate universal design principles and require accessibility audits. The
effectiveness of these efforts could be measured by tracking school and municipal compliance
with accessibility protocols, monitoring the number of institutions adopting inclusive drill
policies, and conducting post-drill evaluations that gather feedback from students with
disabilities on both the adequacy of accommodations and the impact of these drills on their
mental, emotional, and behavioral health.

Training materials and best-practice toolkits that support schools in implementing
accessible active shooter drills can provide clear guidance on accommodations and incorporate
universal design principles and strategies to ensure that students with disabilities can participate
safely. Philanthropic funding can be leveraged to support pilot programs that test and refine
accessibility strategies in schools, particularly where government funding is unavailable. Success
could be measured by the number of schools receiving training and support, the distribution and
utilization of accessibility resources (e.g., visual aids, sensory accommodations, text-based
alerts), and the integration of best practices into school policies. Additionally, tracking the
adoption of emergency preparedness strategies that include practices for improving accessibility
in K—12 schools could help in assessing the long-term impact of these efforts.

Studies of the effectiveness of accessible active shooter drills, particularly their impact on
students with disabilities, can assess how different accommodation strategies influence student
safety, preparedness, and overall well-being, while also identifying best practices for
implementation. Research can focus on evaluating real-world emergency outcomes, ensuring that
accommodations meaningfully enhance both participation and safety. Findings can be used to
inform school policies at all levels, driving improvements in emergency preparedness for
students with disabilities. The impact of this research could be measured by the number of high-
quality, methodologically rigorous studies conducted; by the extent to which research-based
recommendations are adopted in school emergency plans; and by documented improvements in
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students’ experiences with drills, including both the effectiveness of accommodations and their
overall well-being.

While federal laws such as the ADA, IDEA, and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act
have historically established protections for students with disabilities, some students with
functional and access needs may not be covered under these statutes. For example, students
experiencing temporary impairments, heightened anxiety, sensory sensitivities, or other acute
challenges may require additional considerations during school active shooter drills.

Schools can take proactive steps to support these students by identifying individual
needs, incorporating flexible accommodations, and ensuring that all students are able to
participate safely in emergency preparedness efforts. Creating a schoolwide culture of
accessibility not only benefits students with legally recognized disabilities but also provides
critical support to those who may otherwise fall outside existing legal protections.

RECOMMENDATION 9: Schools should establish clear standards to ensure that
active shooter drills are accessible to all students and staff and accommodate
functional and access needs to ensure full participation and safety during
emergencies. To address this obligation, specific requirements should be established
to guide the planning and implementation of school active shooter drills that prioritize
safety for all students and staff.

e The U.S. Department of Education, the Federal Emergency Management
Agency, and the Department of Justice should issue guidance for ensuring that
functional and access needs are addressed in school emergency preparedness
efforts.

e State legislatures and education agencies should implement policies requiring
schools to proactively identify and support students and staff with functional
and access needs in emergency preparedness activities.

e School districts should develop clear protocols for meeting functional and
access needs during school active shooter drills.

e Philanthropic organizations and private-sector partners should support the
development of training materials and guidance for school staff and safety
teams, as well as pilot programs that help schools implement inclusive
emergency preparedness practices.

e Universities, research institutions, and advocacy groups should collaborate to
study the effectiveness of accessible emergency preparedness measures,
particularly their impact on students with functional and access needs.

Federal guidance for ensuring that functional and access needs are addressed in school
emergency preparedness efforts can include best practices for identifying and accommodating
students and staff with needs related to mobility, sensory capacity, cognitive capacity,
communication, and mental health issues during active shooter drills. Federal agencies can also
fund research and pilot programs to evaluate accessibility strategies that promote inclusive
participation without compromising safety. Compliance with these best practices can be
encouraged through federal school safety grants. The effectiveness of these efforts could be
measured by the number of states incorporating federal guidance into their emergency
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preparedness policies, by the extent to which federally funded programs improve accessibility in
school drills, and by feedback from schools on the implementation of these strategies.

State-level policies can require schools to conduct accessibility audits of their active
shooter drills to ensure that emergency plans account for those with mobility impairments,
sensory processing differences, and communication barriers, as well as the needs of individuals
with heightened vulnerabilities such as anxiety or PTSD. States can also establish training
programs for school personnel on how to recognize and address functional and access needs in
emergency drills. To assess impact, states could track the number of districts conducting
accessibility audits and adopting inclusive drill policies, and seek feedback from students, staff,
and families on the effectiveness of these accommodations.

Clear protocols for supporting functional and access needs during school active shooter
drills can encompass offering instructions in accessible formats (e.g., visual, auditory, simplified
language, multiple languages); ensuring that necessary supports are available before, during, and
after drills; and providing alternative participation options for those who are likely to experience
distress. For districts developing protocols, collaboration with disability service providers,
families, and students can ensure that drills are designed to be inclusive and minimally
disruptive. Success at the school level could be measured by the percentage of schools
implementing accessibility protocols in active shooter drills; by student and staff feedback on the
adequacy of accommodations; by documented improvements in student preparedness; and by
documented improvements in mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes resulting from
the implementation of these supports.

To support the development of training materials and guidance for school staff and safety
teams, and pilot programs that help schools implement inclusive emergency preparedness
practices. Philanthropic organizations and private-sector partners could fund demonstration
projects that test and refine accessibility strategies, particularly in under-resourced schools where
government funding may be unavailable. Additionally, philanthropic organizations can play a
role in raising awareness about the importance of meeting functional and access needs in
emergency preparedness. Success could be measured by the number of schools receiving training
and resources, the expansion of pilot programs that test inclusive preparedness strategies, and the
integration of best practices into school policies.

Finally, universities, research institutions, and advocacy groups collaborating to study the
effectiveness of accessible emergency preparedness measures, particularly their impact on
students with functional and access needs, can focus research on evaluating different
accommodation strategies; assessing real-world emergency outcomes; identifying any effects on
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes; and identifying best practices for ensuring
full participation in drills. These findings can inform school policies and state-level guidance.
The impact of these efforts could be tracked by the number of high-quality, methodologically
rigorous studies conducted to examine these topics; by the extent to which research-based
recommendations are adopted in school emergency plans; and by documented improvements in
the inclusivity of school preparedness activities.

CONCLUSION

School active shooter drills can be conducted in a way that mitigates the potential to harm
mental, emotional, and behavioral health. Success depends on their being integrated within a
comprehensive school safety strategy that prioritizes prevention, preparedness, and well-being.
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Schools are responsible not only for responding to emergencies but also for creating an
environment that minimizes risks, fosters resilience, and supports student and staff well-being. A
strong foundation of violence prevention, mental health support, and a positive school climate
ensures that emergency preparedness efforts, including active shooter drills, can enhance safety
without causing unnecessary distress. Without these foundational supports, drills risk being
isolated events that heighten anxiety instead of reinforcing confidence in emergency response
procedures.

A major challenge in implementing active shooter drills is the lack of a strong evidence
base accompanied by standardized guidance and oversight. As a result of this widespread
deficiency, active shooter drills differ widely across schools and districts. Responsibility for
school safety has been dispersed among professional associations, state and federal agencies, and
advocacy groups. Addressing this underlying deficiency is a high priority for school systems
throughout the country. Responding to this challenge is also a high priority for the nation.

To begin, the nation needs a much stronger evidence base that can inform cohesive,
informed approach to safety protocols. Unfortunately, the absence of a clear, research-based set
of best practices has left the field open to the use of harmful or ineffective strategies, including
high-intensity, hyper-realistic drills; the use of deception; and other elements that can cause
distress.

To ensure that drills are conducted in a developmentally appropriate, trauma-informed,
and effective manner, schools require strong social-emotional programming, transparent
communication, and a well-structured multidisciplinary approach to planning and evaluation.
Best practices include planning to tailor drills to the various needs of the school community,
ensuring clear communication throughout the exercise, and making wellness supports available
during and after the drill. Following a drill, a structured operational debriefing, targeted check-
ins with vulnerable students, and an after-action review can help schools assess effectiveness,
identify unintended consequences, and continuously improve their emergency preparedness
efforts.

The implementation of active shooter drills also needs to be understood within the
broader context of school safety. Drills are not a stand-alone solution, but one component of a
larger system that includes planning, training, social-emotional learning, trauma-informed
approaches, and comprehensive mental health support. When integrated thoughtfully, these
elements work together to create an environment where students and staff feel secure, prepared,
and supported rather than fearful or overwhelmed. However, achieving this balance requires
adequate resources, staff training, and ongoing evaluation—elements not equally accessible
across all schools in the nation. School leaders often face difficult trade-offs in resource
allocation, weighing available funding, personnel, and time against the need to adopt evidence-
based safety strategies that align with their school’s unique needs. Ensuring that all schools have
the capacity to implement best practices requires attention to funding disparities, professional
training, and policy guidance that support schools in making informed decisions.

By embedding school active shooter drills within a holistic framework that balances
security and well-being, schools can enhance safety without instilling fear, and nurture a learning
environment in which students and staff feel confident, prepared, and supported.
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7
Future Research and Evaluation Needs

As often pointed out in this report, the limited body of research bearing on school active
shooter drills leaves many important gaps in our knowledge and a corresponding—and
compelling—need for new research on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects of
these active shooter drills. Expanding the research base related to school active shooter drills and
other school security measures—and ascertaining their effects on mental, emotional, and
behavioral health outcomes—is imperative. The aim of this chapter is to review and summarize
the limitations of current knowledge and to sketch a comprehensive plan for future research. This
chapter begins with a discussion of limitations of existing research. The chapter then identifies
research priorities and key questions for future research to address. It concludes with guidance
for improving the data infrastructure available to support this research and opportunities to
leverage existing data sources.

CURRENT RESEARCH LIMITATIONS

The committee’s review of the available research literature identified key limitations of
the existing research on the impact of school active shooter drills and other school security
measures on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff. This section
summarizes those limitations of existing research, as well as the methodological and practical
challenges that account for the weak evidence base in this domain.

Challenges with Research Design and Funding

The section “Research Designs” in Chapter 3 identifies key gaps in existing research on
school active shooter drills, particularly in the drills’ ability to prepare students to respond
appropriately during a shooting event and to mitigate harm should such an event occur. The
committee identified only one study (Zhe & Nickerson, 2007) that used a control group design
with random assignment—the gold standard for determining the causal effect of an intervention
such as an active shooter drill. The other studies reviewed relied primarily on weaker research
designs, limiting the researchers’ ability to determine whether these drills effectively improve
students’ ability to respond appropriately during a drill or if an actual event occurs. Additionally,
the lack of rigorous studies has made it difficult to assess whether active shooter drills have
unintended psychological effects that could undermine their intended benefits. As a result, the
committee could not draw strong causal conclusions about the extent to which active shooter
drills enhance preparedness; reduce harm; or otherwise impact children’s mental, emotional, and
behavioral health.
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Conducting research in K—12 schools can present a unique set of challenges.
Methodologically, the lack of standardization of practices for active shooter drills across schools
makes it difficult to compare outcomes and effectiveness. Longitudinal studies of mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes are complicated by the need to track students,
educators, and other school staff over time. In addition, constraints on access to schools,
competing priorities for use of instructional time, student and parent consent requirements, and
privacy laws can each complicate data collection efforts. Research in educational settings also
presents ethical challenges, such as navigating the potential for unintended harm to students and
staff, as well as the ethical dilemma posed by research that uses control group designs, with the
result that some students may be excluded from potentially beneficial interventions.

Further complicating these challenges—especially with respect to building an evidence
base for better understanding the impact of school active shooter drills—are the long-standing
impediments to funding research related to firearm violence in the United States. As previously
noted, the lack of federal funding for research on prevention of firearm violence is primarily
grounded in legislative restrictions such as the Dickey Amendment (1996), which prevented the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) from using federal funds to advocate for gun
control (Institute of Medicine, 1999). While this law did not explicitly ban research on firearm
violence, it led to a significant decrease in funding for such. In 2018, however, Congress
clarified that the Dickey Amendment was not intended to prevent CDC from conducting research
on firearm violence, and in 2019, allocated $25 million to CDC and the National Institutes of
Health to study firearm violence as a public health issue, marking the first federal funding for
such research in more than 2 decades (Van Sant, 2019).

The legislative and funding landscape surrounding the Dickey Amendment predated the
widespread implementation of active shooter drills in K—12 schools. By 2018, when the law was
clarified, approximately 95% of schools were conducting such drills. This figure rose to 98% in
the 2019-2020 school year (Rockefeller Institute of Government, 2023). Thus, as many states
and school districts began mandating active shooter drills, while rigorous research on their
effectiveness, best practices, or the potential psychological impact on students and staff was
largely lacking. This delay in pertinent research and assessment has also made it difficult for
researchers to evaluate the impact of security measures in schools, such as the presence of armed
law enforcement or security personnel and emergency preparedness training. Although some
organizations undertook studies during this time to provide guidance, the scope of that research
remained limited by the lack of funding needed to build the evidence base.

Data Needs

While the committee sought to examine both short- and long-term impacts of school
active shooter drills, almost all the studies reviewed assessed only immediate mental, emotional,
and behavioral health outcomes, or used retrospective procedures for which the duration of any
changes could not be established. This gap in current knowledge highlights a compelling need
for research that prospectively assesses mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes over
a longer duration (at least several months) after a drill.

Based on its review of the evidence, the committee identified six key areas for future
research: (1) best practices for implementing school active shooter drills; (2) the development of
standardized measures for assessing the effectiveness of drills; (3) short- and long-term effects
on the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and staff; (4) ethical considerations
for research on, and implementation of, school active shooter drills; (5) funding and the cost of
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implementation; and (6) community and population contexts. These research needs are discussed
in greater detail later in this chapter.

An additional challenge is that existing research lacks uniformity in terminology used to
describe school active shooter drills and associated policies and security measures. Greater
clarity and specificity of terminology would improve the ability to compare study findings in
general, and specifically to identify trends and patterns; aggregate findings across multiple
studies; improve the reliability of measurement tools; translate research into consistent,
actionable practices in schools; and ensure that researchers, practitioners, policymakers, and
other decision-makers are communicating about the same concepts in the same way.

Limited Outcome Measures

Many studies reviewed by the committee used brief, ad hoc outcome measures rather
than more comprehensive validated instruments. Use of those measures limits the range of
potential outcomes assessed, as well as the committee’s confidence that the results of this
research are meaningful. For example, it would be important to know whether students become
desensitized to drills over time, but this question has yet to be studied. Studies have routinely
measured changes in emotions or perceptions post-drill instead of measuring changes in
observable behaviors, such as disruptive classroom behaviors, absenteeism, academic
achievement, or utilization of mental health support services. For example, many qualitative
responders in literature reviewed by the committee in Chapter 3 described how drills disrupt the
school day and impede learning, but no studies have assessed learning outcomes (e.g., Bonanno
et al., 2021; Jackson & Golini, 2024).

School active shooter drills can affect the school climate, as well as the mental, emotional
and behavioral health of individuals in a school. Understanding both short- and long-term
outcomes is necessary to identify opportunities for early intervention as well as prevention of
adverse effects (CDC, 2024, n.d.; National Institute of Justice, 2022). Short-term outcomes—
such as anxiety and depression, social withdrawal, changes in sleep, decreased academic
engagement, and burnout and stress among educators and staff—can signal that students or
school staff may need support, allowing schools to intervene before negative effects escalate. In
addition, an assessment of potential long-term effects is crucial given the risk that unaddressed
adverse effects will lead to chronic mental health issues (e.g., long-term anxiety and depression,
chronic posttraumatic stress disorder [PTSD], persistent emotional dysregulation) (NASEM,
2019). For educators and other school staff, prolonged stress may also increase burnout and staff
turnover. At the same time, while addressing potential risks is critical, it is equally important to
identify positive outcomes so as to identify effective and beneficial practices (NASEM, 2019).
Building an evidence base to understand these outcomes would give schools, school districts,
and policymakers the evidence needed to inform resource allocation for support services, as well
as selection of appropriate practices.

Current evidence does not sufficiently capture the full spectrum of potential effects of
practices implemented during school active shooter drills on students and staff. Further research
employing comprehensive measures is needed to develop a more complete understanding of the
ways in which these practices may affect mental, emotional, and behavioral health, as well as
how drills may foster the development of prosocial behaviors and competency in self-regulation.
It would also be useful to design studies that can identify unanticipated and unintended
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consequences related to the implementation of school active shooter drills and other security
measures. For example, some active shooter drills include training to engage an armed assailant.
While such training may decrease the perceived risk in some students or staff, it is unknown
whether receiving that training will result in guilt if an individual fails to subdue an assailant in
an actual event, or if it may increase the risk of injury in the process.

A comprehensive understanding of both potential positive and negative outcomes of
drills will require a research design that incorporates a methodology that goes beyond an
examination of anticipated outcomes.

Lack of Subgroup Analysis

Empirical information on how active shooter drills might affect subgroups of students is
virtually nonexistent. The committee identified only a few studies assessing different age groups
or considering student race, gender, or self-reported trauma exposure as moderators, and even
this evidence was limited. Furthermore, aside from a single qualitative study of educators of
students with autism spectrum disorder (Jackson & Golini, 2024), the committee found no
research investigating how active shooter drills might differentially affect students with
functional or access needs (e.g., students with physical or learning disabilities, multilingual
learners).

Examination of variations in outcomes by population subgroup is crucial for a number of
reasons. Mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes can be influenced by a wide array of
factors (e.g., age, trauma exposure, community contexts, population-specific stressors, barriers to
care, access to social support). Analysis of subgroup variations in outcomes can provide a means
of identifying the causes of specific outcomes, which in turn can allow researchers to develop
targeted interventions to address adverse impacts on health and well-being and to prevent more
severe negative outcomes. These data could also help policymakers make more informed
decisions about how to allocate funding, services, and resources to schools to address identified
needs.

Insufficient Focus on Individual Drill Components

Very few studies on the impact of school active shooter drills have directly investigated
how different types or elements of drills or simulations might affect students and staff (e.g.,
announced vs. unannounced drills; high-intensity vs. low-intensity), and the committee identified
no studies that explored the impact of high-intensity simulations or those involving deception.
Most studies featured a group of participants who were all exposed to the same type of drill(s)
that happened to be implemented in their school district (e.g., Schildkraut et al., 2022, 2023,
2024). Other studies measured drill components in some way but neglected to assess links
between those components and health outcomes. Some studies combined didactic trainings with
drills, even though these are different kinds of interventions with different risks (e.g., Dickson &
Vargo, 2017). The committee found no “dismantling studies”* assessing how different elements
of drills affected participants’ reactions, nor were there any head-to-head studies comparing
participants’ reactions to different types of drills. Thus, despite concerns and even lawsuits

3% A dismantling study isolates and tests individual components of multicomponent treatments to
identify which components are responsible for changes and the degree to which individual components are
essential or nonessential, and which may be ineffective or harmful.
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objecting to high-intensity drills (e.g., Frosch, 2014) those involving realistic actors firing blanks
or other simulation elements), the committee found no direct research on how these elements
affect students and staff. Likewise, there was no information on how drill type or frequency may
contribute to health outcomes of interest—a key question, since some states mandate multiple
drills, and all schools must choose how often to implement them.

Some studies on the use of lockdowns in schools using standard response practices
examined the committee’s outcomes of interest (e.g., perceptions of emergency preparedness in
Schildkraut et al., 2020), but more research is needed to evaluate specific practices, identify
supports necessary to ensure proper implementation, and identify effects on mental, emotional,
and behavioral health outcomes. As noted in Chapter 2, several states have already adopted the
“I Love U Guys” Foundation’s Standard Response Protocol. As implementation continues and
potentially expands to other states, there is a critical opportunity to evaluate both the specific
components of these protocols and their impact on mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes across a range of school contexts and student populations.

In this report, the committee recommends that options-based practices be approached
with caution because of the existing gaps in the evidence base and increased potential for harms
to mental, emotional, and behavioral health. Some options-based practices do not have
developmentally appropriate adaptations or alignment with current guidance on appropriate
training for students (e.g., NASP et al., 2021). Although some options-based practices provide
adaptations for school settings and various age groups, important questions remain about the
safeguards necessary to protect the mental, emotional, and behavioral health of students and
staff. Additional research is needed to better understand potential risks and determine which
components are developmentally appropriate for students at different developmental stages.

Impacts on School Staff and Caregivers

The available research base on the impacts of school active shooter drills focuses
primarily on students rather than school staff and says little about how school active shooter
drills affect teachers, administrators, school health care providers, security staff, or other key
personnel—even though staff reactions to drills, and the overall school climate around drills,
could be major influences on student responses (Berk, 2022; Dickson & Vargo, 2017; Kingston
et al., 2018; Sprague & Walker, 2021). There is also very little research on caregivers’ reactions
and preferences around drills, even though parents play an important role in the school’s
ecosystem while serving as a primary source of support for their children (Eisenberg et al., 1998;
Hajal & Paley, 2020; Rutherford et al., 2015).

Within a school ecosystem, the well-being of students and school staff are
interconnected. Stress and poor mental health experienced by the adults within the school can
negatively impact students and staff’s ability to serve as a source of emotional support for
students. By contrast, adults who experience their own positive mental health can help to create a
school environment where students are more resilient and have better emotion regulation
(NASEM, 2019). Moreover, the success of programs, practices, and activities intended to foster
positive mental, emotional, and behavioral health depends on the buy-in of school staff and their
positive mental health as an essential foundation for implementing those practices effectively.
Improving understanding of the impacts of these practices on adults within the school can
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provide both an opportunity to understand how to mitigate adverse effects on adults and to
provide an additional level of support for students.

Evidence on Impacts of School Security Measures on Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral
Health Outcomes

Research investigating the potential impacts of school security measures other than
school active shooter drills on mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes remains thin.
A significant constraint in the existing studies is the lack of focus on individual security
measures as isolated variables. The majority of studies reviewed by the committee assessed
school environments where multiple security interventions—such as the presence of school
resource officers, metal detectors, and door locks—were implemented in combination. As a
result, it is difficult to disentangle the specific effects of each measure, making it challenging to
determine whether particular interventions contribute to or mitigate adverse mental, emotional,
and behavioral health outcomes. This research gap underscores the need for more targeted
investigations into the independent and combined effects of school security measures on student
well-being.

Physical Security Interventions (Door Locks)

The committee found little empirical research focused on door locks. Only one study
focused specifically on ease of use of door locks (Martaindale et al., 2023) and the potential for
stress to impact the ability to operate certain locking mechanisms. Given the increasing emphasis
on school security, this gap represents a significant limitation in understanding how both the
presence and functionality of door locks influence perceptions of school safety and the well-
being of students and staff. Most research on school security assesses overall safety outcomes
instead of isolating the specific role of door locks in shaping experiences of security, fear, or
anxiety.

While locks are often assumed to enhance safety, they may also introduce unintended
challenges. In older school buildings, for example, infrastructure limitations can prevent the
installation of modern, easy-to-use locks. In some cases, if teachers may need to step outside
their classrooms to engage a lock, they face the potential for heightened risk exposure during an
emergency, which in turn could cause additional stress for both students and staff. Furthermore,
research has yet to examine whether variation in the design of door locks influences perceptions
of preparedness, or whether students and staff in schools with outdated or malfunctioning locks
experience increased anxiety among students and teachers compared with those in schools with
more secure locking mechanisms.

Beyond their use in active security incidents, more research is needed to understand how
door locks may contribute to the broader psychosocial climate of schools. Because this topic has
received very little attention in the empirical literature, variations in experiences and perceptions
remain largely unexplored. Research needs to move beyond general evaluations of door locks as
a security measure to investigate how the design, accessibility, and usability of locks affect both
safety outcomes and mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes. Perceptions of staff
members would be of particular interest given that they may be responsible for operating door
locks or other controlled entry mechanisms.

By focusing on security measures individually, researchers could provide more nuanced
guidance for policymakers and school administrators, helping them assess not only the
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effectiveness of different security measures in preventing harm but also their influence on daily
school experiences, anxiety levels, and perceptions of preparedness.

Surveillance Interventions (Metal Detectors)

Metal detectors are one of the most visible school security measures in use, yet their
effectiveness both in preventing violence and in their broader impact on student well-being
remains underexplored. Evidence reviewed by the committee suggests that metal detectors may
be both a deterrent and a potential source of stress. For some individuals, they may contribute to
perceptions of security and control over potential threats. For others, however, they may heighten
feelings of surveillance or fear (e.g., Cobbina et al., 2019; Gastic, 2011; Perumean-Chaney &
Sutton, 2012). In both cases, the extent to which metal detectors contribute to these
psychological effects—independent of other security measures—remains unclear.

Research is needed to explore the impact of metal detectors and other surveillance
interventions on student and staff perceptions of safety, assessing whether they foster a sense of
security or contribute to heightened stress and a punitive atmosphere. Additionally, studies could
examine the relationship between metal detectors and mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes, particularly whether frequent screenings are associated with increased anxiety or
school avoidance behaviors. The role of school infrastructure and implementation also warrants
investigation because factors such as building design, multiple entry points, and staffing
limitations may affect the effectiveness and perceived fairness of security screenings. Moreover,
research is needed to assess how metal detectors interact with other security measures—for
example, by determining whether their effectiveness is enhanced when combined with other
interventions, including access to mental health supports. A more comprehensive approach to
studying metal detectors would provide a clearer understanding of their broader implications for
school safety and student well-being beyond their immediate role in preventing violence.

School Security Personnel Interventions

The role of school resource officers and other school law enforcement or security
personnel—as part of emergency planning as well as within the broader school context—is
complex. As discussed in Chapter 4, there is limited evidence on whether school security
personnel influence students’ perceptions of safety in a consistent way. For some students,
positive interactions with school resource officers may lead them to feel safer in school, while
for others, the presence of school resource officers and other school security personnel may
signal that the school environment is more dangerous and may therefore decrease perceptions of
safety or school connectedness (e.g., McDevitt & Panniello, 2005; Theriot & Orme, 2014).
Despite the widespread implementation of these programs, there is little research on the long-
term effects of school resource officers on school climate and student well-being. Short-term
impacts that have been studied are related primarily to school security and discipline rather than
the direct effect of school security personnel on mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes. Research on the preventive role of school resources officers and other school security
personnel on preventing school violence is also limited and remains inconclusive. Additional
research on the direct role of school resource officers and other school security personnel in
violence prevention and emergency preparedness activities in schools, and any related effects on
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes, is needed.
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RESEARCH PRIORITIES AND KEY QUESTIONS

Best Practices for Drill Implementation

Extensive variation in the components of active shooter drills described throughout this
report underscores the need for attention to both implementation and outcome. Implementation
studies are needed to determine whether schools and training providers conduct the procedures
as intended, whereas outcome studies aim determine whether school active shooter drills
adequately prepare students and staff for an actual emergency. As discussed in Chapter 4, many
school security measures now being implemented lack a robust evidence base, with inconsistent
or underdeveloped support of their efficacy. However, given the ethical and practical challenges
of using randomized controlled trials and other experimental designs to study school active
shooter drills and other security measures, alternative research methodologies—including quasi-
experimental, observational, and mixed-methods approaches—are needed to establish best
practices for drill implementation.

A key goal of strengthening the research base on drill implementation is to develop
guidelines for evidence-based practices that can help in ensuring that drills are both effective and
psychologically safe. The needed research includes examining different models of drill
implementation, including components that may not be directly enacted during drills themselves,
such as the “run, hide, fight” framework. Understanding how different models impact
preparedness and well-being can help schools refine their approaches to safety training.

The committee emphasizes that research in this area must also adhere to ethical
guidelines that prioritize student and staff well-being. The committee strongly discourages
conducting research with students that involves practices already identified as harmful, such as
using high-intensity, highly sensorial elements or deception. Randomization is appropriate only
when the risks and potential benefits of different options are believed to be equivalent, and there
is sufficient consensus that the risks of high-intensity drills outweigh any potential benefits.
Research can still be conducted through natural experiments, retrospective studies, and
controlled comparisons that do not introduce additional harm.

While some widely used approaches, such as options-based drills, have been promoted as
best practices, their effectiveness has not been thoroughly studied. Options-based drills entail
training staff and, in some cases, students to assess a situation and decide whether to flee, hide
from, or engage an armed assailant. Furthermore, there is concern that these drills—when they
are not adapted to be developmentally appropriate for use in schools— may encourage students
or staff to put themselves in unnecessary danger. For example, practices that encourage
individuals to subdue attackers as heroes may inadvertently reinforce risky behavior or create
pressure to act in ways that unduly increase personal risk. Existing best practice guidance
emphasizes that confronting an assailant should never be encouraged as part of training students
(NASP et al., 2021).

Even well-intentioned interventions may have significant unintended and unanticipated
negative consequences. While some students and school personnel report feeling more prepared
after participating in drills, self-reports alone are insufficient for guiding policy. Individuals who
feel empowered by these drills may underestimate the distress experienced by others with
different coping styles, trauma histories, or vulnerabilities. Additionally, the perceived benefits
of active participation in training may be misleading; feeling prepared prior to an event does not
necessarily translate to effective decision-making or emotional resilience in an actual crisis.
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Practices that encourage active participation in emergency response need to be evaluated
not only for their immediate effects but also for their long-term psychological impact and
potential for unintended harm. Research therefore needs to go beyond measuring short-term
confidence to assess outcomes over longer periods, using case studies to explore unintended
effects that may not be captured easily with traditional research methods.

In addition to studying active shooter drills, research needs to examine the effects of
different standard response practices being used in response to perceived threats, rather than as
planned drills. These unplanned security measures may have different psychological and
behavioral impacts on students and staff, particularly in schools where lockdowns are frequent.
Data are needed on how often these events occur, how they are experienced by different student
subgroups, and what interventions, if any, help mitigate their negative effects.

Some approaches have been proposed for helping students and staff cope with the stress
of drills. These include implementing preventive social and emotional learning approaches,
ensuring access to school-based mental health professionals, and utilizing psychological first aid
techniques. Research is needed to examine the impact of these practices on students’ and staff’s
mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes.

While active shooter drills themselves are now widespread, new school safety practices
continue to emerge, often with little empirical evidence to support them. It is essential to
establish standards for evaluating the effectiveness of new interventions before they are widely
adopted. Schools and policymakers should not assume that an intervention is beneficial simply
because it is well intended or widely used. Without sufficient evaluation, children and staff
effectively become involuntary participants in research on untested safety measures. Research
needs to focus on developing clear criteria for evaluating new interventions before they are
implemented at scale, ensuring that schools make informed decisions based on strong empirical
evidence.

Finally, while much attention has been paid to school active shooter drills, research is
also needed on other school security measures, such as armed teachers, metal detectors, and the
presence of school resource officers and other school security personnel. Given that schools may
use school resource officers or other school security personnel in a variety of ways, differences
in training—or lack thereof—among different types of personnel is an area for future research.
For example, whether outcomes differ based on trained officers compared with untrained
security personnel. If schools are implementing drills in contexts where teachers or other school
staff are armed, it is critical to assess the mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects of
these policies. Research should examine whether armed personnel impact students’ perceptions
of safety, increase or reduce fear, and influence student—teacher relationships. Similarly, the
psychological effects of security infrastructure, such as metal detectors and surveillance, need to
be studied to determine whether these measures contribute to a climate of security or one of fear
and distrust.

Ensuring that school safety practices are both effective and psychologically safe requires
a strong research foundation. By examining different models of drill implementation, addressing
ethical considerations, and evaluating unintended consequences, research can provide critical
guidance for schools and policymakers. Ultimately, improving the evidence base for school
safety interventions will allow schools to make informed, responsible decisions that balance
preparedness with well-being.
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Standardized Measures for Assessing the Effectiveness of Drills and Other Security
Measures

Assessing the effectiveness of school active shooter drills and other security measures
requires a standardized approach to measurement that ensures consistency, reliability, and
applicability across varying school contexts. Without clear, validated measures, it is difficult to
determine whether these interventions achieve their intended outcomes or inadvertently cause
harm. Currently standardized criteria for evaluating the effectiveness of school active shooter
drills are lacking, making it challenging to compare results across schools, districts, and student
populations. Recent guidance on achieving procedural integrity during the lockdown component
of some drills offers a specific and helpful example of the types of effectiveness measures that
could be considered (Schildkraut, 2022). However, existing research on the effectiveness of
school security measures such as metal detectors, the presence of law enforcement personnel,
and the use of door locks has not yet been sufficiently explored across varying school contexts,
either individually or when used in combination with one another.

The development and use of standardized outcome measures for assessing active shooter
drills and other security measures would provide several key benefits. First, establishing clear,
uniform criteria ensures consistency in evaluation across different schools, student populations,
and geographic regions. Without standardized measures, assessments may rely on subjective
interpretations, making it difficult to compare outcomes meaningfully. Reliable and valid
measures also increase confidence in the accuracy of assessments by ensuring that results are
consistent over time and truly capture the intended outcomes. This strengthens the ability of
schools and researchers to make informed decisions based on sound data.

Standardized measures also allow for comparability across contexts and over time. By
using consistent assessment tools, researchers and policymakers can identify patterns, strengths,
and areas for improvement across school settings. This comparability enhances understanding of
how different approaches to drills impact students and staff, helping in turn to refine best
practices. Additionally, having a structured evaluation framework promotes accountability and
transparency by providing clear evidence of the impacts on mental, emotional, and behavioral
health. Schools can use these data to demonstrate the effectiveness of their practices or to justify
adjustments to policies and procedures.

Finally, standardized measures support evidence-based decision-making by helping
schools allocate resources effectively and identify areas for improvement. By providing clear,
actionable data, such measures allow schools to balance safety preparedness with the
psychological and emotional well-being of students and staff. With a better understanding of the
effectiveness of active shooter drills, schools can ensure that their safety practices are not only
well-intentioned but also truly beneficial.

To develop and validate standardized measures for assessing the effectiveness of active
shooter drills, research will need to address several critical questions:

e What outcome measures are needed to assess the effectiveness of drills? Research needs
to determine what specific aspects of drills should be measured—such as preparedness,
knowledge retention, or behavioral responses—to provide a comprehensive picture of the
effects of drills on students and staff.

o What outcome measures are needed to assess the effectiveness of other school security
measures?
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o What factors need to be considered in creating and evaluating standardized measures?
The committee proposes six factors to consider.

Reliability: Do the measures produce consistent results over time, ensuring that
findings are not influenced by random variations or inconsistencies?

Validity: Do the measures accurately assess the intended outcomes? Are they truly
capturing preparedness and other key constructs related to school safety?

Fairness: Do the measures work equitably across different school contexts and
student populations, including students with disabilities; multilingual learners;
and students from differing racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds? Are
there biases in administration or interpretation that could affect certain groups
disproportionately?

Practicality: Are the measures easy for schools and researchers to use, score, and
interpret? Are they cost-effective and feasible for broad implementation?

Impact. Can the measures detect meaningful changes over time? How do they
inform decision-making? Are the results clear and actionable for school leaders,
educators, and policymakers?

By addressing these questions, research can help establish robust, ethical, and
scientifically sound measures for evaluating school active shooter drills and other school security
measures. This research, in turn, can provide schools with the necessary tools needed to make
informed, evidence-based decisions that prioritize student and staff well-being while maintaining
effective emergency preparedness strategies.

Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Health Effects on Students and Staff

To advance understanding of the impacts of school active shooter drills and other school
security measures on students and staff from a developmental perspective, research is needed to
address key questions that can inform evidence-based practices and policies. It is essential to
study the immediate, short-, and long-term mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes
for children and staff in relation to both participation in school active shooter drills and exposure
to other school security measures.

To begin, research is needed explore the immediate and short-term mental, emotional,
and behavioral health effects of these interventions. For example, studies could assess emotional
responses such as anxiety, fear, and stress, and examine how these responses influence classroom
behaviors, learning environments, and staff experiences in the workplace. Understanding these
short-term reactions is critical to determining whether drills and other security measures create a
sense of preparedness or—to the contrary—inadvertently heighten distress.

Beyond these immediate effects, it is essential to investigate the longer-term impacts of
both school active shooter drills and other security measures, including whether these practices
are associated with shifts in students’ school engagement, perceptions of safety, and overall
mental well-being over time. Similarly, for staff, research is needed to assess whether repeated
exposure to drills and security protocols contributes to changes in job satisfaction, stress levels,
or burnout. Ideally, studies would measure mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes
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across multiple time points, including assessments before and immediately after exposure, and at
extended intervals postexposure.

In addressing these short- and long-term effects, research will need to consider individual
differences that may influence how students and staff experience these interventions. Factors
such as age, prior trauma exposure, and disability status are likely to shape responses, with some
groups experiencing heightened distress or unique challenges. Additionally, research is needed to
examine the differential impacts on subgroups of students, such as multilingual learners or
students from communities with high levels of violence, where exposure to safety threats outside
of school may interact with the effects of drills. Identifying these differences would facilitate the
development of tailored approaches that can minimize harm and better support the needs of all
students and staff. To capture these variations, future research will require large sample sizes that
support subgroup analyses for populations of interest. Future research also would benefit from
including high-quality assessments of mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes that are
age appropriate and reflect dimensions of both distress and resilience.

To build a comprehensive understanding of how school active shooter drills and security
measures impact mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes, future research will need to
address the following critical questions:

e What are the short-term effects of school active shooter drills and other security

measures on mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes?

— How do students experience and react to active shooter drills or the presence
of other security measures?
— How do outcomes vary by age?
— What are the mental, emotional and behavioral health effects on school staff?
e What are the long-term effects of school active shooter drills and exposure to school
security measures?

— How do active shooter drills and other security measures shape students’
perceptions of safety, school engagement, and mental health over time?
— What are the cumulative effects of repeated exposure to these interventions on
staff well-being and workplace satisfaction among staff?
e What measures should be prioritized in research, and what time frames are most
appropriate for research?

— What validated measures should be used to assess mental, emotional, and
behavioral health outcomes related to drills and security interventions?

— How can research ensure the inclusion of multiple outcome measures to
provide a comprehensive understanding of mental, emotional, and behavioral
health effects?

— What time frames are most appropriate for assessing both short- and long-
term outcomes, and how can data collection be standardized across studies?

By addressing these research questions, future studies could help clarify the full scope of
the effects of school active shooter drills and other school security measures, thereby informing
policies that support student and staff well-being while balancing safety preparedness with
psychological health considerations.
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Addressing Ethical Considerations

Research on school active shooter drills presents a complex ethical challenge. These
drills, along with other school security measures, are intended to prepare students and staft for
potentially life-threatening situations and to protect them from harm. While active shooter events
are rare, the consequences of failing to prepare for them can be devastating. At the same time,
there is a real concern that some practices that have been implemented in school active shooter
drills—particularly the use of high-intensity elements or deception—may cause psychological
harm to students and staff. This tension creates a dilemma: How can researchers study the effects
of these interventions without either exposing students and staff to unnecessary trauma or
withholding preparation that could potentially save lives?

This fundamental ethical tension is not unique to school safety research. Many areas of
clinical research, such as medical trials for new drugs or treatments, face similar questions about
balancing potential benefits and harms. Ethical research frameworks developed in those fields
can inform the design of studies of school active shooter drills and other security measures. For
example, one guiding principle from clinical research relevant to this context is “clinical
equipoise”—the idea that researchers should conduct trials only when there is genuine
uncertainty about which treatment option is best. In the case of school safety interventions, there
is little genuine uncertainty about the harms of high-intensity, unannounced, or highly realistic
active shooter drills and simulations. Basic science and child development research already
indicate that such drills are likely to cause harm, and there is insufficient evidence to suggest that
their benefits outweigh these harms. Therefore, it would be unethical to deliberately expose
students to high-intensity drills as part of a study just to confirm that they are harmful. However,
there are several ethical research strategies that can be used to study school active shooter drills
without introducing new risks to students and staff.

Instead of traditional randomized controlled trials, researchers could use alternative
designs that leverage existing school safety practices while minimizing harm:

e Waitlist control designs: Common in PTSD and anxiety treatment studies, this design
allows researchers to compare outcomes for students who experience an intervention
immediately versus those who experience it later. Schools planning to introduce a new
type of drill or policy could stagger implementation, allowing researchers to assess the
effects without denying schools access to preparation.

o Staggered enrollment: Used in some vaccine trials, this method involves phasing in an
intervention over time, allowing for comparisons between early adopters and later
participants. In school safety research, this approach could be applied if a district were
rolling out a new drill policy across multiple schools, enabling researchers to study the
effects over time while ensuring that all schools eventually receive the intervention.

e Natural experiments: Since active shooter drills and other school security measures are
already in place across the country with substantial variation among states, districts, and
schools, researchers could analyze differences that already exist instead of introducing
new interventions. For example, comparing schools that already conduct drills at
different frequencies could help in assessing the impact on student and staff wellbeing
using statistical controls to adjust for non-random assignment.
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o Embedded adaptive trials: Common in drug trials, these studies actively monitor for
negative effects and adjust protocols accordingly. Schools implementing new safety
practices could partner with researchers to track mental, emotional, and behavioral health
outcomes in real time, adjusting drill intensity or format if signs of harm were to emerge.

o Longitudinal pre—post studies: Many existing studies on active shooter drills rely on
cross-sectional designs instead of tracking the same students over time. High-quality
longitudinal studies that followed students before and after drills could provide stronger
evidence on the long-term psychological effects of these interventions without requiring
new, potentially harmful drill scenarios.

Regardless of the specific research design used, nearly all ethically sound studies on the
mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects of school safety measures require close
collaboration with schools, districts, or even multiple jurisdictions. Partnerships between
researchers and educational institutions can facilitate access to data, ensure that studies align
with school needs, and help implement findings in a way that benefits students and staff. Without
these partnerships, conducting rigorous and ethical research in this space will be significantly
more difficult.

Given the ethical complexities of studying school active shooter drills and other security
measures, research is needed to explore both the ethical considerations involved in conducting
such studies and the responsible implementation of these interventions in schools. On the one
hand, researchers have to determine how to study the effects of school active shooter drills and
and other security measures without introducing unnecessary harm to students and staff. On the
other hand, schools need guidance on how to design and implement drills in ways that minimize
potential adverse outcomes while still achieving the intended safety and preparedness goals. The
following questions highlight key areas for further research:

e FEthical considerations in research

— How can researchers study the effects of school safety measures without
exposing students and staff to unnecessary harm?

— What research designs provide the most ethical and methodologically sound
way to assess mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes resulting
from participation in school active shooter drills or the use of other security
measures?

— How can researchers and school leaders collaborate to conduct high-quality
studies while prioritizing student and staff well-being?

e Research on ethical implementation of school active shooter drills

— How can active shooter drills be conducted in a trauma-informed manner?

— How should decision-makers balance the need for safety with the potential for
harm?

— What are the ethical considerations for implementing drills across varying
student populations and community contexts, including students with
disabilities, multilingual learners, and students from communities with high
exposure to violence?
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By addressing these ethical and practical questions, future research could help schools
refine their safety practices in ways that would both protect students from external threats and
support their long-term mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being.

Funding and Cost of Implementation

Schools and districts are tasked with making critical safety decisions within the
constraints of limited budgets. While the committee has proposed practices for mitigating the
negative impacts of school active shooter drills and other security measures on mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes, the financial feasibility of implementing these
practices remains a key challenge. Understanding the costs associated with various interventions
and identifying sustainable funding sources are essential to ensuring that schools can adopt
effective, evidence-based approaches without compromising other essential services.

However, funding decisions cannot be made in isolation—they must be informed by a
broader understanding of intervention effectiveness, student and staff outcomes, and community
and population needs. Without this context, limited resources may be directed toward
interventions that are ineffective, exacerbate harm, or fail to meet the needs of schools across a
variety of contexts. Research into the costs associated with the implementation of school safety
and emergency preparedness measures needs to be integrated with research on the effectiveness
of interventions, the specific outcomes associated with policies and practices, and community
and population contexts. When schools must make decisions about how to allocate resources,
understanding which interventions yield the best outcomes for students and staff would enable
them to prioritize strategies that can promote safety without negatively impacting mental,
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes when deciding how to allocate resources. Research
that goes beyond cost assessments to examine the real-world impacts of interventions could help
to ensure that financial investments lead to meaningful improvements in the well-being of
students and staff rather than unintended harm. Moreover, research on community and
population contexts can help schools and districts better understand their local needs and
constraints, enabling them to prioritize investments in interventions that are both effective and
contextually appropriate.

By examining these financial considerations, research could help ensure that school
safety policies are not only evidence based but also economically viable, available for all
schools, and aligned with the best interests of students and staff. It will be important for research
to assess the financial burden of various school safety and emergency preparedness measures,
including school active shooter drills, the presence of school resource officers, surveillance
technologies, and alternative trauma-informed approaches, while also examining their
effectiveness in promoting student well-being. However, understanding cost alone is not enough;
policymakers and administrators must also consider how financial constraints influence the
implementation of these measures and weigh their potential benefits and harms. They therefore
need research into cost-effectiveness; resource distribution; and the trade-offs between these
interventions and other essential student support services, such as mental health services and
other prevention-based interventions.

At the same time, funding decisions are shaped by the broader landscape of available
financial resources. Historically, federal, state, and local funding streams have dictated which
policies and practices are adopted. However, these funding mechanisms come with limitations,
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including restrictions on how funds can be used and disparities in how resources are allocated
across districts. A clearer understanding of these financial constraints can help policymakers and
school leaders identify opportunities to invest in evidence-based practices that better align with
student and staff needs. Key research questions include the following:

e What is the cost of existing interventions and policies?

e What are key considerations for schools, districts, and states as they make funding
decisions, and how do these considerations vary in relation to community and population
contexts?

e What are the funding streams available to implement policies and practices?

e What are the long-term costs—both financial and social—of failing to implement
effective interventions?

e Do ineffective or underfunded interventions result in greater long-term economic or
social costs?

Embedding financial considerations within the broader research agenda would help to
ensure that schools are equipped to make informed and sustainable decisions that meet their
needs and implement practices that meet the needs of all students and staff.

Community and Population Context

Schools exist within broader community ecosystems that can influence the
implementation of school security and preparedness interventions. Understanding the potential
impacts of school active shooter drills or the use of other security measures across community
and population contexts is essential for ensuring that policies are effective for all students and do
not exacerbate potential adverse outcomes. Research needs in this area include exploring how
student and staff experiences vary based on such factors as demography, geography, resource
availability, community safety levels, and prior traumatic experiences. Examining these
variations can aid in better assessing the extent to which school safety and preparedness practices
support or hinder well-being and identify strategies for mitigating potential harms.

Mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes related to school security measures
vary across student populations. Factors such as age, disability status, home language, and prior
trauma exposure can shape how students experience and respond to school active shooter drills
and other school security measures. Key research questions include the following:

o How do different age groups perceive and respond to school active shooter drills?

e Are younger children more likely than older students to experience fear and anxiety?

e How do perceptions of school safety differ across urban, suburban, and rural
communities?

e Do students in areas with higher levels of community violence perceive school security
measures differently compared with those in lower-crime areas?

o How do students with disabilities or functional and access needs, including those with
sensory sensitivities or cognitive differences, experience school active shooter drills or
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such practices as the use of metal detectors and surveillance measures? What
accommodations can be made to minimize their distress?

e Do linguistic barriers impact students’ understanding of and response to school safety
protocols?

e How can schools ensure that emergency preparedness measures are accessible to students
and families who speak a home language other than the primary language of instruction?

e How do community attitudes toward law enforcement and institutional trust shape
students’ responses to school safety measures?

o How do active shooter drills and other security measures affect students and staff with
prior trauma exposure, including those from communities disproportionately impacted by
violence? Are there evidence-based strategies for reducing the potential to retraumatize
students and staftf?

o What are the differential impacts of school safety and preparedness practices on students
from different backgrounds or community contexts?

o In what ways do local policy decisions and state-level mandates influence the frequency,
intensity, and psychological impact of school safety and emergency preparedness
interventions?

Centering research on the realities of students and staff across a variety of contexts offers
an opportunity to move beyond a singular approach to school safety. A more nuanced
understanding of how security measures affect different populations can help to inform policies
that protect students and staff without causing undue harm to their mental, emotional, and
behavioral health and well-being.

IMPROVING DATA INFRASTRUCTURE

As described in the previous chapters, a great deal of variation is seen across schools,
districts, states, and regions with respect to the types, features, and frequency of school active
shooter drills and other school security measures and safety practices. What is known about these
variations is often cobbled together and piecemeal; no comprehensive data infrastructure exists
with which to track school security and safety measures at the national or state levels.

Improved data infrastructure will be essential if research is to formulate a clear account of
the impact, including both benefits and costs, of school active shooter drills and other school
security measures. While some data exist on school crime and safety, there are significant gaps
in understanding how drills and other security practices affect students’ mental health and overall
well-being, as well as school climate. Strengthening data collection efforts and ensuring more
comprehensive tracking of security policies and practices across schools can therefore help
inform evidence-based decision-making. Existing surveys, databases, and collections of guidance
documents do provide resources for use by schools, administrators, policymakers, and other
decision-makers in navigating these complex issues (see Box 7-1). These resources can serve as
a starting point for enhancing data collection—whether by adding questions to existing surveys,
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incorporating supplementary guidance documents, or developing new indicators—to track the
effects of school active shooter drills and other security measures on students and staff.

BOX 71
Schools Safety Resources

SchoolSafety.gov

SchoolSafety.gov is a collaborative, interagency website created by the federal
government to provide schools and districts with actionable recommendations for creating
safe and supportive learning environments for students and educators. The site serves as a
one-stop access point for information, resources, guidance, and evidence-based practices on
a range of school safety topics. Through the site, members of the K—12 academic community
can also use tools to prioritize school safety actions, find applicable resources and funding
opportunities, connect with state and local school safety officials, and develop school safety
plans. SchoolSafety.gov is the public website of the Federal Clearinghouse on School Safety
Evidence-Based Practices, an interagency effort among the departments of Education, Health
and Human Services, Homeland Security, and Justice. The Clearinghouse serves as an
ongoing and coordinated effort that includes regular interagency review of evidence-based
content and recommended best practices for keeping schools safe, as well as the curation
and distribution of resources, guidance, and tools for school communities across the country.

Center for Homeland Defense and Security (CHDS) School Shooting Safety
Compendium

This compendium provides links to relevant data on and analyses of gun violence in
American primary and secondary schools from reputable sources including the CHDS. While
no amount of scientific study can fully explain the tragedy of school shooting incidents, singly
or as a phenomenon, it is hoped that this compilation of knowledge can contribute to solutions
and ultimately to the security of these vital institutions.

Readiness and Emergency Management for Schools (REMS)?

The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Safe and Supportive Schools has
administered the REMS Technical Assistance Center to serve two critical functions aimed at
helping education agencies, along with their community partners, manage safety, security,
and emergency management programs. The Center helps build the preparedness capacity
(including prevention, protection, mitigation, response, and recovery efforts) of schools,
school districts, higher education institutions, and their community partners at the local, state,
and federal levels. Through its website it also serves as their primary source of information on
emergency management.

National Conference of State Legislatures: School Safety Archived Database”

This searchable database tracks school safety legislation introduced by state
legislatures from 2018 to 2022. Issues tracked include firearms in K—12 schools, use of
school resource officers, training requirements, and building security.

K-12 School Shooting Database (SSDB)°

This database, started as a school project in 2018 after the Parkland High School
shooting, includes school shootings dating back to 1966 (expanded from 1970). It includes
detailed information about every school shooting, a reliability score that quantifies the
dependability of the information, and the verified primary source citation(s) (e.g., newspaper
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articles, court records, interviews, police reports) to allow for further academic research. Its
scope is widely inclusive to allow for a comprehensive analysis of school shooting data.

Averted School Violence Database?

An averted incident of school violence is a shooting or other planned violent attack
that was prevented before any injury or loss of life occurred at the targeted educational
institution. Since 2015, school personnel, law enforcement officers, mental health
professionals, and others involved in school safety have had the opportunity to share their
averted school violence stories and lessons learned, with the aim of improving school safety
and helping to prevent future tragedies. Cases are included in the database on the basis of
means, opportunity, motive, and intent to carry out a targeted school attack. Incidents of
violence on school grounds not related to the school (e.g., gang-related violence) and social
media threats not deemed credible by law enforcement are excluded from the database.

@ https://rems.ed.gov

b https://www.ncsl.org/education/school-safety-overview-and-legislative-tracking
¢ https://k12ssdb.org

9 https://www.avertedschoolviolence.org

Fortunately, there are opportunities to leverage existing data collection and reporting
efforts to better understand the landscape of school active shooter drills and other school security
measures at the state and national levels, as well as their impacts on the mental, emotional, and
behavioral health of students and staff.

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) administers a number of surveys
and collects data through direct student assessments, longitudinal studies, and adult surveys,
among others. NCES data collections could incorporate information about, for example,
participation in school active shooter drills, utilization of mental health professionals, lost
learning time, or absenteeism after drills. NCES’s National Teacher and Principal Survey>! may
be a particularly useful vehicle for examining impacts on staff, and the Early Childhood
Longitudinal Studies®? could provide opportunities to gain insights into the potential cumulative
effects of experiencing drills year after year.

Similarly, the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System,** administered by CDC,
monitors adolescent health behavior and experiences of injury and violence, school
connectedness, and exposure to community violence. Questions related to active shooter drills
and other school security measures could be added to this instrument to assess youth perceptions
and mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes.

Specific to school crime and safety, the Report on Indicators of School Crime and Safety
reports on school crime and safety data in the United States. Produced by NCES with
contributions from the U.S. Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics, it provides
indicators on elementary and secondary student and teacher victimization; school environment;
fights and weapons; safety, security, and mental health practices; and postsecondary campus
safety and security. To better understand the mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects of
other school security measures, questions designed to assess changes in perceptions of safety

31 See http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ntps
32 https://nces.ed.gov/ecls
33 https://www.cdc.gov/yrbs/index.html
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resulting from the use of multiple and individual security measures, effects on school attendance
and avoidance, and effects on school climate could be added to this data collection.

Similarly, the School Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS),** administered to school
principals, is a nationally representative cross-sectional survey of about 4,800 public elementary
and secondary schools. This survey offers the ability to explore the impacts of other school
security measures on student and staff mental, emotional, and behavioral health, providing
estimates of school crime, discipline, disorder, and programs and policies. The SSOCS
questionnaire asks principals to report on a variety of topics related to crime and safety,
including frequency and types of crimes at schools (e.g., homicide, rape, sexual assault, attacks
with or without weapons, robbery, theft, vandalism), perceptions of other disciplinary problems
(e.g., bullying, verbal abuse, disorder in the classroom), description of school policies and
programs concerning crime and safety, description of the pervasiveness of student and teacher
involvement in efforts that are intended to prevent or reduce school violence, mental health
services available to students at school, responsibilities of sworn law enforcement officers and
school resource officers, and general school characteristics. In order to better understand the
mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects of other school security measures, questions
assessing student perceptions of safety and anxiety related to the use of physical safety measures,
trust in school resource officers, impact on school climate and feelings of belonging, changes in
school avoidance and engagement, and staff perceptions of the impact of security measures on
their ability to build positive relationships with students could be added to this data collection.

As detailed in previous chapters, school active shooter drills and other school security
measures need to be part of comprehensive school safety planning, and school climate is a
critical component of safety planning in supporting students’ development, safety, and well-
being. Yet, school climate is not regularly assessed, and many districts lack the baseline
infrastructure needed to support improvements in or examination of district-level conditions that
might enable or facilitate better school environments. California offers one such state-level
model for encouraging local educational agencies to administer school climate surveys and
integrate the results into reporting and continuous improvement systems. In 2024, California
began requiring local educational agencies to administer school climate surveys annually and to
report the results as part of their local control and accountability plans and the state-level public
data dashboards (Klevan et al., 2024).

Growing public concern about the safety of students in schools over the past 25 years has
led to increasing interest in research on the frequency of school violence occurring within the
United States, especially since the shooting at Columbine High School. However, there is no
federal reporting requirement for school shooting events. Here, too, data are collected in a
piecemeal fashion through a number of public information sites and databases. While these
resources offer accessible opportunities to investigate the trends and patterns in school violence,
they are not comprehensive. A federal reporting requirement for school shooting events is
needed, to include a standard definition and prospective and ongoing data collection, including
when active shooter protocols or related practices (e.g., lockdowns) are implemented in schools.

34 https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ssocs
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CONCLUSION

Ensuring school safety while minimizing harm to students and staff during active shooter
drills is a complex but essential task. It is an unfortunate reality that youth and adults armed with
firearms pose a genuine threat to the nation’s schools. School active shooter drills and other
school security measures are widely implemented despite a notably thin evidence base bearing
on their effectiveness and safety of these preventive interventions. As a result, this committee
was charged with assessing current school practices and recommending an evidence-based path
forward. Specifically, the committee was charged with addressing growing concerns about the
potential mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects of school active shooter drills on
students and staff. While emergency preparedness is necessary, current practices need to be
reshaped. Better understanding of the adverse effects of those practices is crucial—especially
given the widespread implementation of school active shooter drills across the United States,
which affects millions of students and staff (and their families) annually. Advancing the research
needed to gain this understanding would enable decision-makers to minimize harm, develop
interventions that are responsive to participants’ needs, identify and evaluate best practices,
allocate resources effectively, and create safe and supportive learning environments.

One of the central findings of this report is the wide variation in how schools conduct
active shooter drills and implement other security measures. Without standardized criteria for
evaluation, it is difficult to determine which approaches, if any, effectively enhance safety and
preparedness without causing psychological harm. Developing standardized measures for
monitoring and assessing the outcomes of drills and other security measures would improve data
reliability, enable meaningful comparisons across contexts, and strengthen the ability of schools
to implement evidence-based practices.

Future research needs to investigate the cumulative impact of repeated drills, as these are
not isolated experiences for most students but a recurring feature of their school lives. Given that
these drills often occur multiple times each year, understanding how repeated exposure
influences long-term mental, emotional, and behavioral health outcomes is critical. Additionally,
more attention is needed on the effects of drills on adults, both to avoid harm to their own well-
being and to better understand how their responses influence students’ experiences. Similarly, it
will be important for future research to shift toward investigating demonstrable behavioral
changes post-drill instead of relying solely on self-reported perceptions, which may not always
align with actual preparedness or decision-making in high-stress situations.

Equally important is the need for research that accounts for community and population
contexts. The lack of empirical data on how school active shooter drills affect different
subgroups of students and staff highlights a clear gap in the existing evidence base. Individual
characteristics—such as age, disability status, prior trauma exposure, or need for additional
supports—may significantly influence how individuals participate and are affected by drills.
Future studies will need to incorporate a more inclusive approach to ensure that school safety
practices do not disproportionately harm the most vulnerable populations.

It will be critical for ethical considerations to remain at the forefront of future research
efforts. Many traditional experimental methods, such as randomized controlled trials, are
impractical or unethical in this context. However, thoughtful and creative research designs—
such as modified waitlist—control protocols, natural experiments, and longitudinal studies—can
help researchers overcome these ethical challenges while maintaining methodological rigor. It is
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essential that research focus on developing best practices for drill implementation that balance
safety preparedness with trauma-informed approaches to minimize distress and maximize
effectiveness.

Additionally, research needs to extend beyond active shooter drills to examine the
broader landscape of school security measures. Policies such as arming teachers, employing
school resource officers, and using surveillance technologies, carry their own risks and possible
benefits. Unfortunately, they often lack strong empirical support. Future studies are needed to
explore the mental, emotional, and behavioral health effects of these practices, ensuring that all
school safety policies are rooted in a robust evidence base.

Finally, while many school safety policies and practices have already been implemented
without thorough prior evaluation, it is imperative—going forward—that new interventions
undergo rigorous assessment before widespread adoption. Establishing minimum standards for
evaluating school safety interventions can prevent harmful or ineffective practices from
becoming entrenched and help schools make informed, responsible decisions. Without careful
prior evaluation, students and staff may accurately be characterized as research subjects who are
being subjected to untested safety measures, a situation that is both ethically and practically
unacceptable.

Moving forward, a coordinated research agenda that prioritizes collaboration among
researchers, schools, and policymakers is a necessary condition for improving school safety
policies and practices. Strengthening the evidence base, developing ethical and effective
methodologies, and promoting transparency in decision-making, can help ensure that school
safety interventions not only prepare students and staff for emergencies but also protect their
long-term mental, emotional, and behavioral well-being.
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