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ABSTRACT

DEVELOPING THE SCHOOL VIOLENCE THREAT ASSESSMENT

Kristen Ann Devitt

Under the Supervision of Richard Rogers

 Law enforcement officers traditionally find themselves in reactive situations.  These 

situations include responding to requests for help or deciding to get more training on a topic after 

it has become a “problem” for the community. On April 20, 1999, in the time span of 47 minutes, 

the way law enforcement reacted to and trained for mass casualty incidents changed forever.  The 

massacre at Columbine High School caused law enforcement agencies and schools throughout 

the nation to reevaluate the response to these incidents and also consider how to prevent them 

(Columbine Review Commission, 2001, p. 63). 

 This project is an examination of a tragic event that caused law enforcement and public 

education to change the response to threats.  First, the precipitating event and the lessons on 

threat assessment learned will be reviewed.  Next, knowledge that is nationally recognized as 

threat assessment “best practice” will be presented.  Finally, instruction on the implementation of 

threat management techniques will be proposed.  This project will provide a clear timeline for 

those who respond to threats of violence from threat through follow-up.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

 Law enforcement officers traditionally find themselves in reactive situations.  These 

situations include responding to requests for help or deciding to get more training on a topic after 

it has become a “problem” for the community. On April 20, 1999, in the time span of 47 minutes, 

the way law enforcement reacted to and trained for mass casualty incidents changed forever.  The 

massacre at Columbine High School caused law enforcement agencies and schools throughout 

the nation to reevaluate the response to these incidents and also consider how to prevent them 

(Columbine Review Commission, 2001, p. 63). 

 This project is an examination of a tragic event that caused law enforcement and public 

education to change the response to threats.  First, the precipitating event and the lessons on 

threat assessment learned will be reviewed.  Next, knowledge that is nationally recognized as 

threat assessment “best practice” will be presented.  Finally, instruction on the implementation of 

threat management techniques will be proposed.  This project will provide a clear timeline for 

those who respond to threats of violence from threat through follow-up.

Statement of the Problem

 School violence has claimed the lives of many innocent people.  Completing a school 

violence threat assessment is a way to prevent violent acts from occurring and identifying the 

needs of individuals who have threatened violent acts.  However, at the time of this study, little 

training was being provided regarding this extremely important and time-sensitive task.
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Significance of the Project

 Several personality traits, family traits, and school traits have been identified as causing 

an elevated risk for committing acts of violence.  To be clear, this research will not produce a 

“profile” of someone who might commit such an act. “There is no accurate or useful profile of 

students who engaged in targeted school violence” (Vossekuil, 2002, p.19). This research will be 

a guide to determine a level of risk associated with a specific threat.  The curriculum included in 

this project will teach law enforcement officers and school administrators to use an objective tool 

for identifying traits that increase risk in individuals that may pose a threat.  

 Much recent discussion has been about preventing acts of violence in schools.  This 

discussion has revolved around installing School Resource Officers, armed guards, and even 

armed teachers or administrators in the nation’s schools.  This curriculum, if applied 

appropriately, should prevent the need for an armed response to an active shooter by preventing 

the threatening person from ever acting on their violent ideation.

 The threat assessment process will not mitigate the need for School Resource Officers.  

As a matter of fact, this process highlights the need for law enforcement to be an active 

participant in every step of the threat assessment.  The research completed for this project 

discusses the need for a multidisciplinary threat assessment team to include School Resource 

Officers, school administrators, mental health professionals, community members, and those 

who have a relationship with the threatening individual.

6



Purpose of the Project

 The intention for this project is to develop a curriculum on threat assessment for law 

enforcement and school personnel.  This curriculum will explain why threat assessments are 

needed, what information a threat assessment should contain, and what to do once a 

determination regarding the threat has been made.

Definition of Terms

Threat:  “an expression of intent to do harm or act out violently against someone or something.  

 A threat can be spoke, written or symbolic” (O’Toole, p. 6).

Leakage:  “when a student intentionally or unintentionally reveals clues to feelings, thoughts, 

 fantasies, attitudes or intentions that may signal an impending violent act” (O’Toole, p. 6).

Personality:  “the pattern of collective character, behavioral, temperamental, emotional and 

 mental traits of an individual” (O’Toole, p. 11).

Four-Pronged Assessment:  based on the “totality of the circumstances” of an individual:

 personality of the student, family dynamics, school dynamics and the students role, and 

 social dynamics (O’Toole, p. 10). 

Delimitations of Research

  The delimitation of this research is its basis mostly on post-Columbine information.  

The reason for the use of this information and research is to show how the threat assessment 

protocol was developed and the clear reasoning for it.  While threat assessment protocols have 

been developed in the past (domestic violence, sexual assault, terrorism), this project will be 
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specific to school violence.  The FBI still regards the research that it completed immediately 

after the Columbine incident as nationally recognized “best practice.” 

Method of Approach

 This project will be presented as an eight-hour curriculum to class sized groups.  The 

curriculum will be designed for law enforcement officers and school administration.  The first 

portion will outline the need for threat assessment protocol.  This goal will be achieved by using 

the report from the Columbine Review Commission and any other case studies or after action 

reports deemed appropriate.  This information will be presented in a lecture format and feature 

both audio and visual media to enhance understanding.

 The second portion of the curriculum will discuss evaluating a threat for its risk of 

lethality.  This goal will be achieved by examining the “Four-Pronged Assessment” as outlined 

by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, United States Secret Service, and United States 

Department of Education.  Information will be presented regarding the traits associated with 

those who are at high risk of committing acts of violence.  Additionally, the class will discuss 

resources from which they can gather information the assessment requires.  

 Prior to attending the class, participants will be asked to aquire and bring a copy of the 

threat assessment tool that the home school district uses, if one exists.  While the class discusses 

the parts of the “Four-Pronged Assessment,” participants will be examining the assessment tool 

and evaluating its strengths and weaknesses.  If no assessment tool exists, the instructor will 

provide a sample assessment tool based on the “Four-Pronged Assessment.”  This information 

will be presented in a lecture format, using class discussion and existing documents to promote 

understanding of the threat assessment process.
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 The third part of the curriculum will provide instruction on what role law enforcement 

should play on  the threat assessment team.  The class will discuss the investigative process, 

Federal Educational Rights and Privacy Act issues, and child welfare issues.  During this portion 

of instruction, resources that can provide assistance to the threatening individual and his or her 

family will also be discussed.  This information will be presented in lecture format with input 

from the class regarding resources available.

 Finally, a case study evaluation will be completed by the participants.  A written scenario, 

including all pertinent records and information, will be provided to each class member.  Class 

members will be given time to complete the assessment tool in class.  If School Resource 

Officers are attending the class with their respective school administrators or work group; the 

task will be completed as a group.  Once the assessments have been completed, each School 

Resource Officer or group will present and discuss the assigned case study, threat assessment 

tool, and follow-up actions.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Need for the School Violence Threat Assessment

 After the massacre at Columbine High School, the Governor of Colorado, Bill Owens, 

assembled the Columbine Review Commission.  The commission included a multidisciplinary 

board of experts on the topic at hand.  After reviewing records, hearing testimony, and examining 

law enforcement investigations, the commission developed several recommendations that formed 

current law enforcement policy and procedure.

 The first  recommendations given were specific to law enforcement. The commission 

advised that all officers (not just SWAT) should be trained in rapid deployment techniques and 

have all weaponry needed to respond to an active shooter readily available (Columbine Review 

Commission, 2001, p. 68).  The second was to train all officers and schools in the Unified 

Incident Command System (Columbine Review Commission, 2001, p. 79).  

  In the past, patrol officers would contain the situation by securing a perimeter, and then 

waiting for a SWAT team to assemble.  SWAT would then enter the situation.  This occurs up to 

one hour after the start of the incident.  Since the Columbine incident was over in 47 minutes, it 

was over before most SWAT personnel would even arrive on scene.

 After Columbine, it was determined that the ideal law enforcement response would be a 

technique called rapid deployment.  Rapid deployment is demonstrated when officers are 

dispatched to an active shooter incident and the first officers on scene assemble at a meeting 

point.  This team of officers will then enter the building and seek out the suspect to immediately 
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stop the threat.  The officers arriving on scene after the fact would either secure the perimeter, or 

triage victims.  

 In regards to the Incident command structure, the first supervisor on scene is the incident 

commander and will organize the secondary entry teams, the perimeter, communications, and 

stage medical assistance.  If a higher ranking officer arrived and was available to stay removed 

from the incident, that person could take over command remotely.  

 On a larger scale, the commission recommended that law enforcement and school 

personnel work together to plan ahead for emergencies (Columbine Review Commission, 2001, 

p. 79).  The importance of assessing the community’s ability to respond to large scale 

emergencies and knowing the resources available was stressed.  This included planning for who 

the person in charge would be during a crisis situation, what agency would process the crime 

scene, how injured persons would be evacuated, which medical facilities they would be taken to, 

and who would be responsible for managing fires and explosive devices.

 The Columbine Review Commission recommended that regular planning sessions and 

disaster response drills should be held.  Written emergency crisis plans for the schools were 

recommended by the commission.  “School Emergency Kits” that will contain school diagrams 

(with marked exits), instructions on disabling alarms, and a school roster were also 

recommended.  The commission also recommended that schools hold at least one crisis drill per 

year (Columbine Review Commission, 2001, p.113-116).

 The Columbine Review Commission had recommendations for School Resource Officers 

(SROs) as well.  They advised that a SRO should be in full police uniform while in school.  They 
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also stated that the SRO should be trained in rapid deployment/active shooter response 

techniques (Columbine Review Commission, 2001, p. 89).  

 One of the most important recommendations made by the Columbine Review 

Commission was in regards to information sharing.  In the past, schools and law enforcement did 

not commonly share information about students due to concerns about Federal regulations on 

confidentiality (Columbine Review Commission, 2001, p.108). However, the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act already provided some guidance as to when schools could 

share student information with law enforcement.

 According to the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), schools must 

have permission to release student records.  Records may be released in certain circumstances 

without the consent of parents or students. One of those circumstances is to, “appropriate 

officials in cases of health and safety emergencies.”  Another is to “State and local authorities, 

within a juvenile justice system, pursuant to specific State law.”  Furthermore, schools can 

disclose information that is considered “directory” information without consent.  Directory 

information includes a student’s name, address, phone number, date of birth, place of birth, and 

dates of attendance.

 The commission had recommendations that were specific to the detection of threats made 

in the school (Columbine Review Commission, 2001, p. 94-97).  First, the commission 

recognized that there is a reluctance to report threats to administrators and police.  Either 

students don’t want to be seen as a “snitch” or adults don’t see threats made by “children” as 

viable.  This culture needed to be changed in order to asses the lethality of any threats made.  

Schools were also instructed to develop an anonymous tip line and begin bullying prevention 
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programs.  Bullying prevention has since become a common theme in school violence prevention 

and most school districts have mandated bullying prevention curriculum.

 Most importantly, schools were advised by the commission to assemble a threat 

assessment team.  Each team should have counselors, principals, school psychologists and law 

enforcement personnel.  They should have training on completing a threat assessment, suicide 

prevention and laws regarding confidentiality (FERPA) (Columbine Review Commission, 2001, 

p.109).  The commission’s recommendation for information sharing is extremely important to 

completing a threat assessment.  

Preventing School Violence

 The Safe Schools Initiative began in June of 1999 to determine what could be known 

prior to a violent school attack.  This was a joint effort by the United States Secret Service and 

United States Department of Education, “to produce a factual, accurate knowledge base on 

targeted school attacks.  This knowledge could be used to help communities across the country to 

formulate policies and strategies aimed at preventing school-based attacks” (Vossekuil, 2002, p.

3). The Safe Schools Initiative was completed by collecting data from 37 school shootings from 

December 1974 through May 2000.  These findings are the baseline from which all school 

violence threat assessments are created. 

 The Safe Schools Initiative listed ten key findings after the analysis of thirty-seven school 

attacks:

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

 2.  Prior to most incidents, other people knew about the attacker’s idea and/or plan to 

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

 4.  There is no accurate or useful profile of students who engaged in targeted school 

        violence.

 5.  Most attackers engaged in some behavior prior to the incident that caused others 

        concern or indicated a need for help.

 6.  Most attackers had difficulty coping with significant losses or personal failures.  

        Moreover, many had considered suicide.

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

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

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

 10.  Despite prompt law enforcement responses, most shooting incidents were stopped 

          by means other than law enforcement intervention. (Vossekuil, 2002, p. 31)

 During the completion of the Safe School Initiative, the Columbine attack was one of the 

thirty-seven incidents that were examined.  While the Safe School Initiative was developing 

findings regarding the types of individuals that commit acts of violence, the Columbine Review 

Commission was working to evaluate agency response to a specific incident.  Both groups 

developed from an intention to prevent school violence.  

 Three specific theories on the prevention of school violence were examined by the 

Columbine Review Commission.  The Safe Communities-Safe Schools Model,  the  “Violence 

Goes To School” model, and the FBI Approach to Threats of School Violence (Columbine 

Review Commission, 2001, pp. 102-106).  Each of these programs were designed to effect the 

same outcome, but not all of them include law enforcement as an equal partner in the process.
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 The Safe Communities-Safe Schools Model was designed by the Center for the Study 

and Prevention of Violence, Institute of Behavioral Science at the University of Colorado, 

Boulder.  This program focuses on the role of school and community in preventing acts of 

violence.  It also includes assessment tools to be used to assess the school climate at all grade 

levels. It also includes assessment tools for drug use, dating violence and community violence. 

While it is worthwhile information, this program neglects to recognize the importance of law 

enforcement’s role in threat assessment. It lists law enforcement as a resource for information 

rather than a partner in the process of threat assessment.  Information regarding this program is 

available at www.colorado.edu/cspv/safeschools. 

 The “Violence Goes to School” model is discussed in John Nicoletti’s book. Although the 

“Violence Goes to School” model is similar to the Safe Communities-Safe Schools model, there 

are emergency preparedness and training pieces found in this model that the Safe Communities-

Safe Schools model lacks. The “Violence Goes to School” model focuses on the prevention of 

violent behavior at the school level.  It discusses the school climate, bullying prevention 

programs and “Zero-Tolerance” policies as prevention strategies.  

 The discussion on “Zero-Tolerance” policies is not regarding the behavior of the student 

or even possession of things deemed “weapons” by the school.  Instead, it is a description of how 

school staff will handle threats of violence.  This model advocates for using the term “Zero-

Tolerance” to demonstrate the importance of reporting and responding to threats of violence.  It 

is the threat itself that will be treated the same, in every instance, not the student (Nicoletti 2002, 

p.105-106).   
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 Nicoletti notes the Columbine Review Commission’s report stating law enforcement’s 

struggle to enter the school building in a timely manner.  While the Columbine shooters had the 

advantage of knowing the layout of the school, police officers from multiple agencies did not 

have the same advantage (Nicoletti 2002, p.143). In the “Violence Goes to School” model, 

Nicoletti recommends preparing a “Siege Management Kit” that will include;  blueprints of the 

school with exit routes clearly marked, important phone numbers, current school roster, 

information about main leads for water, gas, electricity, cable and telephone, information about 

alarm and sprinkler systems, and locations of hazardous materials and elevators (Nicoletti 2002, 

p. 144).  This type of preparation would prevent the difficulties that law enforcement had in 

gaining access to Columbine High School.  

 The “Violence Goes to School” model also contains recommendations that schools 

identify the need for safety equipment in emergency situations. It suggests that  things like 

transportation and communication needs, “code red” or violence drills, and safety reinforcement 

or target hardening be considered (Nicoletti 2002, pp.146-147).  It should be noted that the 

Columbine Review Commission made similar recommendations based on this model.

 2009 Wisconsin Act 309 mirrors the recommendations set forth by the “Violence Goes to 

School” model. Act 309 requires all schools in Wisconsin to have safety plans designed with 

cooperation from law enforcement, fire fighters, school administrators, student services and 

mental health professionals.  It further requires plans for the prevention, response and recovery 

from acts of violence.  This law also requires two “code-red” drills per year.  

 The “Violence Goes to School” model has been deemed “best practice” for violence 

prevention in schools, not just by the Columbine Review Commission, but by other states as 
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well.  The effect of Nicoletti’s model on law enforcement and it’s requirement for police 

involvement in preparation and prevention of acts of violence makes it important.  However, it 

does not discuss law enforcement’s need to be actively involved in the threat assessment process. 

 Although there are some who criticize the role of law enforcement in schools, there is 

much information that supports the presence of School Resource Officers (SRO).  SROs assist 

the school administration in building a safe learning environment.  SROs assist in developing 

crisis training, assist in the use of “target hardening” tools, and facilitate information sharing  

(Canady, 2013, p. 19).  SRO’s provide a “triad” of services to schools including law education, 

informal counseling, and immediate police response to emergencies.  When it comes to safety-

planning in schools, there is no one more capable than a SRO (Canady, 2013, p. 19).  Several US 

Supreme Court decisions have supported the role of SRO’s in schools with Tinker v. Des Moines 

Independent School District and New Jersey v. TLO.  Both of these decisions allow 

administrators to keep their building safe.  The rulings achieve this by asserting that a student’s 

constitutional rights must be balanced with the need to keep the school safe and a school 

administrator’s ability to search a student and their belongings with the legal standard of 

reasonable suspicion not probable cause (Canady, 2013, p.35).  Often, a SRO is considered a 

school administrator and is able to join principals in their daily endeavor to protect their school 

building.

 The school violence prevention model that is most applicable to the relationship that law 

enforcement has with schools is the Federal Bureau of Investigation approach. The FBI approach 

to school violence threat assessment is based on the findings of  the research completed for the 

Safe School Initiative (Fein, 2002, p.11).  This theory of threat assessment is outlined in “The 
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School Shooter: A threat assessment perspective”, by Mary Ellen O’Toole.  The FBI approach is 

the theory that will be closely examined for this curriculum.  

 The United States Secret Service and the United States Department of Education believe 

that the use of threat assessment protocol is the most important part of a school violence 

prevention program.  With this in mind, they developed six principals that should form the 

foundation of the threat assessment process; 

 Targeted violence is the end result of an understandable, and oftentimes discernible, 

 process of thinking and behavior;  Targeted violence stems from an interaction among the 

 individual, the situation, the setting, and the target; An investigative, skeptical, inquisitive 

 mindset is critical to successful threat assessment;  Effective threat assessment is based 

 upon facts, rather than on characteristics or “traits”;  An “integrated systems approach” 

 should guide threat assessment inquiries and investigations;  The central question in a 

 threat assessment inquiry or investigation is whether a student poses a threat, not whether 

 a student has made a threat. (Fein, 2002, p.32)

 The FBI Approach

 The FBI defines a threat as, “an expression of intent to do harm or act out violently 

against someone or something.”  However, the FBI recognizes that all threats are not equal.  The 

two distinctions that a viable threat holds are motivation and signposts.  Motivation is developed 

via a precipitating event;  what caused this person to believe an act of violence is warranted?  

Signposts are what is pushing a threat to become an act of violence;  fantasy, writing, drawing or 

conversation (O’Toole, 1999, pp. 6-7).
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 Once a threat is made, it’s level of risk must be assessed.  There are three factors that 

must be considered while assessing a threat;  specificity of details, emotional content and 

precipitating factors.  While considering those factors, you are determining the level of risk 

associated with that specific threat (O’Toole, 1999, pp.7-8).

 Threats that contain a low level of risk will often be vague, implausible, or unrealistic.  

Threats with a medium level of risk are more direct and concrete.  Threats with a medium level 

of risk give indications that they have been considered over time, makes a general statement 

about place and time, but there is no sign that preparations have been made to carry out the 

threat.  However, threats that have a high level of risk have been carefully planned and steps 

have been taken (such as practicing with weapons to be used) to carry out the threat.  A high 

level threat is direct, specific, and plausible (O’Toole, 1999, pp. 8-9).

The Four-Pronged Threat Assessment

 If a threat has been assessed as having a high level of risk, a “four-pronged assessment” 

should be completed.  The person who made the threat will be assessed based on a totality of 

their personal circumstances if the “four-prong assessment” is used.  The four prongs are:  the 

personality of the student, the family dynamics of the student, the school dynamics and the 

student’s perceived role in them, and social dynamics of the student (O’Toole, 1999, p.10-24).  In 

each of these four prongs, the assessor should be careful to not to project their perception of the 

student.  Instead, the assessor should base the assessment on information gathered during the 

interview from the student’s perspective.
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 The First Prong

 The first prong of  the assessment is the student’s personality.  The FBI chooses to use the 

Webster’s Dictionary definition of personality as, “the pattern of collective character, behavioral, 

temperamental, emotional and mental traits of an individual” (O’Toole, 1999, p. 11).  An 

examination of a student’s personality is warranted to determine the likelihood that they will 

carry out a violent threat.

 One of the most important personality clues that a person is likely to carry out a violent 

threat is called “leakage”.  Leakage is defined by the FBI as, “when a student intentionally or 

unintentionally reveals clues to feelings, thoughts, fantasies, attitudes or intentions that may 

signal an impending violent attack (O’Toole, 1999, p.16).  In a very overt manner, this person 

has a preoccupation with violence, is full of hate, appears isolated, and hopeless.  Leakage is 

important because, 75% of all violent attackers told at least one other person of the impending 

attack, and 25% directly told the intended targets (Mohandie, 2002, p.32). 

 Eric Harris, one of the students that carried out the Columbine massacre posted the 

following on his AOL webpage:

 I’m coming for EVERYONE soon and I will be armed to the fucking teeth and I will 

 shoot to kill.  

 ...GOD I can’t wait ‘til I can kill you people.  

 Feel no remorse, no sense of shame.  

 I don’t care if I live or die in the shoot out.  All I want to do is kill and injure as many of 

 you pricks as I can especially a few people.... (Mohandie, 2002, pp. 33-34)
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 Additionally, according to the Columbine Review Commission, one of Dylan Klebold’s 

teachers called a meeting with his parents and a school counselor regarding one of his writing 

assignments.  The teacher described it as a “ghastly thing”.  Furthermore, according to the 

commission, it was reported Harris and Klebold would tape themselves practicing  with weapons 

used in the attack with Columbine High School owned A/V equipment.  They would later show 

these tapes to their classmates (Columbine Review Commission, 2001, p. 19).

 Based on the testimony provided after the attack, Harris and Klebold both experienced 

leakage.  Several people reported to the Columbine Commission that Harris and Klebold  

continually engaged in threatening or concerning behavior.  However, based on the “code of 

silence,” a failure to take the threats of a “child” seriously, or simple denial, this attack was not 

managed.

 Besides leakage, several other personality traits are important to consider when assessing 

a high risk personality.  People carrying around a rather large “hurt locker” or “hit list” could be 

considered to be a high risk person.  This type of person has a low tolerance for frustration and 

are easily upset by real or perceived injustices.  These people have poor coping skills and handle 

rejection in a very immature and disproportionate manner.  They lack resiliency and are unable to 

regroup after failure, no matter how much time has passed. There may have been a failed 

romantic relationship and they may show signs of depression because of it (O’Toole, 1999, p. 

17).

 Individuals who make violent threats will often appear to be narcissistic, lack empathy, 

blame others for their failures, are paranoid, and self-important.  A person who is willing to 

commit acts of extreme violence will often see other people as “beneath them” and as objects.  
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Showing emotion is considered a sign of weakness for these types of people and they will most 

likely show an attitude of superiority or arrogance.  This behavior is often to mask the low self 

esteem that a person who makes violent threat may have.  Often, indications of intolerance 

toward racial groups, religions or sexual orientation will be shown.  Threatening individuals may 

employ an insulting or inappropriate sense of humor and they may have negative role models 

such as Hitler, Satan, or previous “mass casualty shooters” (O’Toole, 1999, p.18).

 People who make violent threats may report feeling like an “outsider” or not fitting in, 

regardless of how many people you may see them interacting with on a daily basis.  These 

people may find themselves spending time with a closed social group that does not include 

others.  The closed social group may support the student’s violent ideations,  and due to the lack 

of outside influences, the student may not get a “reality check” about ideas or fantasies (O’Toole, 

1999, p.20).

 A person who makes violent threats may show an obsessive need for attention and seek to 

manipulate others.  This type of person will most likely have anger problems, a lack of trust for 

authority figures, and may display signs of paranoia.  Often, the paranoia leads to the student’s 

idea that things have to be settled their way, because they can’t trust the police or school to do it.  

People who make violent threats will often appear to be rigid and opinionated, even when they 

have no concrete information to base their opinion on.  

 An unusual interest in sensational violence and violent entertainment is common in 

threatening individuals including a special interest in past violent attacks (O’Toole, 1999, p.20). 

Several studies have been completed regarding the increase in violent attacks in correlation to 

violence in television, music and video games.  The American Medical Association and the 

22



American Psychological Association, the American Academy of Pediatrics, and the American 

Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry stated during a congressional hearing in 2002;

 Well over 1,000 studies point overwhelmingly to a causal connection between media 

 violence and aggressive behavior in some children.  The conclusion of the public health 

 community, based on over 30 years of research, is that viewing entertainment violence 

 can lead to increases in aggressive attitudes, values and behavior, particularly in 

 children. (Grossman, 2009, p.163)

 Grossman likens the effect of violence in media to the effects of Acquired Immune 

Deficiency Syndrome.  He states AIDS does not kill people, it effects the immune system by 

causing it to fail when needed to protect against disease.  Grossman continues by stating that 

violence in the media does not kill people, it weakens an individual’s ability to guard against 

other factors related to criminal activity (including violence), such as poverty, discrimination, 

substance abuse and gangs (Grossman, 2009, p.198).  While none of the factors listed above may 

increase the risk of a threat being carried out, there is a strong correlation between those who 

commit acts of extreme violence and a preoccupation with violence.

 While a mental health diagnosis is not indicative of being likely to carry out a violent 

threat, some people may notice a sudden change in the student’s behavior. A change in academic 

performance, disdain for rules, and change in dress are common.  Some of these behaviors are 

associated with depression. Behavior that is relevant to carrying out a threat is important to 

notice.  A threatening person will practice with firearms or other weapons, search the internet for 

bomb making instructions, and plan to the exclusion of other activities (O’Toole, 1999, pp.

17-21).
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The Second Prong

 The second prong in assessing a high risk person considers the dynamics within the 

family unit.  A turbulent parent/child relationship could be an indicator of high risk.  If the family 

has moved several times or there have been past allegations of child abuse or neglect in the 

home, there is elevated risk.  

 Parents who protect their child regardless of serious pathological behavior elevate the 

risk.  A child who “rules the roost” and intimidates parents in to giving them inappropriate 

amounts of privacy, unlimited access to the internet and television also elevate the risk.  Parents 

who do not properly secure weapons or treat them casually provide direct and unsupervised 

access to the means for carrying out a violent threat. This seriously elevates the risk of an attack 

being carried out (O’Toole, 1999, pp. 21-22).

 Three key behaviors, that should be easily identified by parents, are considered to be the 

true hallmark of sociopathic behavior.  These three behaviors are called the “Homicidal Triad.”  

The first behavior is identified as enuresis or bed wetting, the second behavior is identified as 

pyromania or setting fires, and the third is animal torture.  Any two of these behaviors combined 

should be a cause for concern among parents and teachers (Chalmers, 2009, p. 132).

The Third Prong

 The third prong examines how the student feels they fit into the school’s dynamics.  A 

student that is at a high risk for violence may feel detached from the school, it’s students, and it’s 

activities.  Another risk factor is the student’s perception of the school’s tolerance for 

disrespectful behavior.  If the student perceives that the school ignores bullying, or does not 
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challenge racial/class divisions, the risk may increase.  The threatening student may perceive that 

there is a pecking order among students or inequitable discipline (O’Toole, 1999, pp. 22-23).

 Children who have carried out mass casualty attacks at schools and have lived are 

interviewed after the fact.  The information gathered during these interviews is invaluable to 

preventing future acts of violence.  The following is a quote from Luke Woodham who at 16 

years old killed his mother, two students, and wounded several others in Pearl, Mississippi, 1997, 

“Every time I was bullied it was always a reminder that they didn’t want me, that I’d never fit in, 

that I’d never be one of them.  You go through life feeling like you’re on the outside looking 

in” (Chalmers, 2009, p.82).  Kip Kinkel killed his parents, two classmates and wounded 25 

others at the age of 15 in Springfield, Oregon.  Prior to going on a killing spree, Kinkel wrote, “I 

feel like everyone is against me, but no one ever makes fun of me, mainly because they think I’m 

a psycho.  There is one kid above all others that I want to kill.  I want nothing more than to put a 

hole in his head” (Chalmers, 2009, p. 82).  These statements and many others like them indicate 

an institutional acceptance of bullying and threatening behavior.

 Developing and implementing a threat assessment protocol will not change the climate of 

a school.  The United States Secret Service (USSS) and United States Department of Education 

(USDE) provide recommendations for eliminating the type of school culture that would foster 

threats of violence.  They recommend that schools foster a culture of respect by offering positive 

role models, encouraging communication between adults and children, and where conflict is 

mediated constructively. Further, they state that schools should focus on developing a “culture of 

safety” where bullying is not acceptable behavior (Fein, 2002, p. 17).
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  The USSS and USDE provide several guidelines for creating a safe and connected 

school climate:

• Assessment of the school’s emotional climate;

• Emphasis on the importance of listening in schools;

• Adoption of a strong, but caring stance against the code of silence;

• Prevention of, and intervention in, bullying;

• Involvement of all members of the school community in planning, creating and 

 sustaining a school culture of  safety and respect;

• Development of trusting relationships between each student and at least one adult at 

 school; and

• Creation of mechanisms for developing and sustaining safe school climates. 

  (Fein, 2002, p. 19)

  The Fourth Prong

 The fourth prong examines the social dynamics of the community at large and how the 

student fits into them.  The way a student views the world can be controlled somewhat by 

parental limitations.  If there are no limits on what the student views on television or the internet 

there is a higher risk of violent behavior.  A student’s peer group, as mentioned before, may limit 

their access to the “reality check” that another group can offer them.  Though it would be 

atypical for a student that commits a violent act on the scale of the Columbine massacre to be 

under the influence of intoxicants, it is important to know if there is a sudden change in their use 

of intoxicants (O’Toole, 1999, pp. 23-24).
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 During the completion of a threat assessment tool, it is important that all four prongs of 

the threat assessment be examined.  This should be achieved by combing through school records 

(current and previous schools), completing collateral school interviews, parent/guardian 

interviews, interviews of the threatening student and potential target interviews.  Additionally, 

records from the juvenile justice system and child protective services  (in counties of current and 

previous residences) should be examined.  If the parent/guardian or threatening student is 

unwilling to take part in the process, law enforcement and the school should consider this an 

escalation of the risk.  Law enforcement should then treat the examination of the threat as a 

criminal investigation.

Threat Assessment  Team

 Once a threat assessment team is developed, training is needed to improve understanding 

of the aforementioned assessment process.  A specific tool should be developed to provide 

consistency in how the assessment is completed.  A specific policy on how that tool will be be 

used should be written.   A model policy toward threat assessment is Nicoletti’s “Zero-

Tolerance” policy toward threats.  The “zero-tolerance”  approach to threat assessment insures 

that all threats will be treated equally, and investigated the same way.  Additionally,  training 

must be developed regarding what follow-through actions need to be taken when a threat is 

determined to be high risk and viable.   In order for schools to have the power to enforce school 

rules and have the ability to act when threats are made, parents and students must be informed of 

the school rules.  Any questions or arguments regarding the response to a threat or rules 

violations can be answered by the school handbook.
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 According to the United States Secret Service and the United States Department of 

Education, there are two parts of a threat assessment that the team must complete.  The first part 

is the threat assessment inquiry.  The inquiry is the portion of the assessment that is completed by  

the threat assessment team and will help them to decide whether it should be referred to law 

enforcement for an investigation (Fein, 2002, p.54).  This portion of the assessment process 

includes an examination of the threat and the reason for the assessment.  

 The assessment inquiry is also an information gathering stage regarding the student, 

including but not limited to; identifying information,  a psychosocial evaluation to be completed 

by the school social worker or psychologist, and a behavioral evaluation completed by the school 

administration. These evaluations should include interviews of the student, their family, and any 

other individuals that may have detailed knowledge of the student’s life.  Information regarding 

the students intent and ability to carry out their threat should be sought at this time as well.  This 

is the time that the threat assessment tool is completed (Fein, 2002, p. 56). Law enforcement can 

be included during this process to provide records of delinquency and history of abuse or neglect 

allegations.  

 Some schools may face a consent issue when attempting to complete the psychosocial 

evaluation.  Some parents may refuse the school permission to complete the evaluation, to speak 

to administration, or allow access to their child.  This would significantly increase the risk level 

of the threat, as the home environment would include the parent’s refusal to recognize serious 

pathological behavior.  This is another area that law enforcement can be useful.  If a school is 

unable to complete an evaluation because of consent or limited access to a student, law 

enforcement can take the student into protective custody and question the student (complete the 
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assessment) without the consent of the parent.  Child welfare workers can do the same, based on 

a parents refusal to provide adequate educational or mental health services.  A SRO or juvenile 

officer who has been well trained in the completion of a threat assessment, would be invaluable 

to this process. 

 After the inquiry is complete and it is determined that the threat is viable, then law 

enforcement should begin a criminal investigation (Fein, 2002, p.69).  Once the criminal 

investigation begins, it is the responsibility of both law enforcement and the school to manage 

the threat.  If possible, based on the information discovered during the inquiry/investigation, the 

situation or student should be controlled in order to prevent an attack.  Psychiatric commitment 

or an arrest for a criminal charge could both be possible in this situation.  Less restrictive options 

may be available to mitigate the threat, depending on resources available in the community.

 If specific targets have been identified, the school and law enforcement are responsible 

for their protection. Disclosure of the nature of the threat and it source may be indicated in order 

to protect an unaware target.  Law enforcement may provide assistance in obtaining protective 

court orders or police presence to protect the target.  If the target is in the school or is the 

building itself, the school district should take strides to prevent access by the threatening 

individual.

 Once the threat is mitigated there should be an attempt to return to normal.  It may be 

difficult to determine what normal will look like for the threatening individual.  As best practice 

dictates in the treatment of juveniles, this should happen in the least restrictive environment.  

School administrators and law enforcement should find therapeutic environment for the 

threatening individual and the safest situation possible for the victims.  
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  Summary

 Although most of the research available on the development, implementation and 

completion of threat assessments is more than a decade old, it still holds true.  The people who 

make violent threats and then carry them out continue to be those who are perceived by 

themselves as having been rejected from their peer group, have violent thoughts and fantasies, 

and have ready access to weapons.  The importance of actually completing a thorough 

assessment on every threat received is only overshadowed by the importance of acting to manage 

the threat once it is determined to be viable.  It is imperative that law enforcement and schools 

work together to manage viable threats and protect their targets.
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CHAPTER THREE

Conclusions and Recommendations

In summary, this curriculum is needed because there is not a wealth of training for law 

enforcement officers that work in schools and administer threat assessment.  The Columbine 

Review Commission recommend tactical and incident command training for law enforcement 

and that police should sit on a threat assessment team.  However, there is no discussion regarding 

how to make police officers proficient in threat assessment.  

Law enforcement agencies did follow the recommendations of the Columbine Review 

Commission by implementing “rapid deployment” tactical training and by requiring Unified 

Incident Command Structure training.  However, even the National Association of School 

Resource Officers does not offer threat assessment protocol training.  School Resource Officers 

may have a professional mental health or child welfare background, but that does not mean they 

have ever been trained in completing a threat assessment tool.  The curriculum developed for this 

educational project not only teaches that important skill, but builds upon the skills already 

learned to protect the community.  

In the popular media, the “school shooting” has been displayed as something 

unpreventable.  The information presented in this research contradicts that media myth by 

pointing out that approximately three-quarters of these incidents are indeed preventable.   Threat 

assessment is the most important tool in school violence prevention.  Not only does it cause a 

close examination of whether a person poses a threat, it also forces schools and communities to 

examine what role the culture within might play in the desire to kill.  By taking an introspective 
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view of the threat, schools, communities, and families can make the changes that are needed to 

ensure the threat is never carried to fruition.

The curriculum was developed by examining literature that already existed.  The case 

study used to provide the basis of understanding for the “four-prongs” in the threat assessment 

was the Columbine High School shooting of 1999.  Research was completed regarding what the 

FBI, Secret Service and Department of Education recommended for developing a protocol and 

implementing a process.

In order to present a clear timeline for the learning process, the research is compiled in a 

specific order, the precipitating event, what was learned from that event, the changes that were 

recommended, the prevention protocol that was developed, how to implement the protocol, and 

what to do once the process was complete.  

The first part of this research features the report of the Columbine Review Commission 

as a case study.  This provides insight to the pre-attack behaviors of the assailants, the actions of  

law enforcement, and the actions of school administration.  Additionally, it provides information 

regarding the changes that were implemented either via policy or law that effect law enforcement 

and school response to active shooter situations.

Next, information is presented regarding how threat assessment protocol has been 

determined to be the most important school safety policy.  The Safe Communities-Safe Schools 

model, the “Violence Goes to School” model, and the FBI approach to school safety are all 

examined (see Chapter 2).  Based on the findings of the Safe Schools Initiative, completed by the 

United States Secret Service and the Unites States Department of Education, the FBI approach 
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provided the best example of a multidisciplinary team completing a threat assessment.  The FBI 

approach or the “four-pronged” assessment is the model that is closely examined (see Chapter 2).

The FBI approach to threat assessment is detailed in the curriculum and it places an 

emphasis on assigning a risk level to the threat itself before completing the full assessment on the 

person making the threat.  The viability of the threat alone is a major decision making point of 

threat assessment.  Once the risk level is assigned, a determination about whether a “four-

pronged” assessment should be completed is made.  Once the “four-pronged” assessment is 

complete, follow-through must be conducted to be sure that the target is safe, and the threat is 

mitigated.

The aforementioned information is to be presented in a lecture format to police officers, 

school administrators, and school security professionals.  A PowerPoint presentation was 

designed based upon the information that was presented in this research.  Media, including news 

stories, documentaries and interviews are included to illustrate certain points.  To assess the 

ability of the participant to understand the material, two performance assessment tasks will be 

completed.

The components of the curriculum are the Course Outcome Summary, Course Syllabus, 

Learning Plan, Performance Assessment Tasks, and scenarios.  The actual components were 

completed similar to the style of the Worldwide Instructional Design System (WIDS).  This step 

was taken as this course is designed to be delivered as a continuing education course via the 

Wisconsin Technical College System.  WIDS is used by the State of Wisconsin as a digital 

warehouse for curricula.  Using WIDS will ensure that this curriculum could be transferred 
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between schools, programs, or instructors;  and the same competencies would be reached via the 

same performance assessment tasks.

• The Course Outcome Summary (see Appendix A) outlines the competencies that have 

 been developed for the class, how a student will show mastery of the 

  competencies, and the learning objectives for the class.  This is a general outline

 of the class.

• The Course Syllabus (see Appendix B) contains information regarding the class 

  environment and expectations.  It also provides general information about 

 competencies to be developed and prerequisites for the course.

• The Learning Plan (see Appendix C) is more detailed than the Course Outcome 

  Summary, but contains similar information.  The Learning Plan outlines the 

  competencies for the class and what performance standards will demonstrate 

  mastery of learned skills.  Additionally, the Learning Plan outlines the learning 

  objectives for the class and explains  what level of Bloom’s Taxonomy is reached 

  for each learning activity.  Learning styles engaged are also outlined relevant to 

  each activity.  Finally, the Learning Plan lists the resources needed in the 

  classroom for each activity.

• The Performance Assessment Tasks (PAT) relate to the competencies (see Appendix D). 

  The first PAT uses a case study scenario.  The participants will read the 

  scenario and make a determination regarding the level of risk associated with a 

  threat.  The participants are then expected to present and justify the findings of the 
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  analysis.  The  PAT contains a rubric for scoring the presentation made to the 

  class.  

The second PAT is similar to the first one.  It is a case study scenario.  However, the 

participants will be completing a “four-pronged” assessment on the suspect.  The scenario for 

this PAT includes interviews of the involved parties, school records and police records.  The 

participants must complete the “four-pronged” assessment, make a determination regarding the 

dangerousness of the suspect, and recommend follow-through action.  Additionally, the 

participants are asked to make a list of information they would have liked to gather if it was 

available to them. The participants must present the findings and justify them to the class.  The 

second PAT also contains a rubric for scoring the presentation made to the class.

In conclusion, there were no surprises in the research that was completed for this project.  

There is an acute awareness in law enforcement on how to respond to active shooter situations.  

Rapid deployment/active shooter has been the focus of training provided to law enforcement in 

the Post-Columbine era.  This curriculum provides the missing piece of information that has not 

been provided to law enforcement, prevention.

As a result of this research and educational project, the following actions are 

recommended:

• This curriculum is to be delivered as a continuing education course at the technical 

  college level.

• An appropriate audience would be law enforcement officers, school administrators, 

  school security personnel, and school social workers.

• Appropriate instructors would be those with training and experience in threat 
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 assessment and who have completed this course as a participant.

• The curriculum presented in this project should be expanded to include additional case 

  studies, additional scenario exercises, and single-officer contact active shooter 

  training.  

• Should the aforementioned parts be included in this curriculum, it should be expanded 

 to 40 hours of continuing education.  

• With additional research, this course should be developed into a semester long college 

  credit course.

Since beginning the research for this educational project, interest has been shown in it’s 

presentation to several groups.  In September of 2013, a portion of this project was presented to 

community businesses via the Madison Police Department as part of a Workplace Violence 

course.  Additionally, the National Association of School Resource Officers has shown interest in  

this project, and wishes to include parts of it in their Basic School Resource Officer Training.  

The information contained in this project is also intended to be included in a school resource 

officer training for the Madison Police Department and other local law enforcement agencies.
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APPENDIX A

Developing the School Violence Threat Assessment
Course Outcome Summary

Course Information
Organization:   Blackhawk Technical College
Developer:   Kristen Devitt
Development Date:  3/1/13
Revision Date:   11/13/13
Course Number:  0001
Instructional Level:  Continuing Education
Hours of Instruction:  8
Credits:   0

Course Description
This course is designed to teach students how to determine the level of risk associated with a 
threat, complete a threat assessment and make a determination regarding dangerousness of an 
individual.  This course will teach the student resources needed to collect required information, 
and who should be addressing the threat.

Types of Instruction  Contact Hours  Credits
Classroom Presentation  8        0

Prerequisites
None

Competencies
 1.  Assess the level of risk associated with a specific threat.

Competence will be demonstrated
By completing a case study analysis.

Bloom’s Taxonomy Level: Analyzing

Criteria-performance will be satisfactory when
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Case study analysis demonstrates an understanding of risk levels.
Case study analysis determines the need for a threat assessment.

Learning objectives
Complete analysis of a threat.
Determine level of risk.
Determine the need for threat assessment.

 2.  Determine a student’s need for intervention.

Competence will be demonstrated
By completing a four pronged threat assessment.

Bloom’s Taxonomy Level:  Evaluating

Criteria-performance will be satisfactory when
Threat assessment is completed using appropriate sources for information.
Threat assessment tool is complete.
Threat assessment justifies the need for intervention.

Learning objectives
Utilize appropriate sources for information.
Complete the threat assessment tool.
Determine the need for intervention.
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APPENDIX B

Developing the School Violence Threat Assessment
Course Syllabus

Course Information
Course Number  Continuing Education #1
Credits    0 
Course Dates   May 1, 2014
Meeting Time(s)  One 8 hour day
Location(s)   Blackhawk Technical College, Janesville
Instructional method    In-person lecture/group participation

Instructor Information
Instructor Name Kristen Devitt
Instructor E-mail kdevitt@uwplatt.edu
Office   2005
Office Hours  M-F 8am-4pm
Office Phone  (608)204-1611 

Course Description: This course is designed to teach students how to determine the level of risk 
associated with a threat, complete a threat assessment and make a determination regarding 
dangerousness of an individual.  This course will teach the student resources needed to collect 
required information, and who should be addressing the threat.

Prerequisites:  Certification as a law enforcement officer in home State, school administrator or 
school security personnel.

Textbooks and Required Supplies:  Paper, writing utensil, local school district threat 
assessment protocol, police department threat assessment protocol.

Course Competencies:  
Determine the level of risk associated with a threat.
Determine a student’s need for intervention.
Determine what services can be provided within local resources and State law. 

Grading Procedures
• Two assignments must be completed for the course.  Both assignments are designed to 

demonstrate mastery of course competencies.
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∼ Students will complete a case study analysis.

 Case study analysis demonstrates an understanding of risk levels.

 Case study analysis determines the need for threat assessment.

∼ Students will complete a threat assessment.

 Threat assessment is completed using appropriate sources of 
information.

 Threat assessment tool is completed.

 Threat assessment justifies the need for intervention.

• Assignments will either be completed or not completed.

∼ There is no grading scale for this course as it is continuing education.

∼ There will be no ability to make up assignments.

∼ There will be no incomplete grade, the class will be completed on 5/1/14.

Attendance Policy - Students must attend the full 8 hours to receive credit.

Safety Policies – Certified police officers are expected to be armed during training, follow State 
law and departmental policy regarding firearms.

Course Calendar: All instruction and assignments will be completed on May 1, 2014.
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APPENDIX C

Developing the School Violence Threat Assessment

Learning Plan 

Overview/Directions: Assessing the level of risk associated to a specific threat is essential in 
determining the best course of action regarding that threat.  It is the first step in completing a 
thorough threat assessment and must be completed before a decision can be made to proceed 
with an investigation.  

Competency: Assess the level of risk associated with a specific threat.

Performance Standards:  Competence will be demonstrated by completing a case study 
analysis.  Performance will be satisfactory when:

The Learner demonstrates an understanding of risk levels through a case study analysis.

The Learner determines the need for a threat assessment.

Competency:  Determine a student’s need for intervention.

Performance Standards:  Competence will be demonstrated by completing a case study 
analysis. Performance will be satisfactory when:

The learner demonstrates understanding of threat assessment by completing a Four-Pronged 
Assessment.

The learner demonstrates an understanding of threat management by determining the appropriate 
action to take based on the threat assessment. 

Learning Objective(s): 

Complete analysis of a threat.

Determine the level of risk.

Complete a threat assessment tool.

Determine the need for intervention.

• Motivation: Show news footage from mass casualty incident.

o Auditory/visual

• Comprehension: PowerPoint/lecture/discussion on levels of risk

o Auditory/visual
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o Class discussion about lecture

• Practice: Read a case study, analyze level of risk

o Visual

o Determine level of risk

• Application: Present determination about risk

o Auditory/kinesthetic

o Class discussion and justification for determination

Resources Needed: Computer for video and PowerPoint, television or projection screen to show 
news footage, and case studies for students to analyze.
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APPENDIX D

Developing the School Violence Threat Assessment
Performance Assessment Task One

Environment: Classroom
Strategy:  Scenario/ Oral Presentation

Target competency
Determine the level of risk associated with a threat.

Directions
Using scenarios regarding a threat provided by the instructor, determine the level of risk 
associated with a threat.  Complete an oral presentation that includes describing the scenario, the 
level of risk determined, justification for the decision, and whether a full threat assessment needs 
to be completed.

Scoring Standard
The assignment is complete or not complete.  For any criteria that are not complete, the 
instructor will ask the student to orally demonstrate knowledge of the criteria.

Rating Scale
Complete  An understanding of the risk level is demonstrated.

Not complete  An understanding of risk level was not demonstrated.

Scoring Guide

Criteria Ratings

An appropriate determination of risk is made based on 
information contained in the scenario.

Complete/Not complete

The student justifies the risk determination based on 
information in the scenario and course content.

Complete/Not complete

An appropriate determination is made regarding the 
completion of a full threat assessment based on level of 
risk.

Complete/Not complete
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Developing the School Violence Threat Assessment
Performance Assessment Task Two

Environment:! Classroom
Strategy:! ! Scenario/ Oral Presentation

Target competency
Determine the appropriate behavioral intervention based on a Four-Pronged 
Assessment.

Directions
Using scenarios regarding a threat provided by the instructor, complete a four-pronged 
assessment.  Complete an oral presentation that includes describing the scenario, the 
appropriate behavioral interventions, and justification for the decision. 

Scoring Standard
The assignment is complete or not complete.  For any criteria that are not complete, the 
instructor will ask the student to orally demonstrate knowledge of the criteria.

Rating Scale
Complete! ! An understanding of the four-pronged assessment is demonstrated.

Not complete!! An understanding of the four-pronged assessment is not 
! ! ! demonstrated.

Scoring Guide
Criteria Ratings

The student makes an appropriate determination 
regarding the need for behavioral intervention.

Complete/Not complete

The student justifies the need for behavioral intervention 
based on information in the scenario and course content.

Complete/Not complete

The student demonstrates an understanding of 
behavioral interventions and threat mitigation techniques.

Complete/Not complete
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APPENDIX E

Case Study Scenario #1
Assessing Risk

 Jacob L. Smith is a 15 year old freshman at Central High School.  Jacob is not familiar to 

you with the exception of passing him in the hallway while you are at the school.  You often 

observe Jacob walking to class with one or two others, and he appears to be engaged in 

conversations with them.  You have never noticed Jacob to be angry or upset.

 Janet Riley is the Principal of Central High School.  At approximately 2:45 p.m. on 

Monday, she approaches you with a concern.  Riley states that a student told her about Facebook 

posts that Smith has made in the past 24 hours.  Riley stated that she saw the posts and they are 

threatening to the students and staff of the school.  Riley states that the student who told her 

about the posts is willing to meet with you.

 You accompany Riley to her office and meet with Sarah Masters, she is one of the 

students that you have seen Smith walking and talking with.  Masters says that she is worried 

about Smith because he has changed a lot over the past few weeks.  She says that Smith has 

posted threats on Facebook toward her and several other people.  Masters is willing to sign into 

her Facebook account on Riley’s office computer so you can see the posts.

 Once Masters is signed in, you are able to look at Smith’s Facebook posts.  The most 

recent one was posted at noon, on this date.  It says, “You all think this is funny, don’t you? I’m 

the one who is going to be laughing by the end of the day tomorrow.  That stupid whore Sarah, 

her punk ass boyfriend Seth and all of their friends....they will be first.  Next, it will be Mr. Lyons.  

YOU CAN’T SAVE ANYONE!  I have been planning, and plotting and practicing for months!  
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Harris and Kleibold will look like kittens compared to what I’m going to do!  HAHAHA.....see 

you tomorrow suckers.”

 Masters reports that there have been several other posts over the past few weeks that are 

similar.  She states that Smith asked her out about three months ago and she refused.  Masters 

stated that she has recently begun dating a Junior by the name of Seth Barlow.  They met in Mr. 

Lyons’ consumer education class, and Smith is in that class as well.  Masters reports that class is 

her first hour class.

Assessment

Based on the information that you have, is the threat plausible?

Is the threat emotional?

Are there precipitating factors?

What level of risk is associated with this threat?

What actions should be taken at this point?
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Case Study Scenario #2

School Violence Threat Assessment

 The following are transcripts of interviews that were completed in regards to the threats 

made by Jacob Smith.  Attached you will also find Smith’s record of contacts with the police 

department, discipline history in school and academic records.

Sarah Masters

 Masters says that she has been friends with Smith since 5th grade.  They live about a 

block away from each other on Simon Street.  Masters says that Smith asked her to homecoming 

about three months ago and she refused.  She stated that she only likes him as a friend and that 

she was hoping that Seth Barlow would ask her to the dance.  Masters reports that Smith 

completely stopped talking to her after that point.

 Masters says that Smith has begun handing out with a Senior by the name of Joseph 

Timmons.  She reports that Timmons also lives on their street but she avoids him.  Masters states 

that Timmons is kind of a loser and spends his days smoking pot and playing video games.  

 According to Masters, Smith originally ignored her but now has been a real jerk to her.  

She reports that someone has recently spray painted the word “whore” under her bedroom 

window and has been posting really nasty things about her being a slut or whore on her AskFM 

profile (this is a social networking website where people can post anonymous questions on a 

person’s profile).  Masters thinks that this is being done by either Smith or Timmons.  Masters 

says that Smith has been doing things to her boyfriend, Seth, as well.
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Seth Barlow

 Barlow reports that he is Masters’ boyfriend for the past few months.  He stated that he 

knew Smith liked Masters when he asked her out, but that Masters told him that she did not like 

Smith the same way.  Barlow stated that initially Smith left them alone, but not recently.

 Barlow states that since he started dating Masters, there have been rocks thrown through 

the windows of his mom’s house two times.  He stated that his tires were slashed in the parking 

lot at the school last week. Barlow stated that he thinks Smith is responsible. Smith has even 

challenged him to fight on Facebook.  Barlow stated that he told his mom about all of these 

things and she called the school to make it stop.  Barlow stated that it worked for a while, but 

now it seems like things are getting worse.  

 Barlow reports that yesterday in class, he was sitting at his desk, Smith walked up to him 

and smacked him in the back of the head.  Barlow said that their teacher, Mr. Lyons observed this 

and called security to have Smith removed from class.  Barlow stated that Smith was screaming 

and cursing at Mr. Lyons, saying that he was going to kill him.  

 Barlow stated that he knows Smith smokes marijuana on a daily basis as he can smell it 

when Smith walks by.  Barlow stated that Smith doesn’t have many friends but hangs out with 

Joseph Timmons a lot.  He stated that he used to hang out with Timmons a few years ago, but all 

Timmons wants to do is play video games in his basement.

Ronald Lyons

 Lyons reports that Smith was a very good student and very well behaved in the beginning 

of the school year.  However, that has changed significantly over the past three months.  Lyons 
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stated that Smith often comes to class late, falls asleep, fails to turn in assignments, and is often 

verbally combative with him.  

 Lyons stated that he has seen Smith make mean spirited comments to Masters and Barlow 

from time to time.  Yesterday, Lyons stated, Smith smacked Barlow on the back of the head.  

Lyons reports that he told Smith to go to the office and Smith responded by yelling and cursing 

at him in the middle of the class.  Lyons stated that he had to call security to have Smith removed 

from the room.

Janet Riley

 Riley reports that she did not encounter Smith much at the beginning of the school year, 

but she also remarked that she sees him almost daily now.  Riley stated that Smith is often truant 

and he sometimes comes to school smelling with Marijana (which gets him suspended). Riley 

reports that Smith has been verbally combative with staff, yelling and cursing at them.  She 

stated that he has also become physically violent and he has gotten into several fights over the 

past month.

 Riley stated that she has not heard of anyone bullying Smith, and she sees him talking to 

other students.  She stated that she has gotten a complaint from Seth Barlow’s mother regarding 

troubles that Smith and Barlow have had in the past.  Riley stated that she spoke with Smith 

about these troubles, and she thought the problem was solved.  That was until he smacked 

Barlow on the head a few days ago.  Riley reports that she suspended Smith for that behavior.

Sally Smith

 Sally Smith states that she does not believe her son would make the threats he is accused 

of making.  She stated that he is a very sweet boy and that he is being bullied by someone named 
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Seth.  Sally reports that a few months ago, Smith’s girlfriend Sarah, cheated on him with this 

Seth boy.  Sally states that ever since that happened, it seems like Seth is constantly trying to get 

Smith in trouble.

 Sally was asked if Smith had access to any weapons or a computer.  Sally stated that there 

are no weapons in her house and that Smith does have a computer in his bedroom.  Sally was 

asked if you could look into Smith’s bedroom to search for weapons and Sally stated that the 

room was locked and she did not know how to get inside.

 Sally reports that since this Seth boy took Smith’s friends and girlfriend away, he has 

been spending all of his time with another boy named Joseph.  Sally stated that Joseph seems 

nice and they do homework together.

Paul Smith

 Paul Smith reports that he has noticed personality changes in his son over time.  He stated 

that Smith used to be friendly and outgoing, but has seemed to lack confidence recently.  Paul 

stated that Smith spends all of his time with one friend and has stopped spending any time with 

his old friends.  Paul stated that it seemed like this was Smith’s choice as the old friends called 

for a while but eventually gave up.  Paul reports that Smith seems upset and withdrawn.

 Paul stated that in an effort to build Smith’s self-esteem, he decided to teach him to hunt.  

Paul stated this was because Smith really seemed to enjoy video games (the kind that you shoot a 

lot). Smith’s birthday was last month and he recalls Smith being excited about the gifts that he 

received.....”Grand Theft Auto”, “Medal of Honor”, and a pistol that belonged to his grandfather.  

Paul stated that they have been going to the range, so that Smith would learn proper shooting 

techniques.
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 Paul reports that Smith should be living with him.  He stated that he dislikes how Sally 

takes care of Smith, always babying him.  Paul stated that if Sally didn’t baby Smith so much he 

might not wet the bed at night.  Paul says he does not allow Smith to spend the night at friend’s 

houses, to protect him from the embarrassment.  Paul reports that he and Sally often argue, 

sometimes in front of Smith.  He stated that Smith is old enough to know the truth about his 

mother and what a whore she is.  Paul stated that Sally left him for another man, and she is 

currently pregnant with that man’s child.

Joseph Timmons

 Joseph Timmons states that he has known Smith for several years, but just recently 

started hanging out with him regularly.  He stated that Smith is the only person that he trusts and 

they like all the same things.  

 Timmons reports that Smith has had a bad time lately.  He says that it all started when 

Smith’s mom had her boyfriend move in with them, then the girl Smith liked went out with 

someone else, and now his mom is pregnant.  Timmons stated that something happened a couple 

days ago that really upset Smith.  He stated that Smith and Barlow had a fight or something in 

consumer ed class, and Smith was suspended for five days.

 Timmons stated that he has never liked Smith’s “girlfriend” Masters, nor has he ever 

liked her new boyfriend, Seth.  Timmons stated that he sometimes fantasized about this whole 

town being a part of “Grand Theft Auto”, so he could kill them all.  Timmons stated that he 

totally understands why Smith would have posted the things he did on Facebook.According to 

Timmons, Smith does not have any real weapons.  However, Timmons stated that Smith doesn’t 

need to practice with any real weapons, he is a really good shot on his video games.

53



Jacob Smith

 Smith tells you he won’t answer any questions that you have for him.

Jacob Smith:  School Records

Attendance

 Until recently, Smith had a good attendance record.  Within the last three months, Smith 

has missed more than one day of school, unexcused, every week.  Typically, Smith will fail to 

show up for school, the attendance office will call his mother to let her know, and she will not 

answer the phone.  A few minutes later, his mother will call the school back and then excuse the 

absence.  Smith has been absent more than the amount of excused absences that are allowed in 

the school year.

Academics

 Until this school year, Smith has been strictly an “A” or “B” student.  This year, Smith is 

failing all but his English class.  He has a “C” in English.  Smith does not complete his 

homework, shows up late for class, and does not pass tests.

 The reason that Smith has a “C” in English is that it is a creative writing class.  Smith 

enjoys writing and has turned in several macabre essays.  These essays were turned in to the 

Principal, Riley, who met with Sally Smith about them.  Riley showed Sally an essay in which 

Smith described a school shooting that was very similar to the Sandy Hook Elementary 

Shooting.  However, the shooter in this story was painted as a hero, survived the incident and 

escaped by killing several police officers.  There was no action taken after this meeting.
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Discipline

 Smith had two behavioral referrals prior to his freshman year.  The first was regarding his 

involvement in a food fight in the 7th grade.  The second was in regards to a fire that he started 

in the garbage of the boys bathroom at the beginning of his 8th grade year.  $5,000 worth of 

damage was done to the building as a result of the fire and the building had to be evacuated.  

Smith told the school district that he did not think that it would cause so much difficulty, that he 

only wanted to set the fire alarm off.  The school district did not involve law enforcement as 

Smith was remorseful.  However, Smith was expelled for the remainder of the school year.

Jacob Smith:  Police Contacts

5/2/00 Smith had police contact as he was present during an incident of domestic violence 

between his parents.

2/7/05 Smith and his parents were contacted by police as a neighbor called to report him ripping 

the wings off a bird.  Smith told the officer that he was trying to fix the bird as he found it on the 

ground with a broken wing.  He stated that he didn’t mean to hurt it, and the neighbor hated him.  

No action was taken.

8/4/08 Smith had police contact as he was present during an incident of domestic violence 

between his parents.

Assessment

Complete your School Violence Threat Assessment Tool with the information that you have. 

What information leads you to believe this child is dangerous or not?

Is there any more information that you would want in completing the assessment?  Where could 

you get that information?
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What resources would you recommend for Smith and his family?

What actions, if any, would you take to mitigate the threat?
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