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Chapter 6: 
School Shootings
“We’re going to need a lot of support here to help those who’ve 
been affected by this tragedy … get through it.”1

— Mayor Christine Hunschofsky, Parkland FL

Chapter Summary

The best practices described elsewhere in this Playbook apply to a mass shooting that takes 
place in a school. However, school shootings merit special attention because, although ex-
ceedingly rare, they present unique challenges for mayors. Schools are usually governed and 
regulated by entities not under the control of a mayor, making it difficult to collaborate on safety 
planning. Also, school shootings often occur in smaller cities that lack the staff and resources 
large cities have to devote to the response and recovery. Most importantly, school shootings 
target children. The community may experience heightened anguish and outrage due to the 
age of the victims.

Preparedness is essential. Cultivate a strong professional relationship with your police chief 
or local sheriff, even if they do not report to you. Schedule a tabletop exercise with city leaders 
(including your city manager and city commissioners), and law enforcement, county, and school 
officials. Use the exercise to determine roles, communication channels, a school security pro-
tocol, and the location of a Family Reunification Center in the event of a school mass shooting. 
Familiarize yourself with the issues surrounding active shooter drills and school safety.  

Your role during the response to a school shooting may include facilitating the flow of informa-
tion between school leadership, parents, and law enforcement, as well as protecting families 
from the press. If a public mass shooting happens elsewhere in the community, you can alert 
school partners to activate lockdown procedures to keep students safe.

In the recovery phase, consult with school leaders to determine how your office and city 
agencies can best support the school community. It may also help to consult with child trauma 
experts, and mayors and groups of family members who have been affected by a school shoot-
ing in the past. 
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Preparedness

Cultivate Relationships with Law Enforcement 

Maintain a working relationship with law enforcement leaders, even if they do not report to you. 
Request a briefing on school safety protocols currently in place. Your role is to understand 
these protocols and (if applicable) to provide budgeting priority and oversight to ensure police 
have the resources they need.  

  Mayors in Action: Challenges Working with Law Enforcement

In Parkland, FL, the city lacked its own police force. It contracted with the Broward County 
Sheriff’s Office (BSO) for law enforcement services and the Coral Springs Parkland Fire 
Department (CSPFD) for fire/EMS. As a result, the emergency response to the Marjory 
Stoneham Douglas High School shooting was led by two agencies with different response 
protocols and tactics, which proved difficult.2 

Because no communication protocol had been established between city public information 
officers (PIOs) and law enforcement PIOs in advance, the Mayor, the City Commission, 
and staffers had difficulty obtaining real-time information about the law enforcement 
response.3  In fact, according to press reports, officials at City Hall did not even attempt 
to engage law enforcement because they did not want to contribute to the chaos of the 
response, leaving them to learn of updates from television coverage.4

Cultivate Relationships with School Officials

Even though you may not have authority over local schools, you should establish relationships 
with leaders of the schools in your city. This may include school board members, the county 
school superintendent, parent associations, college presidents, and organizations that provide 
school-based services. Use these relationships to work together to plan and promote school 
safety best practices in schools across the city. 

Schedule a Tabletop Exercise Focused on a School Shooting

Consider organizing a tabletop exercise with law enforcement, county, and school officials to 
plan the city’s response to a school shooting. This effort can help ensure each school has a 
violence prevention plan in place, and that schools, law enforcement officials, and city and 
county agencies understand their role in the unlikely event that a school shooting takes place. 
For more information, see Appendix A on Training, as well as Chapter 1 on Communications 
and Chapter 3 on Victims and Families.
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  Key Resource: FEMA Campus Resilience Toolkit

FEMA Campus Resilience Toolkit: This resource can be used to facilitate a tabletop 
exercise to plan a response to a school shooter.
https://educateiowa.gov/sites/files/ed/documents/Iowa Elementary School Active Shooter 
TTX SitMan2.docx 

Ensure School District Has Developed a Violence Prevention Plan 

The U.S. Secret Service recommends that school districts develop a comprehensive violence 
prevention plan.5 The plan should identify threats, create a central reporting mechanism, and 
develop risk management options. Although you are not responsible for developing such a 
plan, you may want to ensure such a plan is developed and that you are familiar with it. The 
following section provides information and resources that may be useful to you and your staff, 
and can be shared with school district officials, if needed. We advise familiarizing yourself with 
these issues before meeting with school officials to discuss school safety.

School Safety Information and Resources 

U.S. Department of Justice Community-Oriented Policing Services 
Office Report

In 2020, a working group of the Community-Oriented Policing Services (COPS) office at the 
U.S. Department of Justice produced a report that outlines ten essential actions schools and 
law enforcement agencies can take to prevent and respond to school shootings. The topic 
areas of these actions are:

• Comprehensive Needs Assessment
• School Climate
• Campus, Building, and Classroom Security
• Anonymous Reporting Systems
• Coordination with First Responders
• Behavior Threat Assessment and Management
• School-Based Law Enforcement
• Mental Health Resources
• Drills
• Social Media Monitoring

https://educateiowa.gov/sites/files/ed/documents/Iowa%20Elementary%20School%20Active%20Shooter%20TTX%20SitMan2.docx
https://educateiowa.gov/sites/files/ed/documents/Iowa Elementary School Active Shooter TTX SitMan2.docx
https://educateiowa.gov/sites/files/ed/documents/Iowa Elementary School Active Shooter TTX SitMan2.docx
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  Key Resources: COPS School Safety Planning Recommendations 

Department of Justice, Ten Essential Actions to Improve School Safety: a COPS 
Office School Safety Working Group Report to the Attorney General. The two-page 
Executive Summary can be accessed here (accessed February 24, 2021).
https://cops.usdoj.gov/RIC/Publications/cops-w0891-pub.pdf

Role of Law Enforcement in School Safety Planning 

Law enforcement agencies often work with schools to develop their plan. For example, in 
Pittsburgh, the police provide training to Community Resource Officers (CROs)i (based in 
schools) on threat assessment and active shooter situations. In coordination with the FBI, 
the Pittsburgh police perform walk-throughs with school officials to assess security, make 
recommendations for technology and emergency preparedness, and establish lines of 
communication for use in the event of a shooting. 

Role of City in School Safety Planning 

Florida law requires cities to maintain school security plans and the layout of every school, 
which can help law enforcement locate and isolate the shooter during the response. Consider 
implementing this practice even if your state does not require you to do so.

Also, even if you do not have authority over the schools in your city, you can advocate for 
student safety and ensure student and parent concerns are part of the process of planning 
active shooter drills and school violence prevention plans. You can also advocate for resources 
needed by the school district, such as funding for mental health resources for students (see 
Image 1).

  Best Practice Tip

Keep school maps and security plans on file at city hall.

--Orlando Mayor Buddy Dyer: “Florida has state legislation relating to school resource 
officers [and threat assessment]. We have plans, documents of all of the school locations 
that you can just pull up on your computer in the event you’re having to respond to a 
school shooting.”

i Note, there is some disagreement among researchers on the security value of CROs. See James 
Alan Fox and Aviva M. Rich-Shea, Don’t defund all police, but keep police out of schools. Kids will do 
better without them., USA TODAY (2020), https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2020/06/12/defund-
school-police-obstacles-to-student-success-column/5336791002/ (last visited May 27, 2021).

https://www.schoolsafety.gov/sites/default/files/2021-01/Ten%20Essential%20Actions_Quick%20Reference%20Guide.pdf
https://cops.usdoj.gov/RIC/Publications/cops-w0891-pub.pdf
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Student Mental Health Services

Most school shooters left behind evidence that they were victims of bullying or otherwise in 
crisis; for example, the majority were suicidal. Appropriate services might have helped some of 
them. Therefore, in addition to countering external threats, schools should address the mental 
health needs of their students.

As the diagram below highlights, the community has a role to play in developing appropriate 
mental health services for schools. For example, in Washington D.C., the Department of 
Behavioral Health and the Department of Health collaborated on a behavioral health plan for 
school-based services in the district’s schools. The plan coordinated clinical care from both 
agency clinicians and other local resources.6

Figure 3: Role of Community in School Mental Health Services7

Consider asking for a report that assesses the school district’s mental health system. Meet with 
school leaders and mental health experts to solicit their recommendations on ways the city can 
support their efforts to provide needed mental health services. For example, you may be able to 
advocate with elected officials, connect the district to needed resources and expertise, or help 
the district obtain funding. You can also advocate that schools contract with managing entities 
that are able to provide behavioral health services, rather than provide services in-house, which 
is not a core competency of schools and school districts. 

Intensive Community
Interventions w/School Support

Intensive School Interventions 
with Community Support

Early Identification of Students with Mental Health 
and Behavioral Health Concerns

Targeted School Interventions 
with Community Support

School-Based Prevention & Universal Interventions

Adapted from “Communication Planning and Message Development: Promoting School-Based Mental Health Services” 
in Communique, Vol. 35, No. 1. National Association of School Psychologists, 2006.

The Continuum of School Mental Health Services
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Severe /Chronic Problems

At-Risk Students

All Students
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  Key Resource: Mental Health System Assessment Tool

The SHAPE (School Health Assessment and Performance Evaluation) website: 
provides tools to help schools and districts assess and improve school mental health 
systems.  http://www.theshapesystem.com/

Active Shooter Drills

Most states require schools to engage in safety training, which includes some form of active 
shooter drill.8 However, the specifics of such drills are often left to school districts to determine. 
The COPS report provides resources to help schools develop age-appropriate drills,9 as does 
the American Academy of Pediatrics.10 It is worth noting that child mental health experts have 
warned that realistic or surprise active shooter drills can traumatize children.11 The nation’s 
two largest teachers’ unions, the American Federation of Teachers and the National Education 
Association, have called for an end to realistic drills.12

A Word About the School Security Industry

According to press reports, the school security industry is now a $3 billion market, offering a 
range of products that may or may not increase the security of students in your school district.13 
Some experts argue most of these “security” systems are not worth the investment and may 
have negative effects on the school population.14 Research has shown that investing in prop-
erly trained social workers and mental health professionals does more to create a healthy and 
safe school environment.15

Response

Communications

In the case of a school shooting, your primary role is “communicator-in-chief.” You will likely 
serve as a trusted source of accurate information for parents and the school community, and as 
a comfort to them. See Chapter 1 on Communications.

Law Enforcement

You will need to engage with law enforcement officials, even if they do not report to you. 
Contact the lead law enforcement agency to form the communications strategy for press 
briefings and agree on a protocol to receive regular law enforcement briefings. In the case of 
a mass shooting elsewhere in the community, you (or law enforcement officials) may need 
to contact school officials to urge them to lockdown their schools to protect students. For 
example, as the shooting at the Inland Regional Center in San Bernardino, CA unfolded, 
the nearby California State campus and public schools across the city were locked down for 
hours.16  See Chapter 1 on Communications and Chapter 4 on Law Enforcement for additional 
guidance.

http://www.theshapesystem.com/
http://www.theshapesystem.com/
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Encourage School Officials to Access Available Resources

School crisis teams can easily be overwhelmed during the response to a school shooting, both 
because of limited resources and because school officials may have personal relationships 
with the victims and their families. Therefore, as mayor you can help by encouraging school 
officials to accept outside assistance, including from local mental health providers and national 
organizations such as the American Red Cross.

Seek Advice from Those Who Came Before

Your city—especially if it is a small one—may lack the mental health, staffing, and financial 
resources needed to support your community in the aftermath of a school shooting. There 
may be community divisions or other challenges you must address that are unique to school 
shootings. Seek advice from mayors who have responded to a school shooting and from family 
members who lost children in a school shooting.17 

Recovery

Mental Health and Recovery Needs

In all public mass shootings, the recovery phase is focused on helping victims, families, and the 
affected community heal from trauma. In the aftermath of a school shooting, however, unique 
issues can arise. 

You may be dealing with traumatized children or teenagers whose futures may be drastically 
altered. The emotional toll of a shooting on children can be extreme. Close consultation with 
child trauma experts is strongly recommended. 

The community may experience heightened anguish and outrage due to the age of the victims. 
Parents may be unwilling to send students back to the school where the shooting took place. 
Students may even become suicidal. Conspiracy theorists may emerge and torment family 
members. Your community may become divided on their views of how politicians should 
respond to school shootings. 

You may know many of the affected families personally, so your compassionate leadership will 
be needed to help guide your community through the difficult grieving process. Working closely 
with the parents and school community, look for trauma-informed ways to honor the victims and 
comfort the survivors. 

Hosting vigils and memorials and providing opportunities for grieving community members to 
volunteer and serve others are good starting points. The following information is drawn from 
press accounts of the first annual remembrance event in Parkland, by all accounts a moving 
and healing event that included a variety of avenues for people to grieve. See also Chapter 9 
on Commemorations.
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  Mayors in Action: School Shooting Remembrance Events 

Parkland community members and city staff organized events centered on unity and 
volunteerism for the first annual remembrance of the Parkland Shooting. The “Day of 
Service and Love” offered “something for everyone,” recognizing that people process grief 
in different ways. 

Notably, events were intentionally free of political messaging at the behest of the Mayor, 
who wrote a letter inviting elected officials to attend, but not to speak, at the city’s 
remembrance ceremony on February 14, 2019.18 

Throughout the day there were activities for students and community members, including 
painting stones for an outdoor memorial, playing with therapy dogs, and packing meals 
for children experiencing food insecurity.19 The Broward County School Board hosted 
community service projects at a local park. The Coral Springs Museum of Art sponsored, 
outdoor music, art projects, and a petting zoo.20 The school opened for a half day. Some 
students attended school events, participated in a moment of silence, or performed a 
community service project. Others chose to stay home.21 There was a breakfast for first 
responders.

The city partnered with Coral Springs in a Bloomberg Philanthropies-funded art project 
called the Temple of Time. This project, which was popular in the community, was 
designed and constructed by the artist in collaboration with community members. It was 
completed on February 14 in time for the first remembrance ceremonies and ceremonially 
burned in May of 2019. Communal prayer vigils and candlelight ceremonies were held 
throughout the day.22   

Funding for School Recovery

Eligibility for most funding opportunities, such as Project School Emergency Response to 
Violence (SERV) is limited to local educational institutions.23 If needed, work with schools to 
determine whether the city can help them identify resources to meet specific needs. See also 
Appendix C, which provides links to other funding sources.
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SCHOOL SHOOTINGS CHECKLIST
Preparedness

 Schedule a tabletop exercise to determine roles, communication channels, school 
security protocol, and the location of a Family Reunification Center in the event of a 
school mass shooting.

 Establish relationships with school officials and law enforcement leaders. 

 Propose and participate in a planning team for school safety.

 Suggest a periodic assessment of school district mental health systems.

 Advocate for appropriate school-based trainings, exercises, and drills. 

Response

 Establish communications channels with school officials and law enforcement.

 Consider whether a declaration of emergency is needed to activate further resources. 
If a state declaration is also needed, call the governor to request.

Recovery

 Research funding opportunities to help defray the costs of school recovery and 
student services, improved security, etc.

 Work with school officials to determine the role of the city in supporting the school’s 
recovery and supporting student mental health and resilience.

 Consult with mental health experts, as well as mayors and family members who have 
been affected by a school shooting.


