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Despite court-imposed safeguards on students’ constitutional rights, schools
still have greater leeway in conducting searches than do police officers.

School Safety

Conducting
student searches
under the law

UPDATE
School officials must remember that any search of a stu-

dent creates a Fourth Amendment issue. Thus, it is impor-
tant to know the language and meaning of the amendment
as defined by T.L.O. Not all searches are unconstitutional.
Students are to be free from �unreasonable� searches and
seizures. The issue then is, What is a reasonable search?

In T.L.O., a teacher discovered T.L.O. and her compan-
ion smoking cigarettes in a school lavatory in violation of a
school rule. The teacher took the students to the principal�s
office, where they met with the assistant vice principal.
T.L.O. denied that she had been smoking and claimed that
she did not smoke at all. The assistant vice principal de-
manded to see her purse. Upon opening the purse, he found
a pack of cigarettes and also noticed a package of cigarette
rolling papers that are commonly associated with the use of
marijuana. He then proceeded to search the purse thor-
oughly and found some marijuana, a pipe, plastic bags, a
fairly substantial amount of money, a list of students who
owed T.L.O. money, and two letters that implicated her in
marijuana dealing. T.L.O. moved to suppress the seized ev-
idence. The T.L.O. Court upheld the search.

Since T.L.O., court decisions have helped to further de-
fine what constitutes an appropriate search based on rea-
sonable suspicion. These decisions guide school adminis-
trators, teachers and security agents to conduct searches in
a manner that is simultaneously nonintrusive and respectful
of students� constitutional rights.

Each new case poses its own particular nuances, and no
school official, even if carefully following the standard es-
tablished by T.L.O., can be guaranteed that a student will
not sue, and possibly win, in court. There is no formula for
determining that a search is reasonable; each case has dif-
ferent facts and circumstances. Some of the factors to con-
sider include:
� What are the specific facts used to justify the search?
� What was the scope and manner of the search?
� Where was the search conducted?

Court cases since T.L.O. have generally upheld the legal-
ity of searches, provided the searches were conducted in ac-
cordance with T.L.O.�s �two-prong� test: The search must

With the alarming increase of drugs and weapons on Amer-
ican school campuses, teachers, administrators and other
school officials have, of necessity, stepped up their efforts to
search lockers, other school property and, sometimes, stu-
dents themselves. Disputed searches are regularly challenged
in state courts, and a few, most notably the 1985 landmark case
of New Jersey v. T.L.O.,1 have been settled by the U.S.
Supreme Court.

Despite court-imposed safeguards on students� constitu-
tional rights, schools still have greater leeway in conducting
searches than do police officers. In many cases, law enforce-
ment officers must have a warrant and meet a �probable cause�
standard to conduct a search. The Fourth Amendment, which
protects citizens against unlawful and unreasonable searches,
originally set forth these two requirements.

School officials, however, have successfully demonstrated
to the courts that such a stringent requirement would seriously
impair the ability to maintain discipline and a safe school
environment. Because of this, school officials are not required
to obtain a warrant and are only obligated to meet a �reason-
able suspicion� standard.

Before T.L.O., the courts were divided on whether stu-
dents at school had any Fourth Amendment rights. The
T.L.O. Court, following the lead of Tinker v. Des Moines
Indep. Community Sch. Dist.,2 held that students remain
free from unreasonable searches and seizures. The Tinker
Court, hearing a First Amendment case, said that students
do not shed their constitutional rights at the schoolhouse
gate.



2School Safety Update November 1994

COVER STORY

be reasonable in inception and reasonable in scope. A look
at the basic guidelines for student searches set down by the
T.L.O. decision is helpful. These guidelines comply with
and clarify the �reasonable suspicion� standard:
� Searches must be based on reasonable suspicion that the

student has violated school rules or the law.
� Those responsible for conducting the search must be able

to clearly articulate which school rule or law has alleged-
ly been violated and establish that the search is reason-
able in its inception.

� The information that forms the basis of the search must
be recent and credible and must connect the student to
the
violation.

� Searches must be reasonable in scope in light of the age
and sex of the student and the nature of the infraction.

To be reasonable in inception, the search must be based
on information, facts or circumstances that would lead a
reasonable person to conclude that a search will turn up
evidence of the violation of a school rule or the law. A
hunch (�I�ll bet that Johnny is carrying drugs today.�) is in-
sufficient. Unreasonable surmises (�We think there is a gun
on campus, and Johnny is carrying a calculator case, so the
gun might be inside it.�) are unacceptable. �Reasonable in
inception� is a flexible standard, but the search still must
be based on some type of evidence.

Recent courts have presumed that tips from students are
reliable. In the absence of facts that indicate a student in-
formant is lying, courts look favorably on students as sourc-
es of information to meet the reasonable in inception stan-
dard.3

Reasonable in scope has several applications. First, con-
sider the size of the item for which you are searching. If
you receive credible information that Jane has brought an
AK-47 to school, a search that is reasonable in scope might
include her locker; it would not include her purse. Al-
though some might say that they were searching for the
bullets, no reasonable person would search for an AK-47 in
her purse.

Secondly, scope is also concerned with the intrusiveness
of the search. No reasonable person would strip search a
student to find a missing three dollars. A strip search, how-
ever, may be appropriate under circumstances which in-
clude drugs or weapons. Remember: More intrusive search-
es require more serious reasons for the search.

Conversely, school officials, though not obligated to ob-
tain a warrant or meet the law enforcement �probable
cause� standard, may be liable for violating students� con-
stitutional rights if they:  (1) knew or should have known
that their actions violated students� rights, or  (2) acted

with malicious intent to deprive students of their rights.
Other factors (not mentioned in T.L.O.) to consider when

conducting a search include: the student�s age; the stu-
dent�s history and school record; the prevalence and seri-
ousness of the problem in the school; the exigency requir-
ing the search without delay; the school official�s prior
experience with the student; and the probative value and re-
liability of the information used as a justification for the
search.4

School officials should be familiar with federal case law,
state case law and state statutes. Familiarity with the federal
standard announced in T.L.O. is not enough, because states
have the right to grant greater rights than does the federal
constitution. For example, even though the T.L.O. court de-
clared that the standard to conduct a search is �reasonable
suspicion,� a state could grant its students greater rights
and make �probable cause� the search standard. In his con-
curring opinion in State v. Lund,5 Judge Pollock of the New
Jersey Supreme Court clarified the relationship between the
federal and state constitutions when he said:

The United State Supreme Court, charged as it is with
establishing a basic level of protection for the entire na-
tion, often is obliged to establish a lowest common de-
nominator of such protection. The federalist system con-
templates that state courts may grant greater protection to
fundamental rights than is accorded under the federal
constitution.
When a state supreme court grants such protection, it
does no more than fulfill its obligation to uphold its own
constitution.6

States cannot decide to give fewer rights than are granted
by the U.S. Constitution. For example, a state could not de-
cide to allow searches under all circumstances. No matter
the situation, �reasonable suspicion� is the minimal stan-
dard to be followed in conducting a search at school.

The Oregon Court of Appeals conducted a two-fold
analysis in a recent school search case.7 Although the
search was valid according to the Fourth Amendment of the
U.S. Constitution, the issue remained whether or not the
search conducted at school was legal under the Oregon
Constitution, which generally requires a search warrant and
probable cause. The court held that the school had probable
cause to conduct the search and, thus, met both the federal
and Oregon constitutional standards.

Post-T.L.O. opinions have followed a common-sense
approach to upholding or denying the legality of student
searches. School administrators, teachers and security
guards who  conduct student searches should, above all, use
good judgment and not search a student�s belongings or
person without meeting the �reasonable suspicion� stan-
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dard. A few recent cases provide further illustration:
� In Martinez v. Sch. Dist. No. 60,8 the Colorado Court of

Appeals upheld the actions of a dance monitor who, upon
seeing some students who were noticeably under the in-
fluence of alcohol, took them to a private office where he
asked each of them to blow on his face.

� The New York Supreme Court, Appellate Division, up-
held a search that was based upon an unusual thud pro-
duced when Gregory M. tossed his bag onto a metal cabi-
net. The court, in Matter of Gregory M.,9 held that the
security guard�s response to the thud � rubbing his hand
along the bag to feel for a gun � was �reasonable in in-
ception.�

� State v. Moore,10 decided by the New Jersey Superior
Court, Appellate Division, illustrates the aspect of rea-
sonableness �under all the circumstances,� which is the
basis for both T.L.O. test prongs. The lower court had
granted the student�s motion to suppress evidence �
drugs that were found during a search of his book bag.

The appellate court upheld the search as reasonable in in-
ception based on the following facts: a specific student
reported to a guidance counselor that the defendant pos-
sessed a dangerous controlled substance, and the admin-
istrator knew that the defendant had previously been dis-
ciplined for possession of a dangerous controlled
substance. This evidence was enough to satisfy the first
prong of T.L.O.

School administrators should record every �fact�11 that
could be assessed by a court in determining whether or not
the �reasonable in inception� requirement has been met. In-
formation that comes from a tip should also be questioned.
Questions to ask include:12

� Has the school official received reliable information from
the tipster in the past?

� How did the tipster receive the information � through
actual observation or from secondhand information?

� What is the relationship between the tipster and the ac-
cused student?

Searches using metal detectors
There is no question about the legality of using a metal
scanning device if the T.L.O. standard has been met. If an
administrator has reasonable suspicion to conduct a search,
a scanner should be viewed as a tool to conduct the search.
In fact, metal detectors can help a school official to meet
the T.L.O. requirement of being reasonable in scope. The
use of these devices in searching for metal objects is cer-
tainly less intrusive than, for example, a pat-down search.

The controversial aspect of using these devices is that

they are frequently used to conduct �suspicionless� search-
es. Some schools require students to submit to a metal de-
tector search to enter the school. All students or a randomly
selected number of students are chosen to be searched. The
search is not based on evidence about an individual but on
the group as a whole. The T.L.O. court explicitly refused to
state that individual suspicion is required to conduct a
search on a school campus, even though the T.L.O. case
was one involving individualized suspicion. Thus, courts
have asked, Can a search be reasonable under all the cir-
cumstances if there is evidence that weapons are coming
into the school, even if that evidence does not point to an
individual as the culprit?

The trend seems clear. Random or blanket searches
through the use of metal detectors are acceptable as long as
there is no evidence that the school used the search as a
ruse to go after certain individuals or to target certain eth-
nic groups. As long as the school does not violate the equal
protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution, the search will probably be upheld.

In People v. Dukes13 the Criminal Court for the City of
New York held that the search of a student�s bag that un-
covered a switchblade knife was reasonable. The court con-
sidered this to be an administrative search. The theory is
that any member of the group or class may be the agent
who could cause a dangerous event to take place. An ad-
ministrative search is upheld as reasonable when the intru-
sion involved in the search is no greater than necessary to
satisfy the governmental interest underlying the need for
the search.

In determining whether the search is reasonable, the
courts balance the degree of the intrusion, including the
discretion given to the person conducting the search,
against the severity of the danger posed. Two common ex-
amples of administrative searches are the use of a scanning
device at a public building such as a court and the highway
checkpoint for drunk drivers.

In a California Attorney General Opinion on the use of
metal detectors in schools,14 the attorney general concluded
that under at least two separate legal theories, schools may
use metal detectors to deter the presence of weapons. Ac-
cording to the opinion, metal detector searches are warrant-
ed under the reasonableness standard of T.L.O. as well as
the administrative search doctrine. Under either theory, ap-
propriate procedures may be employed that advance the
substantial government issues at stake and minimize the
degree of intrusion into student privacy issues. The opinion
concluded that individualized suspicion is not a prerequi-
site under either theory.

Even though the attorney general�s opinion concludes
that the reasonable application of metal detector policies
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does not violate the Fourth Amendment as a matter of law,
local school officials are the appropriate authorities to de-
cide on the use of metal detectors as a matter of policy. Lo-
cal officials must decide whether to use metal detectors
based on the unique circumstances in their school.

The attorney general�s opinion recommends that certain
procedures be followed if a school decides to use metal de-
tectors.15 The first procedure is a finding of necessity.
School officials should be able to demonstrate to a court
why a metal detector deterrence system is necessary in their
school.

The second recommended procedure is the adoption of an
administrative plan by school policymakers to govern the
application of a metal detector search by local school offi-
cials. A uniform, established procedure will minimize the
opportunity for school officials to exercise arbitrary discre-
tion. Even random searches may be permissible as long as
neutral criteria for conducting the search are established.

The third recommendation includes a series of proce-
dures that school districts may employ to safeguard the
minimal intrusion of the privacy of students during a metal
detector search. These include:
� giving advance notice of the search;
� requesting all students to empty their pockets and be-

longings of all metal objects before the search;
� requesting a second walk-through when the metal detec-

tor is activated;
� using a hand-held magnetometer, if available, to focus on

and discover the location of the metal source if a second
activation results;

� expanding the scope of the search if the activation is not
eliminated or explained. If no less restrictive alternatives
remain available, a limited pat-down might then be nec-
essary;

� asking the student to proceed to a private area for any
greater subsequent intrusion; and

� conducting any expanded search, such as a frisk or a re-
quest to open purses or bookbags, by school officials of
the same sex as the students searched.

Although state laws vary, school officials generally pos-
sess a good faith immunity from liability for actions taken
while fulfilling their employment responsibilities. But dam-
ages against schools and school employees16 have been
awarded for unconstitutional searches � a violation of a
person�s civil rights. A school official can also be criminal-
ly prosecuted if the violation is willful.17 The Fourth
Amendment applies to all searches and seizures by school
officials and is not limited to searches that lead to criminal
proceedings.18 A school official should never decide to
search now and worry about the consequences later.
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New book available
T.L.O. answered many questions for school officials, but it
left just as many unanswered. For example, T.L.O. dealt
with the legality of a search of a student�s purse, but what
about a student�s desk, locker, vehicle and body? Addi-
tional questions arise regarding searches conducted at
school by law enforcement officers, school security person-
nel and probation officers. Are these individuals bound by
a reasonable suspicion standard or by probable cause? And
what about the use of drug-sniffing dogs, surveillance
equipment and drug tests?

The answers to these questions and more can be found in
Student Searches and the Law. This 80-page book, which
will be available early in 1995 from NSSC, presents the le-
gal issues excerpted in this article, reviews recent court
cases and covers practical matters such as sample school
board policies and how to conduct legal searches at school.
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Studies show quali-
ty of life for many
youths is threatened

NEWS BRIEFS

Juvenile crime is growing; getting worse
A study released in July by the Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention indicates that the number of
juvenile court cases involving serious crimes rose tremen-
dously from 1988 to 1992. Overall, juvenile court cases in-
creased by 26 percent to 1.5 million; aggravated assault
cases increased by 80 percent; homicides increased by 55
percent; robberies went up by 53 percent and forcible rape
cases increased 27 percent. The study based its findings on
data from more than 1,500 courts that had jurisdiction over
57 percent of the U.S. juvenile population in 1992.

In a separate study also released last summer, the Justice
Department reported that one in 13 juveniles was the vic-
tim of a violent crime in 1992. Based on its annual survey
of households, the Justice Department concluded that
crimes committed against young people had risen 23 per-
cent since 1987. Overall, youths from 12 to 17 years of age
are five times more likely to be crime victims than adults
over the age of 35.

Survey shows many NC students armed
North Carolina Department of Public Instruction surveyed
2,439 students in grades 9 to 12 to gauge violence and safe-
ty issues among high school students. Findings, which were
released in July, indicated that:
� 14 percent had carried a weapon to school in the past

month;
� 10 percent were threatened with or injured by a weapon

on school property within the last year;
� 15 percent had fought in school at least once in the last

year;
� 5 percent had missed at least one day of school within the

last month because they felt unsafe and thought they
might become a victim of violence; and

� 35 percent had some personal property deliberately stolen
or damaged at school in the previous year.

If parents stay involved, kids do better
While parents� involvement in their children�s education

tends to drop off sharply after elementary school, students
whose parents stay involved are more likely to fare better
academically and socially, a new study shows.

The study, �Running in Place: How American Families
are Faring in a Changing Economy and Individualistic So-
ciety,� jointly prepared by Westat and Child Trends, re-
vealed that about 42 percent of children in grades 3 to 5
had parents who were identified as highly involved com-
pared with 24 percent of students in grades 6 to 12.

Students in grades 6 to 12 whose parents were highly in-
volved were significantly less likely to repeat a grade or
have behavior problems and more likely to participate in
extracurricular activities. The study was based on data from
the U.S. Department of Education�s 1993 National House-
hold Survey. Copies of the report are available for $12 from
Child Trends, 4301 Connecticut Avenue, NW, Suite 100,
Washington D.C. 20008.

Prom Promise saves lives
Students in 2,969 high schools participated in Nationwide
Insurance�s fifth annual Prom Promise campaign last year.
Some 3 million students heard the Prom Promise message
urging them to sign the pledge not to drink or use drugs,
especially during prom time. Registration is under way for
the 1995 Prom Promise program. Contact Nationwide In-
surance Public Relations, One Nationwide Plaza, Colum-
bus, OH 43216, for further information.

American Heroes in Education sought
The Reader�s Digest Association, Inc. is seeking nomina-
tions for its 1995 American Heroes in Education Awards, a
national program to honor teachers and principals who are
making a difference in schools across America. Any teach-
er, principal or administrator may nominate a fellow educa-
tor. Deadline for entries is December 9, 1994. Nomination
packages are available by writing to: The Reader�s Digest
Association, Inc., American Heroes in Education Awards,
c/o Jan Braun, Program Manager, Reader�s Digest Road,
Pleasantville, NY 10572.

Booklet advises teens on harassment
�Sexual Harassment and Teenagers� focuses on sexual ha-
rassment in the school, work and dating environments. The
material defines sexual harassment, lists types of harassing
behaviors and gives suggestions for handling such behav-
iors. It covers myths and misunderstandings and gives tips
for teens to use either for themselves or to help friends
dealing with the problem. The 12-page pamphlet can be
purchased for $2.25 per copy from the Mount Elmore Insti-
tute, P.O. Box 158, Waterbury, VT 05676, 802/244-8708.
Quantity discounts are available.
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Across the nation,
measures focus
on prevention

STRATEGIES/PROGRAMS

As the traditional school year began, districts around the
country introduced a variety of measures designed to en-
hance the safety of children in their charge. While many
large school districts have used preventive safety measures
for years, such measures are now becoming the norm in
suburban and rural districts with much lower enrollment
figures. Even schools with few problems have adopted strict
weapons/firearms policies to avoid losing federal money.

Eliminating options for concealment
To prevent the presence of weapons on campus, students in
Norristown, Pennsylvania, and in some schools in Char-
lotte, North Carolina, are no longer allowed to carry book
bags. Corpus Christi, Texas, schools are using dogs trained
to sniff out guns. Ware County High School in Waycross,
Georgia, received metal detectors, walkie-talkies and cam-
eras for both halls and buses as a result of lottery proceeds
available for anti-gun measures.

Lockers are common hiding places for weapons and
drugs. To make it more difficult for students to bring con-
traband into school, districts in Eugene, Oregon, and San
Diego have removed student lockers.

Educators lighten students’ load
With the closure of lockers at eight Long Beach, California,
high schools, experimentation with solutions to the prob-
lem of students� heavy book loads has taken several forms.
Some campuses give out two copies of each text, one re-
mains in class and the other set stays home. Other schools
have adopted a block class schedule. Students attend half of
their classes one day, half the next. Each class lasts twice
as long, allowing more time for projects, experiments, im-
mediate tutoring, writing assignments and in-depth cover-
age of material. On any day, students can leave half of their
textbooks at home.

Prevention varies by district
In St. Louis County, Missouri, a number of different mea-
sures have been put in place:

� IDs show who belongs (and who doesn�t). Three districts
now require students to wear or carry identification cards or
badges at the middle and high school level.
� Teachers in the Lindbergh district receive training in
prevention of and intervention in student conflicts.
� The Parkway district hired four security consultants. The
former police officers supplement part-time police security
at high schools and special events, train teachers and staff,
and teach students how to avoid trouble.
� Three schools in the Mehlville district began dispute res-
olution programs.
� City students have access to a hot line that enables them
to report rumors, weapons or problems. Lockers are still in
use, but students must use locks provided by the district to
enable officials to inspect for weapons.

Their “neighborhood beat” is the school
Lincoln (Nebraska) Public Schools has hired six veterans of
the Lincoln Police Department to serve as school resource
officers to the city�s 13 high schools and middle schools.
All the officers will speak at law enforcement-related
classes, assist with student and staff education, and deal
with youths on a one-to-one basis. In addition to the obvi-
ous enhancement of campus security, school resource offic-
ers help forge a link between respect for the officer as an
individual and respect for the law in general.

Hartford, Connecticut, is assigning uniformed police
officers to permanent beats in the city�s three public high
schools, where they will work with uniformed members of
the school system�s security staff. The officers will provide
security and teach an occasional class such as civics. They
will also be a recognizable link between students and the
programs offered by the police department: Police Athletic
League, Explorers Club, mentoring partnerships and medi-
ation training.

New absence policy has teeth
This year, chronically late or absent students at two schools
will find little leniency. The Hawaii State Board of Educa-
tion unanimously approved a new, no-excuses attendance
policy for Hilo and Waiakea high schools. Students will not
pass a class if they are absent more than five days per se-
mester, and tardy students are marked as absent. Students
will be allowed to make up some absences by taking Satur-
day classes. Legitimate medical excuses are accepted, and
students may appeal to a special board if there are unusual
personal reasons for absences. The �No More Mr. Nice
Guy� approach is a result of a school/community-based
management program that encourages faculty, staff, stu-
dents and parents to formulate policies to meet the special
needs of individual campuses.
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Nipping truancy in the bud
Fifty volunteer probation officers and social workers �head
off� bad school attendance habits before they begin. The
Ravenswood Elementary School District, San Mateo Coun-
ty, California, targets kindergartners through fourth-graders
who are absent from school at the start of the year. The vol-
unteers join district personnel during the first weeks of
school to visit the homes of absent students. Some absences
are for valid medical or personal reasons; others occur be-
cause families may not place a high value upon education
or understand the importance of continuity in lessons. Some
parents do not know that school attendance is required by
law. The goal is to counsel and assist families, not penalize
them. Program costs to the district are minimal. By dealing
immediately with the youngest students, district staff may
avoid later problems with truancy and accompanying juve-
nile crime.

District safety committee lends a hand
Memphis (Tennessee) Public Schools has formed a
districtwide safety steering committee. Composed of school
staff members, students, parents and representatives of
community groups, the steering committee assists in the
implementation of recommendations from the school vio-
lence task force and offers support to individual schools on
school-level initiatives. Additional safety committees assess
safety at individual schools and assist principals in develop-
ing safety improvement plans.

New law allows school uniforms
After January 1, 1995, school districts in California will be
permitted to adopt a dress code that requires students to
wear uniforms. As a measure of protection against gang
colors and gang intimidation, a school board may deter-
mine that uniforms are necessary �for the health and safety
of the school environment.�

School districts considering uniforms for public school
students must consult with principals, teachers and parents
before selecting a uniform. The district must also give par-
ents/guardians six-months notice before any changes in
dress code policy take effect and provide exemptions for
families that do not want their children to wear a uniform.
Children who want to wear uniforms, but cannot afford
them, must have them provided by the district. Further,
children who wish to wear uniforms associated with Scouts
or other national youth organizations would be permitted to
wear those uniforms on the days the groups meet.

Personal safety course mandated
New York state law now requires schools to teach children
in kindergarten through 8th grade how to avoid being

abducted. Course components must include: abduction
awareness, self-protection information and self-confidence
training. School districts may apply to the state for grants
and technical assistance for lesson development and staff
training.

Gun pact covers adults, too
Students and parents in the Nazareth Area (Pennsylvania)
School District are asked to sign a no-weapon contract.
Secondary students agree not to bring weapons to school,
not to carry another person�s weapon, to report on-campus
weapons, and to ask peers to seek adult help when a con-
flict gets out of control.

Parents/guardians agree to keep weapons locked up, to
support the elimination of weapons at school, to teach chil-
dren about the consequences of gun use, and to teach chil-
dren how to solve problems without the use of violence.
Principals also sign the contract. They must agree to pro-
vide an anonymous method for students to report weapons
on campus to authorities, to promote conflict resolution,
and to provide a safe campus environment.

Supervised suspension erases "time off"
Millard�s (Nebraska) two high schools plan to take the �va-
cation� out of suspension from school. Two new teachers,
one each for Millard North and Millard South, have been
hired to supervise a classroom of suspended youths. The
students must be in the classroom from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m.
and do homework. Lunch consists of a sack lunch eaten in
the same room. The in-school suspension plan came as a
result of parent complaints that students did not regard out-
of-school suspension as discipline, just free time.

Laws change to protect school kids
In California, educators convicted of felony sex offenses or
distributing drugs to minors will have their teaching cre-
dential permanently canceled. Previously, educators who
were convicted of those crimes could reapply after losing
the credential for a period of one year. Future efforts toward
banning unsuitable persons from the classroom revolve
around another loophole in the law that does not revoke the
teaching credentials of persons found �not guilty, by reason
of insanity.�

In Virginia, students convicted of certain violent crimes,
burglary, arson, weapons offenses or drug-related charges
will no longer have their names protected inside sealed ju-
venile records. A new law requires courts to inform schools
about these convictions, even if the crimes did not occur on
school grounds. The information is still confidential, and
only school personnel with a direct need for the informa-
tion are permitted access to it.
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What would you do?

There is no special recipe or menu to follow when a student
is brandishing a firearm in your presence. Each situation
requires a unique judgement call � a personal assessment
of specific considerations. By thinking through what might
be done in the event a gun is drawn at school, you will be
in a stronger position to protect yourself and the safety of
all students and staff. The following actions are a just a few
that should be considered as you develop your own crisis
guidelines.

The first and most important step is seek help immedi-
ately from whatever source is possible. Tell a bystander to
go immediately to the office or a nearby classroom to get
help. Remain calm. Do not escalate the intensity of the situ-
ation. The next five steps are also critical:
� Evaluate the situation. Can this person be approached or

controlled without the use of force? Has the gun been
drawn? How many perpetrators and what type of weap-
ons are involved? Are hostages involved? Is negotiation
an option?

� Isolate the offender from other bystanders or potential
victims. Ask the individual to accompany you to another

location or attempt to dismiss his or her audience.
� Evacuate the area. Individuals who can be safely re-

moved from the vicinity should leave. Secure the area to
prevent others from entering the high-risk zone.

� Negotiate if possible. If you are still talking, most likely
the shooting has not yet started. Find out what the indi-
vidual wants; tell him or her that you will see what can
be done; and work toward that end. Do not make promis-
es you cannot deliver. Your commitments must be per-
ceived to be sincere and believable.

� Facilitate the gunman�s need to save face. Provide him
or her with a way to escape � do not position yourself
between the gunman and the door. If the individual
leaves for any reason without causing harm, you win.

Other important considerations include: Avoid heroics.
Do not threaten. Keep a safe, nonintimidating distance
from the individual. Keep your hands clearly visible. Avoid
abrupt movements or gestures. Look for an escape route for
yourself, a place to dive or jump � your negotiations may
not be effective. Report the incident to law enforcement. A
gun on the school campus is a criminal offense and should
not be handled as a mere violation of school conduct.
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