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From Terror to Resolution: A Personal Account

Paducah, Pearl, Springfield, Jonesboro,
Edinboro, Bethel, and Littleton serve as
poignant reminders about the dangers
faced at schools across America. The ter-
ror of the tragedies experienced at schools
in these cities was felt across the nation,
including Texas.

 Following the Columbine High School
shooting in Littleton, the news media im-
mediately warned that �copycat� inci-
dents would occur. The day after the Colo-
rado incident, school administrators were
besieged with school safety concerns.
My school, Byrd Middle School, experi-
enced the same type of interruptions. The
following is an account of seven days of
tension and terror at our school as fallout
of the tragedy at Colorado.

Byrd Middle School serves about 850
students with about 75 faculty and staff
within the community of Duncanville,
Texas, a suburban city located southwest
of Dallas. The community surrounding the
campus is comprised mostly of upper
middle class families.

At the time, teachers were preparing
students to take a series of state man-
dated exams, the Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills (TAAS). The exams were
scheduled for April 27 � 30. TAAS is an
important accountability exam for stu-
dents and administrators alike, and we
had high expectations for improving our
academic performance from the previous
year.  Teachers felt good about the prepa-
ration. Students felt confident about their
ability to do well. While most felt ready
for the exams, the topic of many conver-
sations on campus focused on the hor-
rific event in Colorado.

Rumors Running Rampant
Day 1: Friday, April 23, 1999
Rumors began circulating that an incident
similar to the one at Columbine High
School was going to occur at Byrd Middle
School. Rumor said that bombs would be

hidden throughout the building and that
students and teachers would be shot and
killed. A �hit list� was reportedly circulat-
ing. Fear began to rise among students
who heard that their names were on the
list. The list of names seemed to grow
longer each time we talked to a student.
The cafeteria was rumored to be the tar-
get area; the �Preppies� were the targeted
group, and �Eighth-Grade Day,� sched-
uled for May 21, would be the day that
the devastation would occur.

I began to investigate the rumors, fol-
lowing every lead, hoping to find the
source of the rumors. Like a snowball roll-
ing down a hill, the rumors seemed to in-
crease exponentially with each student
with whom I spoke. Students volunteered
information; teachers brought students
to me after overhearing conversations
about the rumors. The rumors were tak-
ing an emotional toll on the students and
the staff.

Whose name was on the list? That was
what everyone wanted to know. Many
students had been warned to stay away
from school on Eighth-Grade Day. Some
were talking of staying out of school for
the remaining weeks of the school year.
Here, it was only two days after the Col-
umbine incident, and terror was setting
in at Byrd Middle School.

Panic Among Pupils
Day 2: Monday, April 26, 1999
On Monday, the phone rang as I arrived
in my office at 7:30 a.m. A parent had heard
from her child about a possible copycat
incident in our school. I assured her that
it was only a rumor. Another call came
from another concerned parent. Then
another call came, and another, and sev-
eral more.

I called the district superintendent to
inform him of the rumors and the parents�
growing concerns. He advised me to con-
tinue to investigate and keep him in-

formed.
The investigation continued with the

help of my two assistant principals. We
were told of a list posted on an Internet
web site. The same list of names was re-
ported to be posted in the restrooms and
passed around the cafeteria during the
lunch periods. We could find no one who
claimed to have actually seen the hit list
or who could identify the person or per-
sons planning the attack.

The superintendent was kept informed
of the progress of the investigation.
Again, I sensed a need for more special-
ized assistance with this time-consuming
investigation. A city police officer was as-
signed to the school to help, and the
district�s Director of Technology was
asked to pursue the Internet leads.

Broadcasting over the public address
system, I announced that the rumors
needed to be contained. I asked students
to help by refraining from talking about
the rumors unless they had first-hand
knowledge of the hit list or knew persons
who were planning an assault. Specific
details, not hearsay, is what I needed to
hear. Teachers were instructed to send
students to my office if they believed the
students had specific knowledge to share.

This tactic seemed to work. The num-
ber of students coming forth with unreli-
able information diminished, and we were
able to follow real leads. I personally felt
that the rumors were a middle-schooler�s
lousy idea of having fun at the emotional
expense of their peers after the Colorado
incident. Few students, teachers, and par-
ents were amused.

TAAS Testing
Day 3: Tuesday, April 27, 1999
On the first day of the TAAS administra-
tion, students were preparing to take the
Math exams. More phone calls came from
worried parents. The investigation con-
tinued. Several students told me of their
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fears, and a small group of students came
to my office voicing their anxieties. They
refused to leave, fearing that their names
were on the hit list. Suppose the rumors
were true? It was clear that they were not
focused on the TAAS exams. Still, I tried
to minimize their fears.

The superintendent was apprised of
the status of both the investigation and
the TAAS administration.

The Bomb Threat Call
Day 4: Wednesday, April 28, 1999
The Reading Comprehension exam was
scheduled for Wednesday� exactly one
week after the Colorado shooting. The
exam began at about 8:45 a.m. The build-
ing was quiet as students worked on their
exam. At 9:00, the city police officer in-
formed me that a call had been received
in the kitchen� a bomb threat that was
consistent with  rumors and that specifi-
cally targeted the cafeteria. The cafeteria
worker who received the call was under-
standably shaken. As we finished ques-
tioning her, the fire department arrived.

 It was time to make a decision about
evacuation.

The district superintendent was un-
available when I called, so I explained the
situation to his secretary, requesting that
she contact him immediately. I conferred
with the police officer and the fire depart-
ment personnel, who advised me to evacu-
ate the building immediately.

Should we allow a possible prank call
to interrupt school? I called the
superintendent�s office once again to
seek advice, explaining to his secretary
about the advice I had received from the
police and fire departments. The superin-
tendent was en route to my school. I was
asked for additional information by the
fire department personnel and police of-
ficers. Could we trace the call? Do we
have caller ID? Are there any suspects,
students recently reprimanded for disci-
plinary reasons? Again, they recom-
mended that we evacuate the building
and began a search.

This was not my first experience with
a bomb threat at school.  Once, while work-
ing in a neighboring school district, we
decided not to evacuate the building fol-
lowing a bomb threat. We felt certain it
was only a prank. While our hunch was

correct, few parents, students, and staff
were pleased with our decision. They felt
that we had put their lives in danger.

I decided to follow the advice of the
professionals, calling the superin-
tendent�s office to notify them of my de-
cision. Only then did I inform my assis-
tant principals about the call and my
decision to evacuate the building.

Using the public address system, I di-
rected students to lay down their pencils
and to close their TAAS booklets. Teach-
ers escorted their students out of the
building using the same exits we had
used during monthly fire drills. All per-
sons, including custodians, were directed
to leave the building immediately. I stayed
in radio contact with my assistant princi-
pals while I walked through every hall to
ensure that all persons were out of the
building before I , too, evacuated.

By then, the superintendent had ar-
rived. After conferring with the superin-
tendent and police and fire department
personnel, we searched the cafeteria
kitchen. We opened doors, closets, and
drawers, carefully, looking for any evi-
dence of tampering. Our lives could have
been in danger had there actually been a
bomb in the kitchen. Fortunately, how-
ever, nothing suspicious was found. We
allowed the students and staff to re-enter
the building at 9:45 a.m.

It was a very warm day, but emotions
were even higher than the temperature.
Many students refused to re-enter the
building. I asked the campus staff, dis-
trict personnel and the parents who were
volunteering with the TAAS administra-
tion to help relieve the youngsters� anxi-
eties. Fear overrode our well-intended
efforts to comfort the students. They were
afraid to enter the school, a building they
previously thought was a safe place.

Parents Panic
By this time, parents had heard of the
evacuation at our school, and they be-
gan calling the school as we returned in-
side the building. The secretaries were
busy on the phone trying to calm the par-
ents. Teachers called the office from their
classrooms reporting that students
wanted to call home. Initially, I was reluc-
tant for calls to go out because of the
panic that might cause. It was too late.

Students were already too agitated to con-
tinue with school as were their parents.
We allowed students to call home to tell
their parents that they were okay.

Parents began coming to the school.
At first, only a few parents came to the
office to pick up their child. Within a half
hour, parents were crowding in the lobby
outside the office to take their child home
to safety. By noon, approximately half of
the students had gone home. An hour
later, less than 20 percent of the students
remained at school. Their parents either
were unaware of the evacuation or be-
lieved that the building was safe, as we
reported.

I talked with the superintendent fol-
lowing this, the second evacuation of my
school in one day. I told him of my plans
to talk with the faculty and staff after
school. We decided to also schedule a
meeting for parents. We wanted parents
to get immediate information regarding
the rumors and the bomb threat call. The
meeting would be held in the cafeteria the
following night. The district�s public re-
lations officer was on the campus prepar-
ing notices to distribute to parents. Ar-
rangements were made to prepare the
cafeteria for the meeting. We expected
approximately 400 to attend.

The staff meeting after school that day
was tense. I explained the sequence of
events that occurred during the day. The
staff wanted to know if they should be
afraid, as the students were, and some
appeared fearful. Again, I assured them
the building was safe. They left the meet-
ing with mixed emotions.

World Wide Web
Day 5: Thursday, April 29, 1999
Before dismissing students from school
the next day, I announced that students
needed to remind their parents about the
meeting scheduled for that evening. I also
implored them to come forth with any
specific information regarding the rumors
or the location of the hit list web site.

Police arrived at about 4:30 with a
bomb-sniffing dog. The dog sniffed ev-
ery locker in the building, as well as the
cafeteria kitchen. Nothing was found.

I was in my office at 5:00 p.m. catching
up on the paperwork and mail that had
come in during the week when the phone
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rang. A student called with information
regarding the specific web site address
containing the hit list. I wrote down the
address, went to my computer, and tried
to locate it. The connection failed. I re-
peated the address to the student to make
sure I had written it correctly. I tried
again�still no connection. I asked the
student to print the pages from the web
site and bring them to the school.

Once I had viewed the pages, I again
attempted unsuccessfully to access the
web site. I called the district technology
director for assistance. A �safe wall� had
been installed on the school district net-
work to block certain sites. He was able
to connect and view the web site�s con-
tents. I reviewed the list of name and con-
firmed that they were indeed the names
of our students.

The community meeting, scheduled to
begin in less than two hours, was to as-
sure parents that the rumors were un-
founded and that the hit list was a hoax.
Now the agenda had changed. I called
the superintendent with the new infor-
mation. What we thought was a hoax was
real.

Meeting With Parents
At 7:00 p.m., the cafeteria was full. I
opened the meeting by welcoming the
parents and community members, and
thanked them for attending. Next, the su-
perintendent spoke, explaining the se-
quence of events that had occurred and
ending with the most current revelation�
the printed hit list. The tension increased
markedly. Parents wanted to know what
our plans were, particularly now that a
list actually existed. We assured them that
all precautions would be taken.

After the meeting, our team�myself,
the superintendent, police and fire depart-
ment personnel, along with several cen-
tral office administrators� met to discuss
our plan of action. All entrances to the
building would be locked from the out-
side. Visitors and staff would enter
through the main entrance only. Parents
of students whose name appeared on the
hit list were called that night. Student lock-
ers would be checked before the next
morning. Teachers would check their
rooms before students arrived for class.
All students would be searched before

entering the building. Several police of-
ficers were assigned to the building for
24-hour security surveillance for the re-
mainder of the week. An officer would be
assigned to the building for the remain-
der of the school year. Byrd Middle
School would be the safest school in the
district.

Searching for Safety
Day 6: Friday, April 30, 1999
As I arrived in the parking lot at 6:30 a.m.,
several police cars were parked along the
front driveway of the school. Policemen
were outside the school at several check-
points and inside the building primarily
at the entrances. The locker searches had
been completed by 6:00 a.m. No danger-
ous items were found.

Plans had been made the previous
night to have 15 teachers and other staff
assist with the student searches. Some
were stationed outside the building to
direct students into two entrances�one
for boys, the other for girls. Other teach-
ers explained the procedures to parents
as they arrived with their children. Still
others were stationed at the two entrances
to search each student�s book bag, purse,
jacket, and pockets. Teachers supervised
students as they waited in the cafeteria
before proceeding to their first period
classes.

Many students were nervous, won-
dering why they had to be searched. What
had they done, they wanted to know. We
tried to explain that the searches were
conducted to protect them. Many stu-
dents felt a sense of security, while oth-
ers felt violated by the searches.

Before releasing the assembled stu-
dents from the cafeteria, I explained the
reasons for the searches as well as the
changes in  procedures that would take
place for the remaining weeks of school.
Any jokes about bombs, shootings, hit
lists, etc. would be taken seriously and
followed with severe consequences. Stu-
dents would be escorted by their teach-
ers to and from the cafeteria for lunch and
were required to sit as a class during the
lunch period. A video camera would be
used during each lunch period to record
any activities. The Eighth-Grade Day ac-
tivities would have to be modified. A po-
lice officer would patrol the building for

the remainder of the school year.
It was an uneventful day in compari-

son to the previous days. The police of-
ficer whose squad car was parked in front
of the school patrolled the campus, talk-
ing with students and staff. I talked with
several students, teachers, and parents
throughout the day. Teachers experienced
a sense of relief and a quiet, gradual re-
turn to normalcy. Few parents kept their
children at home.

Students still wanted to know if the
rumors of a shooting and the hit list were
real. The list was real, though we still did
not know if it was generated as a hoax as
a repercussion of the Colorado shooting
or if there was an actual intent to cause
harm to our students. There were still
questions to answer.

As the school buses rode away at 3:40
p.m., I was relieved, knowing that the stu-
dents would have a three-day weekend
due to a previously scheduled staff de-
velopment day on Monday. It would give
students time away from the school with
their families. It would be time for parents
to talk with their children about the Colo-
rado shootings and how such tragedies
can cause anxieties even in our seemingly
far away community.

Originator of the Hit List Arrested
Day 7: Tuesday, May 1, 1999
When teachers, students, and parents
returned to school after the long week-
end, they each had one question on their
minds. Who generated the hit list?

Since the hit list was published on the
Internet, the technology director led that
part of the investigation. His staff worked
on tracing the web site to the originating
computer.

By the end of the week, we had an
idea of who originated the hit list. After
several days of inquiry, interviews, and
teamwork between our technology de-
partment and the police department, an
arrest was made. The suspect was one of
our own students. It was a hoax, all in
fun, the student explained.

For the administration, teachers, staff,
students, parents, and community, the
preceding week had not been fun. Our
focus had been abruptly diverted from
education and placed on high alert for an
entire week to address what appeared to
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be an imminent danger to the safety of
our students. Our community feared that
its children�s lives were in jeopardy, a
consequence of the heightened aware-
ness of school safety and violence con-
cerns nationwide. This student�s idea of
fun caused many students and parents
to question our ability to provide the safe
learning environment that they had pre-
viously enjoyed.

The student was arrested by the city
police and will have to go through the
juvenile justice system, serving the pun-
ishment rendered by a judge. As the
school principal, I was required to enforce
school consequences as provided in our
district student code of conduct. The stu-
dent was assigned to our district�s Alter-
native Education Program for what could
ultimately be a minimum of 100 days. This
isolated placement would separate the
student from the rest of the student body
at Byrd Middle School. This placement
also makes it possible to provide addi-
tional assistance to the student if there
were problems that what may have led to
the student�s irrational behavior.

Lessons to Learn
After the tension at our school had sub-
sided, I reflected on what had happened.
As a life-long learner, I believe that there
are lessons to be learned in every situa-
tion, and I want to learn from my experi-
ences. I recalled each day, wondering what
I could have done differently.

Our school mission statement includes
a phrase that refers to �a safe and nurtur-
ing environment� for our students and

staff. What could I do to make my school
safer? What could I have done to man-
age the rumors that circulated through-
out the school? What procedures could
I have used to better manage the on-
slaught of parents coming to take their
children out of school? What could I do
to make sure that my school is safe from
a major tragedy such as what happened
in Colorado and other parts of the coun-
try?

I consulted with administrators, teach-
ers, parents, and students. Administra-
tors felt that I handled the rumors effec-
tively. The situation would not have
escalated, they said, had it not been for
the recent shootings in Colorado and
copycat scares throughout the area.

Some administrators said they would
not have evacuated the school on a ma-
jor test day, that the TAAS was too im-
portant to jeopardize. They felt that the
bomb threat was a hoax, in light of sev-
eral copycat renditions throughout the
nation.

Teachers felt secure in the way things
were handled. They were kept informed
as the events occurred, enabling them to
have information that helped students
and parents make rational decisions.

Students were pleased with the way
things were handled also. They appreci-
ated the help they received from their
teachers, counselors, and parents. Some
students pledged to help stop rumors of
this nature, before they spread, by not
being a carrier of the rumor.

Parents were also pleased with the
overall process. They welcomed the

amount of information that was issued
individually and collectively during the
meeting. The information they wanted
most, however, was information that we
could not give them � the suspect�s iden-
tity.

Parents said they would have preferred
a more organized process for retrieving
their child immediately after the evacua-
tion. More than 80 percent of our stu-
dents were released to their parents in a
span of two hours. With a more organized
process, parents could wait in the cafete-
ria, across from the main office while staff
retrieved their child, instead of congre-
gating in the small office space and the
equally small lobby. The crowd in and
around the office area gave an immediate
impression of chaos, although the pro-
cess of retrieving students had pro-
gressed well. We used the public address
system to quickly call for students as their
parents arrived. Parents felt relieved when
they heard their child�s name called, and
students were relieved to know that their
parents had come to get them.

I share this account because I believe
that this story, as many others from across
the nation, can be used to help school
administrators improve the ways in which
they react to such events. We tend to
learn from real situations. Knowing what
happened and how one school commu-
nity reacted to this type of event may be
helpful to other principals when manag-
ing similar situations at their schools.

Submitted by Lew Blackburn, Ph.D.,
principal of Byrd Middle School in
Duncanville, Texas.

State and Federal regulations prohibit the
cleaning of potentially  infectious fluids
by untrained and unequipped personnel.
Each school should have a bloodborne
pathogen plan in place and show evi-
dence of training of its personnel. In ad-
dition, innoculations must be offered
against Hepatitis B.

An even larger issue, however, is the
emotional trauma related to the clean-up
itself. School personnel, even the custo-
dians, should not be subjected to a grue-
some scene. Frequently, such �civilians�

Developing a plan for safe bio clean-up following a traumatic event

develop stress-related illnesses that cost
thousands of dollars in medical, psycho-
logical, and work-loss claims.

Professional companies exist to provide
trauma cleaning services. As in any busi-
ness, their quality varies. Due to the na-
ture of the business, most do not adver-
tise, and may be hard to find in an
emergency.

The American BioRecovery Associa-
tion, a national non-profit organization of
companies dedicated to promoting pro-
fessionalism, ethics, and technological

expertise in the provision of crime and
trauma scene cleaning and disinfecting,
has established a nationwide network of
qualified specialists that can be accessed
through a 24-hour toll-free number 1/888-
979-2272.

For further information on how schools
can add bio-recovery procedures to their
crisis plans, visit the ABRA website at
www.americanbiorecovery.com.

Submitted by Kent A. Berg,
president of the  American BioRecovery
Association.
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While only 15 percent of school security
executives from large school systems rank
student violence as a �high risk,� nearly
88 percent believe that high-profile
school violence incidents could happen
in their school system. This information
is according to a security practices sur-
vey of primary and secondary schools
conducted this past summer.

The survey was conducted by SECU-
RITY Magazine and included responses
from school security directors at 75 of the
largest urban and suburban school dis-
tricts nationwide. Other interesting find-
ings:
� 90 percent of the school security ex-

ecutives believe America needs to get
tougher on youth criminals.

� 88 percent feel more discipline is
needed in the schools.

� 85 percent contend that violence is in-
creasing in society and the schools.

It can happen to us, say school officials, in national study

� 82 percent believe that security tech-
nology can help make schools safer.

� 51 percent have taken additional se-
curity action based on previous school
incidents elsewhere.

The survey also concluded that most
of the largest school systems, often in
U.S. urban and suburban locations, have
a diversity of electronic and physical se-
curity protections:
� About 75 percent of schools have po-
lice or security officers;
� More than half (53 percent) use ID
cards and badges, although more often
issued to teachers than students; and
� More than half (55 percent) employ se-
curity cameras.

Excerpted from Security Alert. CON-
TACT: Karyn Hodgson, senior editor, SE-
CURITY Magazine, phone 847/635-8800
or e-mail khodgson@cahners.com.

Youth Crime Watch of
America and

The National Crime
Prevention Council

present
The 13th National Youth Crime

Prevention Conference
�Building On The Dream With

Prevention�
March 25 - 28, 2000

Hyatt Regency Hotel
Atlanta, Georgia

� Plenary sessions with keynote
speakers

� Over 60 workshops and profes-
sional development seminars

� Youth Forum
� Exhibits
� Special Events

For more information, please
contact Youth Crime Watch of
America; (305) 670-2409 or
ywca@ywca.org

Reflections on a Tragedy:  A School Shooting in Springfield, Oregon

One Year Later
The shootings that occurred in Spring-
field, Oregon have been, in many re-
spects, a life-changing event for the
Springfield community, the staff and the
students at Thurston High School. On
May 21, 1998 our community experienced
the most horrific school crisis imaginable.
In a few short moments we were trans-
formed from innocent, unsuspecting in-
dividuals engaged in our normal routines
to traumatized victims of a school cafe-
teria-shooting spree. In our peaceful, or-
dinary community we are still wondering
just what caused a 15-year-old fresh-
man�the son of two professional edu-
cators�to bring weapons to school and
shoot 24 students.Thurston High is a
school of 1400 students in grades 9-12
and 125 staff. Its 57-acre campus is sur-
rounded by middle-class homes on the
east side of Springfield, just a few blocks
from the beautiful McKenzie River. The
school�s buildings are designed with
covered breezeways and a center outdoor
courtyard. There are 15 ways to enter
Thurston High.

May 1998
On the morning of Thursday, May 21st ,
300 students gathered in the cafeteria,
as always, eating breakfast and trading
the tales of youthful innocence. That in-
nocence was brutally shattered when
15-year-old Kip Kinkel entered the school
with 3 concealed weapons� a school
that had surveillance cameras, campus
monitors and a closed campus. After
shooting one student in a hallway, he
pulled a semi-automatic rifle from be-
neath his trench coat and sprayed 50
rounds of ammunition throughout the
cafeteria. This single act of violence left
two students dead and 22 others seri-
ously wounded. And it would get worse.
Just hours later we learned that Kip�s par-
ents, Bill and Faith Kinkel, had been
found dead in their home, each appar-
ently shot by their son. Bill and Faith
both had taught at our high schools;
Faith, in fact, had just been named as
one of Springfield�s �Outstanding Edu-
cators of the Year,� though she would
not live to receive her award.

I had heard about the other school

shootings on the news (Pearl, Paducah,
Jonesboro and Edinboro) but I never in a
million years thought it would happen in
Springfield. What transpired was totally
unlike anything we had ever experienced. I
cannot overemphasize how big this crisis
was, how its effects spread to every corner
of our community. I will never forget my
initial impressions of that day. In my 22
years as a School Psychologist, I had never
encountered anything like the trauma at
Thurston High. As a district crisis re-
sponder, I received the emergency call just
minutes after the shooting and, as I ap-
proached the school, the traffic stopped as
one ambulance after another raced by with
their precious cargo. The were 11 ambu-
lances in all, which means that one ambu-
lance left Thurston High School every 4
minutes for the next 45 minutes.

Hordes of frightened parents and
neighbors rushed to the school. Several
media trucks were already broadcasting,
a small contingent compared with what
we would soon experience. I�ll never for-
get the scene of police cars, yellow crime
tape, ambulances, stretchers, blood-
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On the anniversary
of a major school crisis

Marleen Wong, Director of Mental
Health Services  for the Los Angeles
Unified School District, offers these
suggestions for dealing with the
anniversary of a major crisis that
occurred at school:
1. Mourn the losses.
2. Acknowledge the survivors.
3. Recognize the bravery and

heroism of the rescuers.
4. Pray for those who are still

hurting.
5. Make a renewed commitment

to family, schools and healthy
children.

stains, frantic faces, flashing lights and
panic-stricken crowds.  A teacher stood
in the middle of the street directing traf-
fic. At first he was puzzled by the horri-
fied looks he received by those passing
by him. Then he looked down and real-
ized that he still had blood on his hands
from administering first aid just moments
before. In the midst of this chaos, the
Principal stood, reading a list of names
of the injured students to a group of
stunned parents.

Inside the school, teachers had most
students in their classrooms in a
lock-down, while those who had been in
the cafeteria waited for police question-
ing. There had been many near misses
and close calls. One student, who sur-
vived, removed his backpack and discov-
ered a bullet lodged in the middle of his
history book.

How Has This Affected Me?
First, this tragedy reminded me how pre-
cious and tentative life is. It made me anx-
ious to go home every night and embrace
my husband and children in long, �fam-
ily hugs.� It made me extremely sad for
the families and friends of Ben Walker
and Michael Nicholausen � two boys
with life before them one minute, life
ended the next. Though I did not know
Ben, as a School Psychologist, I had
worked with Michael when he was in
middle school. My most heart-wrenching
moment occurred on that Saturday when
I took Michael�s mother, sister and girl-
friend to his locker to get his posses-
sions. I was filled with their grief. This
tragedy made me angry at the physical
and emotional damage caused by the
single act of a disturbed youth, which
lasted less than a minute, damage that
will take months and years to repair.

But there have been positive things
to come of this as well. This tragedy also
made me realize how many good, caring,
giving people there are in our commu-
nity and our country� people who came
by the hundreds to help in whatever way
they could; people who have donated
over $400,000 to the Thurston Healing
Fund; people who came to say, �I care.�
People like John Ganz, Kris Sieckert and
the 12 other NOVA volunteers who left
their homes at a moment�s notice and

dents to be tolerant with one another as
they work through a broad range of reac-
tions and reminded them that, while
many students are ready to move on,
some are not.

The mental health recovery of the stu-
dents and staff of Springfield is an
on-going process. With over 1,500 stu-
dents and staff on campus this becomes
more complex each day.  The further we
get from the event, the broader the range
of responses becomes. Each student and
staff member comes to school in a differ-
ent mind set. Some say, �let�s get on with
life, with school, with learning.� And that
has been the case for the majority of stu-
dents and teachers.

But for the 300 students who were in
the cafeteria that day, it is not so simple
to just get on with it. Twenty of the 22
injured students returned to Thurston
High. For them, there are traumatic re-
minders: places and things that they see,
smell, touch or hear, an empty chair, or a
friend no longer there. Some still have
the physical evidence of scars and carry
bullets within them�and face surgeries
and lengthy rehabilitation. Some cannot
yet return to the cafeteria and fear recur-
ring violence. Newspaper and television
stories continuously cause intrusive
thoughts and feelings; bereavement is
complicated by traumatic grief.

There are so many others who have
also been affected by this tragedy: the
students and staff who were in the court-

flew across the country to help strang-
ers in need.

Although this horrific school crisis
made news for its brutality, it also pro-
vided the opportunity for us to come to-
gether in a demonstration of unity and
camaraderie between school and commu-
nity. Yes, there were disagreements as
well as agreements in the days following
this tragedy, but overall our community
can be proud of how its citizens re-
sponded. The school psychologists of
Springfield were involved from the first
moments of this tragedy and have been
responsible for both the immediate re-
sponse and the long-term follow-up.

An event has happened which even
now, nearly one year later, demands our
time and attention. For many of us,
school psychologists and administrators,
the follow-up this year has meant add-
ing responsibilities which we do in addi-
tion to our regular assignments.  The ad-
ditional load placed on all of us has been
unanticipated and overwhelming. We talk
more now of school safety, violence pre-
vention, identifying warning signs and
raising self-esteem.

When the shots were fired on that
spring morning, our sense of safety and
security was shattered along with our in-
nocence. More than anything, however,
this tragedy has changed one basic, fun-
damental belief of our peaceful, ordinary
community: No longer can we say, �It
can�t happen here.�

What Problems or Needs Remain?
Long-term follow-up continues to require
time, staff and additional resources. The
major needs of this year continue to be
related to the on-going mental health sup-
port of students and staff, the anniver-
sary activities, the establishment of a per-
manent memorial and the pending trial of
the suspect.

We can�t go back to the way we were;
we are no longer unsuspecting individu-
als marginally affected by youth vio-
lence. This event has forced us to deal
with a large-scale tragedy that even now
demands our attention and our strength.
On the first day of school this past fall,
reporters and media trucks surrounded
the school once again as students re-
turned to campus. Teachers asked stu-
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Security issues in schools have reached
critical mass. Whether the issue is theft
or even a catastrophic tragedy, no super-
intendent needs to find out the assailant
had a key to the door. Yet key control
remains an elusive and ambiguous sub-
ject often relegated to the maintenance
department. The concern whether key
control is a �security� issue or a �mainte-
nance� issue can play a critical role in
your school�s security.

Every school district needs to ask these
very basic questions: Do you know who
has the keys to each and every door in
the district? Can you be sure a master
key has not been duplicated without
proper authorization? What do you do
when a master key is stolen or lost?

Today a majority of schools use lock-
ing systems known as interchangeable
cores. In these systems, key duplication
along with lost user and master keys call
into question the basic security of the
school. Often administrators are unaware
of this problem and assume incorrectly
that locking the door has created a se-
cure facility.

Over the last 80 years very little has
changed with the basic technology be-
hind the �pin tumbler� lock. In some
school districts, a master key from 30 years
ago would still open many doors.

Recently, there have been product in-
novations that provide solutions to the
issue of key control. Some school dis-
tricts are evaluating card access systems.
While these systems are effective for high
volume entry points where it is important
to know who entered a particular door at

what time, they are cost prohibitive as a
solution for total key control and not gen-
erally necessary on most doors.

One of the most important new inno-
vations in the industry is the �user re-
keyable� restricted keyway systems that
are now available.

When evaluating a key control system,
an administrator should ask the follow-
ing questions:
� Can the lock be rekeyed at the master

level without affecting any of the user
level keys to the system?

� Is every key serial numbered and as-
signed to a single user? Can you ac-
count for every key at all times?

� Is the key totally restricted and un-
available except through controlled
sources, making key duplication im-
possible?

� Can the lock be rekeyed in seconds
without exchanging a core or remov-
ing a cylinder from the door?

� Is there a computerized records man-
agement program for the system, and
is the administration accountable for
key control?

If the answers to any of these ques-
tions is �No�, the locking system is anti-
quated and vulnerable to security breach.

To illustrate the situation faced by most
school districts consider the following
set of situations.

10 keys remain 10 Keys
Every key in a system must be identified
and assigned to a specific key holder. In
many systems, keys are not uniquely iden-
tified. Generally users sign a form con-

Key Control and School Security: Is your school vulnerable?

yard and in the adjacent hallways; the
rest of the students in each class who
knew the critically wounded; the siblings
of these students; new students enter-
ing the high school and new teachers. In
other Springfield schools and in the com-
munity there are friends and cousins,
aunts and uncles, grandmothers and
grandfathers, nieces and nephews,
coaches and neighbors.

Plans are being made regarding a per-
manent memorial and the anniversary
date of the shooting. In addition, we have

just begun to make plans to assist stu-
dents and staff during the suspect�s trial,
which will mark a new and unknown
course of events that will challenge us
once again. The trial, originally sched-
uled to begin in April, has now been post-
poned to September. And so we will be-
gin yet another school year with this
tragedy hanging over us.

The shooting in Littleton, Colorado
has added a new dimension of urgency
to our efforts to promote safe schools
and respond to school crises. Now, more

than ever, it is imperative that every
school in America have a crisis response
plan and the resources to adequately
support students and staff in the after-
math of a crisis.

Submitted by Cathy Kennedy Paine,
Special Services Coordinator, Spring-
field Public Schools. This article
orignially appeared in Communique,
Vol. 27 No. 8, copyright 1999 by the Na-
tional Association of School Psycholo-
gists. Reprinted by permission of the
publisher.

firming that they have been given �a� key.
Problem: In any system where each key

is not uniquely identified by a serial num-
ber, the system administrator is left to
wonder who actually holds what key, and
what keys doors will open what doors.
No �system status� exists.  Key control
is often reduced to a loose-leaf notebook
and a pile of work orders in the mainte-
nance department.

Solution:  A controlled key system
identifies each key with a unique serial
number. This number allows an adminis-
trator to assign every user to a specific
key. Keys matching every door are iden-
tified within the system. Key holders are
introduced to the concept of accountabil-
ity and thus tend to be responsible for
the specific key they were issued. Such
systems are often backed by a database
program that tracks the system status.

10 Keys becomes 9 Keys
The loss of a key is a security breach. To
eliminate the breach, the lock must be
changed. The decision to re-key must be
made quickly and with security in mind.
Too often the decision to re-key is bal-
anced against the cost of the re-pinning.
When a school is faced with a lost key,
the decisions should be based solely on
the safety and security of the school and
its attendees.

Problem: In a traditional interchange-
able core system, re-keying a door is ac-
complished by exchanging cores. Gener-
ally a school has enough additional cores
on hand to accommodate approximately
10 percent of the school�s doors. In this
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system, security is based on the random
distribution of cores.

The major flaw of this system is evi-
dent when a master key is lost � the loss
of a master key results in a security breach
of all affected doors. In nearly all cases,
this also affects the replacement cores,
making the exchange of cores useless. The
entire system must then be re-pinned.
This is an expensive and time-consum-
ing procedure� one that most adminis-
trators and maintenance staffs dread. In
fact, often the school simply �holds its
breath� hoping that the event will pass
without incident.

Solution: In some newer systems, the
lock can actually be re-pinned simply by
turning another key in the door. With
these �user re-keyable systems,� a facil-
ity can be re-pinned at the master level
with out affecting the user level. Simply
insert the new master key in the affected
doors and turn � a simple, fast and in-
credibly economical procedure.

10 Keys become 11 Keys
Key duplication is the current hot button
in the industry. Unfortunately there are
no controls or regulations regarding the
use of keys or their duplication. Most of
the key blanks used in schools today are
readily available at any hardware store or
locksmith shop, irregardless of the words
�Do not duplicate� stamped on the key.

Problem:  Whether the issue is a lost

key or convenience, staff members and
sometimes students can simply have a
duplicate key cut. While restricted key-
ways are the answer, many systems cur-
rently touted as restricted are really �dis-
tribution restricted.� In fact these key
blanks are often available on the Internet
or through a catalog.

Solution: Truly restricted keyways are
the only answer to unauthorized key du-
plication.  A school district must be very
careful when choosing a restricted key-
way since very few truly restricted key-
ways exist.  A close examination of what
other companies or organizations are us-
ing the keyway and where the keys are
available are at the root of the system�s
protection from this threat.

Who has a key to the front door?
Ultimately school districts will spend mil-
lions of dollars updating security in their
schools. Closed circuit television, card
access systems, metal detectors, identifi-
cation badges, as well as a host of other
precautionary measures will all be added
in the name of safety and security. All the
while in many school systems across the
country, no one will even be sure who
has the key to the front door.

Submitted by J. Peter Guidi Jr. For
more information on key control,  Mr.
Guidi can be reached at 800/316-5397
or Hancock200@aol.com.
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