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Approximately two months ago, I wrote about school safety in the wake of the school 
shooting in Parkland, FL.  Shortly thereafter, niche.com named our school district the 7th safest 
in PA and the 24th safest in the nation; nonetheless, we continue to look for ways to strengthen 
safety in our schools.

I recently heard a talk with a school security expert named, Michale Dorn.  Dorn’s 
credentials are impressive.  He is the Executive Director of Safe Havens International, a non-
profit school safety center. The author of 27 books on school safety, Dorn’s campus safety work 
has taken him to 11 countries over the past 34 years.  If I listed his full credentials they would fill 
the rest of this column this week.  Suffice it to say, he knows what he is talking about.

As is often the case following a situation like the one at Parkland, legislators respond 
with legislation to address the problem.  At least 16 bills in the House and four bills in the Senate 
have begun circulating in Harrisburg.  Unfortunately, I’m not sure the creators of these bills do 
extensive research on what will actually work.  This week, I’d like to outline what is being 
considered in Harrisburg and offer insights on their efficacy according mostly to the work of 
Dorn.

SB 383 would allow schools to arm teachers.  I will not get into my personal views on 
this other than to say that this narrative began the day after the President met with the NRA.  I 
believe it is a discussion intended to sidetrack the discussions we should be having so I will not 
address it until more proven methods are discussed and funded.  Dorn pointed out a situation in 
Oklahoma which has had a law to allow the arming of teachers but few districts have done it.  
Now an Oklahoma legislator is sponsoring a bill to require it and going further to “hold liable” 
any district that does not. 

The reason most Oklahoma schools have not armed their teachers?  Liability insurance.  
Insurance companies are reluctant to insure buildings that are going to be full of weapons and if 
they do, taxpayers will have to be ready to shell out big dollars.  Dorn feels that this is a non-
starter unless insurers are at least brought into the conversation.

Another bill would require at least one armed officer in every school and would mandate 
metal detectors at primary entrances.  Dorn noted that School Resource Officers are effective.  It 
would be a significant expense.  In our district alone, it would add nearly a quarter million 
dollars to the budget.  Metal detectors are not a practical and realistic approach.  First, you have 
the issue of getting hundreds of students through them at one time.  This would require many 
points of entry and metal detectors – but the real expense comes in because you need security to 
operate them.  Dorn estimated that a typical mid-sized school would need to spend 6 million 
dollars a year to properly operate metal detection systems.

Some proposed legislation in Harrisburg is focused on mental health.  Dorn would 
strongly support this.  As I said in my previous letter on this topic, Dorn confirmed that the #1 
preventative tool to school violence is a positive school climate and culture.   Having 
professionals who can deal with mental health problems is necessary to promoting this kind of 
climate.  GM made a mid-year alteration by adding counselors to our elementary schools.  These 
services will add $30,000 to our budget next year so I do hope the state helps address this critical 
issue with funding.

Along the lines of mental health, another bill proposes that any child making a terroristic 
threat undergo a psychiatric evaluation before he or she can be released.  Dorn did not address 
this but I can tell you from experience, this will not work.  Mental health professionals will not 
issue any kind of assurance that anyone will behave in one way or another.  Human behavior can 
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not be predicted with 100% accuracy so at best, you would get a generalized statement.  We’ve 
been down this road.

Dorn strongly stressed school climate and spoke at length about the physical appearance 
of a school.  He spoke of it in terms of “body language of a building.”  The colors of walls, the 
presence of art and murals and the cleanliness should make the buildings look “as far from a 
prison as possible.”  He has been to Israel where, because of the ongoing animosities, they have 
made schools fortresses.  He noted, though, that if we allow those who have done harm to make 
us turn our schools into fortresses, kids lose school and the perpetrators have won.

While we all seem focused on “active school shooters” right now, Dorn brought 
perspective to the issue.  He noted that twice the number of people have died in school due to 
suicide and that active shooter events count for only 12% of campus homicides.  He stated that 
92% of victims who are murdered on K12 campuses are killed in events that do not involve 
active shooters.  He noted the possibilities of medical emergencies and many other situations 
that can pose a threat to safety in a school.  While preparation for an active shooter situation is 
important, our focus cannot be that narrow.


