
RESOURCE: 

Considerations for Education Leaders in Preparing for Active Shooter Drills in 
Schools 

Every year schools and other educational institutions prepare to respond to active shooter situations. 
The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) defines an "active shooter" as one or more individuals actively 
engaged in killing or attempting to kill people in a populated area.1 In most cases, active shooters or 
armed assailants use firearms, and there is no pattern or method to their selection of victims.2 When 
emergency circumstances arise in schools, teachers and other school staff are forced to react in the 
moment. Schools across the country are going to great lengths to assuage safety concerns by taking 
action to prevent gun violence and to carefully prepare for active shooter incidents should the worst 
happen in their buildings. While most students go to school without ever experiencing an active shooter 
incident, we cannot ignore the all-too-real fear of gun violence that many students, families, and school 
staff feel as they enter school each day to learn and grow. Exposure to gun violence takes a terrible toll 
on the entire school community. 

Since the mass shooting at Columbine High School in Colorado in 1999, estimates show there has been 
over an 400 school shootings that exposed more than 390,000 students to gun violence.3 The K-12 
School Shooting database also shows a rise in school shootings since 2018. A nationally representative 
study found that 51 percent of 14- to 17-year-olds in the United States worry about school shootings.4 

According to the Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data Summary & Trends Report: 2013–2023, 13 percent of 
high school students did not go to school because they felt unsafe either at school or on their way to or 
from school at least once during the past 30 days. Many parents of school-aged children in the United 
States remain apprehensive about their child’s physical safety at school, with 44 percent saying they fear 
for their child’s safety.5 Additionally, 59 percent of teachers worry about the possibility of a shooting 
happening at their school.6 

To address these concerns, 98 percent of public schools reported having written procedures for active 
shooter drills in the 2023–24 school year, according to the most recent federal data.7 Despite how 
common active shooter drills are, more research is needed to conclusively determine if and how 
effective these drills are at preparing schools for active shooter incidents, preventing injuries and 
fatalities, and minimizing any associated psychological impacts or traumas from either the drills or the 
incidents.8 The goal of an active shooter drill is to ensure staff and students understand the safety 
procedures and know how to implement them to stay safe in the event of a real incident. The following 
considerations are designed to assist educational institutions in developing active shooter drills that 
prioritize the physical safety and psychological well-being of the entire school community. As always, 
school districts receiving federal financial assistance must comply with civil rights laws prohibiting 
discrimination on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, and disability in carrying out these 
activities.9 

This document provides considerations for before, during, and after drills, each of which is further 
described below. 

https://www.cdc.gov/yrbs/dstr/index.html


Pre-Drill Considerations 
• Develop comprehensive, high-quality Emergency Operations Plans (EOPs), and train all staff on

their use.
• Train school safety staff on how to use EOPs.
• Take steps to foster a safe and supportive school climate, as a means of strengthening violence

prevention, emergency preparedness, and crisis response.
• Be mindful of students’ mental and emotional health prior to, during, and after safety drills,

and prepare to provide mental health and emotional supports following drills.
• Avoid simulated violence in active shooter drills, including highly sensorial elements like fake

firearms, gunfire sounds, blood, assailants, and/or injuries.
• Provide advanced notice about active shooter drills to school staff, students, families and

caregivers, and other members of the school community.
• Ensure that all students and staff in public elementary and secondary schools, including

students who are English learners (ELs) and students with disabilities, are provided an equal
opportunity to receive any related information and participate in safety drills.

• Provide opportunities for staff, students, families, and school communities to provide input,
ask questions, and voice concerns about active shooter drills.

• Plan drills that meet the needs of the entire school community – including throughout school
buildings and in communities where there is possible exposure to gun violence outside the
school building.

• Ensure that all students, staff members, and members of the school community have access to
active shooter protocols – including visitors and those who are new to the building.

Considerations During the Drill 
• Always provide a clear, consistent message accessible to all students and staff that the event is

a drill.
• Direct members of the multidisciplinary school safety team to monitor and provide support

during the drill.

Post-Drill Considerations 
• Provide opportunities for all students and staff to debrief the drill experience and seek

additional supports if needed.
• Perform an after-action review with opportunities for staff and student input, and refine

school EOPs if needed based on lessons identified.
• Communicate with families and caregivers again after the drill and solicit their feedback and

observations (e.g., from parents speaking with their children).
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Pre-Drill Considerations 

Develop comprehensive, high-quality Emergency Operations Plans (EOPs), and train all staff on their 
use. 

In collaboration with local government leaders, first responders, and community partners (e.g., law 
enforcement officers, fire officials, emergency medical services personnel, and public and mental health 
professionals), schools should prepare for potential emergencies, including active shooters, through the 
creation of EOPs outlining the procedures and responsibilities a school will follow during an emergency, 
and detailing how they will respond, manage resources, and coordinate actions internally and externally 
to ensure safety and minimize physical and psychological harm.10 An EOP should address the needs of all 
staff, students, and families, including those that require special considerations and/or accommodations 
(e.g., students with disabilities and students who are ELs and address a variety of emergency and exigent 
scenarios both on and off school grounds (e.g., including on field trips) that could arise before, during, or 
after the school day). 

Train school safety staff on how to use EOPs. 

Every member of the school community should be prepared to respond in a manner that increases 
safety and minimizes harm. Therefore, all school staff should be actively involved in the development of 
their school’s EOPs. This includes staff who are permanent in the school, as well as those who might be 
itinerant (e.g., traveling between schools and/or campuses) or those who are new or temporary to a 
school building (e.g., a substitute teacher). Students look to and follow trusted adults in a time of crisis. 
When all adults are properly trained, know the safety procedures, and have opportunities to practice, 
they are more likely to have the tools to guide students to safety during a crisis. 

Ensure drills are aligned to the school’s EOP. Through active shooter drills and emergency planning, 
school staff should be well-trained to lead all students to safety through a range of scenarios, monitor 
their responses, and support individual student needs, including individualized needs of students with 
disabilities and students who are ELs. All school staff should be involved in school safety training. Schools 
should develop a multidisciplinary school safety team to develop, refine, and drive implementation of 
EOPs. Teams should include administrators, school mental health professionals, school nurses, school-
based law enforcement or security, teachers, maintenance or custodial staff, parents, students (where 
appropriate), and first responder representatives (e.g., fire departments, law enforcement agencies, 
medical professionals, and other emergency services). The Readiness and Emergency Management for 
Schools (REMS) Technical Assistance Center, funded by the U.S. Department of Education (the 
Department), offers a six-step planning process to aid districts and schools with developing high-quality 
EOPs. Additional resources can be found at SchoolSafety.gov. 

Take steps to foster a safe and supportive school climate, as a means of strengthening violence 
prevention, emergency preparedness, and crisis response. 

Creating a safe, inclusive, and supportive school climate makes students less likely to bring weapons to 
school and more likely to encourage students to report safety concerns.11 EOPs should include proactive 
preventative actions (e.g., positive behavior management strategies, peer-to-peer support programs, 
and safe firearm storage information) that schools can take every day to help ensure all school 
community members remain safe. These efforts often prove more cost-effective than reactive measures, 

3 

https://rems.ed.gov/Resources/Specific?Topic=EOPDevelopment
https://www.schoolsafety.gov/emergency-planning
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Frems.ed.gov%2Fdocs%2FSafe-Firearm-Storage&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK


while also fostering a positive school climate that benefits all students, staff, and parents, including 
preventing violence.12 

In October 2022, the Department-funded Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS) published Supporting Schools During and After Crisis: A Guide to Supporting States, Districts, 
Schools, Educators, and Students through a Multi-Tiered Systems of Support Framework to provide 
information on how to use a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) framework to support students, 
families, and educators throughout the phases of crisis response and recovery in a manner that 
prioritizes their health and safety, mental health and well-being, and academic growth. By investing in a 
positive school climate, leaders can contribute directly to physical safety, limiting the likelihood of school 
violence, and also create conditions for students and educators to practice safety drills while feeling safe, 
respected, valued, and trusted. Additionally, the Department’s technical assistance centers have issued 
guidance documents about how to implement physical safety measures effectively at schools, which 
schools can use in their development of EOPs and other emergency protocols. 

Be mindful of students’ mental and emotional health prior to, during, and after safety drills, and 
prepare to provide mental health and emotional supports following drills. 

Evidence suggests that students may experience increased stress, anxiety, and depression after active 
shooter drills. 13 By actively integrating mental and emotional health considerations into EOPs – including 
providing supports like crisis counseling, educating staff and students on recognizing common trauma 
reactions and coping mechanisms, incorporating mental health awareness into drills, including drill 
preparation, and establishing partnerships with local mental health providers – schools can better 
support students' emotional well-being during and following a crisis, promoting resilience and recovery. 
As appropriate, the disability-based needs of students identified as a student with a mental health 
disability under Section 504, or a student identified as a child with a disability under the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), may need to be considered on an individualized basis, both at the 
planning stage and the post-drill stage. The National Child Traumatic Stress Network developed A 
Checklist for School Personnel to Evaluate and Implement the Mental Health Component of Your School 
Crisis and Emergency Plan, a guide that multidisciplinary school safety teams can use to determine how 
well their school is prepared to respond to the immediate and long-term psychological effects of a crisis 
or disaster on students, their families, and staff. It offers many practical suggestions for developing 
procedures and plans for mitigation, prevention, preparation, response, and recovery. 

Avoid simulated violence in active shooter drills, including highly sensorial elements like fake 
firearms, gunfire sounds, blood, assailants, and/or injuries. 

Drills should be age-appropriate, and school leaders should approach safety instruction in similar ways 
that they teach academic content to students, focusing on building conceptual understanding and 
developing skills, so that students and staff alike understand how they should respond during an 
emergency scenario. Before conducting a drill, schools should prioritize training for students and staff 
that emphasizes the “what” and “why” behind safety procedures in an age-appropriate manner and 
facilitates exercises (e.g., tabletop activities, scenario-based discussions, and walkthroughs) that enable 
practicing emergency preparedness procedures in a safe and supportive environment.14 

Schools have implemented different types of safety drills such as shelter in place and fire drills without 
causing unnecessary harm or distress for children for decades. For example, staff typically do not use 
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simulated smoke or fire in school buildings to perform fire drills. Similarly, schools should not design 
active shooter drills that mimic the experience of a real active shooter and gunfire scenarios (e.g., replica 
weapons, fake blood, fake assailants, sound of gun fire over school public announcement systems), and 
should limit the amount of time spent on participation in active shooter exercises that have the potential 
to raise significant fears among students and school staff members.15 There is no evidence that 
simulation drills with use of graphic, gory, or highly sensorial elements are essential to effectively 
preparing school communities for active shooter incidents; in fact, they have been shown to negatively 
impact students’ mental health.16 While such drills may possibly be appropriate for law enforcement or 
other adults, there are several other approaches that schools can prioritize over these highly sensorial 
drills – see the Active Shooter Landscape Assessment for additional information. If community first 
responders (e.g., fire departments, law enforcement agencies, and other emergency services) are invited 
to participate in school drills, school leaders may want to discuss with them omitting sensorial elements 
(e.g., emergency sirens or lights, visible weapons) to reduce the appearance of a real crisis. In addition, if 
the school determines that participation in the drill would likely result in discrimination on the basis of 
disability because it would cause harm to an individual student by exacerbating a student’s underlying 
mental health disability, such as anxiety or depression, under Section 504, the school must provide the 
student alternative means of participation. 

The National Association of School Psychologists, National Association of School Resource Officers, and 
Safe and Sound Schools published Best Practices for Schools in Active Shooter and Other Armed Assailant 
Drills, which offers a continuum of safe and appropriate options for schools to consider when preparing 
for an active shooter situation – including everything from orientation activities, workshops, and 
tabletop drills, to full-scale drills. Please also see the resource published by DHS titled CISA Active 
Shooter Landscape Assessment for additional information. 

Provide advanced notice about active shooter drills to school staff, students, families and caregivers, 
and other members of the school community. 

Schools should provide students, families, and staff – including maintenance staff, bus drivers, substitute 
teachers, part-time staff, and anyone who regularly comes to the school site – with an overview of the 
purpose of the drill and what to expect several days prior to the drill.17 Schools may still choose to 
implement “unplanned” drills, in which students and staff do not know the precise timing that a drill will 
take place. However, all school community members should be given prior notice of upcoming drills to 
avoid the false impression of an active shooter scenario during the drill. Additionally, schools should 
provide advanced notice of upcoming drills to other leaders in the area, such as other school leaders, 
local fire departments and law enforcement, and other community partners who may benefit from 
knowing that the school is conducting a drill.   

While parents and caregivers do not participate in active shooter drills, they can play an important role 
in reinforcing school safety procedures. When providing parents and caregivers with advanced notice of 
an upcoming drill, schools should also offer information on the purpose of the drill and what their child 
will experience, how to talk with their child both before and after a drill, and procedural information in 
the event of a real active shooter situation. Schools should also provide contact information for the 
appropriate point of contact on the multidisciplinary school safety team for parents and caregivers to ask 
any questions or voice concerns before or after a drill. Developed by the REMS Technical Assistance 
Center, the fact sheet titled Families and Caregivers as Partners in School Emergency Management 
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provides strategies for forming partnerships and communicating with families, and for including them in 
efforts to develop, enhance, and maintain high-quality school EOPs. To ensure families and community 
members with limited English proficiency (LEP) have the opportunity to participate, schools must provide 
free and effective language assistance—such as translated materials, multilingual sessions, or an 
appropriate and competent interpreter—to comply with relevant civil rights requirements.18 Similarly, 
communications with parents and caregivers with disabilities that affect their ability to communicate 
must comply with relevant civil rights laws.19 

Ensure that all students and staff in public elementary and secondary schools, including students who 
are ELs and students with disabilities, are provided an equal opportunity to receive any related 
information and participate in safety drills. 

Where civil rights laws or other laws require that schools provide students modifications, services, and 
supports for safety drills to prepare for active shooter situations, as well as actual active shooter 
situations, students and staff members must not be excluded from knowing and practicing safety 
procedures and practicing with the accommodations, modifications, services, and supports needed 
should a crisis occur. 

Schools should also take care to meet communication-related needs of students and staff (e.g., 
communicating in a manner and language that students are able to understand). Title VI of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 (Title VI) requires elementary and secondary schools to provide appropriate language 
assistance to students who are ELs that enable them to participate equally and meaningfully in all of a 
school’s programs and activities.20 This includes ensuring that students who are ELs are provided a 
meaningful opportunity to participate in active shooter drills. Schools should also consider the needs of 
students who are ELs in the planning and post-drill stage to ensure students and their families receive 
adequate information, including appropriate language assistance, and there are otherwise no barriers to 
participation. Under Section 504, schools must ensure that their plan provides an equal opportunity to 
persons with disabilities by meeting the communication needs of students, staff, and others at the 
school who have disabilities that affect communication.21 For example, if the plan is to provide 
instructions about evacuation using hand signals, how will blind students know what to do? If the plan is 
to provide verbal instructions, how will deaf students know what to do? Under the IDEA, when 
developing, reviewing, or revising an individualized education program (IEP) for a child with a disability, 
the IEP Team is required to consider a variety of special factors, including, but not limited to, the 
communication needs of the child.22 

In the planning process, schools must consider whether there are barriers to the participation of 
students with mobility disabilities in safety drills, and, if so, take appropriate action to ensure that these 
students are not excluded on the basis of disability. For example, if a closet in a classroom is identified as 
the space to hide, for students who are in that classroom during the drill, is there room for all students 
and personnel, including a student who uses a wheelchair? If not, the school is required to take 
appropriate action to ensure equal access for the student who uses a wheelchair.   

Section 504 requires public elementary and secondary schools to provide a free appropriate public 
education (FAPE) that, among other things, is designed to meet the educational needs of students with 
disabilities as adequately as students without disabilities.23 IDEA requires that FAPE be made available to 
every eligible child with a disability, through an appropriately developed IEP, that emphasizes special 
education and related services designed to meet the child’s unique needs.24 In some cases, 
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modifications, supports, and services for safety drills are included in a student’s IEP or Section 504 plan, 
and, thus, are required. While planning for a drill, multidisciplinary school safety teams should work with 
IEP Teams, Section 504 teams, and others to plan for students requiring accommodations, in 
consultation with families and key school staff. This collaboration will help to identify issues that may 
require additional advanced planning to address barriers to participation. For example, if the plan is for 
students in a classroom to hide in a closet in silence, and if one of the students has a disability that 
affects the student’s ability to understand directions, what steps can the school take in advance to 
prepare the student with a disability to participate in the drill? 

The EOP for students requiring accommodations should be sufficiently detailed to identify: 1) any 
student or staff with mobility, communication, intellectual, or sensory disabilities, or other disabilities 
that may affect a student’s participation in safety drills; 2) the modifications, supports, and services, and 
other considerations needed by each student or staff member during the safety drills; 3) the staff 
member who is responsible for providing the modifications, supports, and services to, or addressing 
other considerations for, each student and staff member, as appropriate; and 4) a plan to provide the 
modifications, supports, and services, and to address other considerations for each student or staff 
member as appropriate during an actual emergency. For students, school leadership should assign a 
trained adult staff member and trained back-up, who are known to the child, to assist identified 
students, including by providing any required modifications, supports, and services, and addressing 
other considerations, during an emergency. All students, including those with disabilities, should be 
taught safety procedures in a manner and format that aligns to their needs. If aspects of a safety drill are 
not appropriate to a student, schools should arrange alternative opportunities to practice emergency 
procedures. Inclusive Emergency Planning: Strategies and Resources for K-12 Schools and School Districts 
is a guide that articulates ways in which schools can incorporate emergency planning accommodations 
to address individual access and functional needs. 

Provide opportunities for staff, students, families, and school communities to provide input, ask 
questions, and voice concerns about active shooter drills.   

Educators, students, and families share a concern for school safety. Although similar data are not 
available for parents and students, about 40 percent of teachers surveyed in 2024 reported feeling their 
school has done only a “fair” or “poor” job of providing them with the training and resources to deal 
with a potential active shooter.25 Efforts to engage with all members of the school community, increasing 
their understanding of school safety procedures and providing opportunities for input and clarification, 
can promote more positive engagement with school safety efforts. 

Consider soliciting feedback from school communities, and then share back with school communities 
what they shared and how that feedback will be incorporated into active shooter drills. In particular, ask 
members of the school community – including students, parents, and staff – what their concerns are 
about active shooter drills, and use that information to make drills more effective and successful. 

There is added value in continuing to engage students about active shooter drills over time, revisiting 
exercises as students move up in school, and reminding them that suggested responses may vary by 
school/grade level. Similarly, educators and school staff are eyes and ears throughout the school building 
and community and may hear directly and indirectly the concerns of parents, teachers, or their peers. 
Having regular dialogue with educators and staff about emergency response protocols is essential to 
successfully implementing these protocols and to ensuring safety in exigent scenarios. 
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Plan drills that meet the needs of the entire school community – including throughout school buildings 
and in communities where there is possible exposure to gun violence outside the school building. 

School leaders should consider a broad range of factors when planning for safety drills, including, but not 
limited to, recent incidents of violence at school and in the community, impact on valuable instructional 
time, and availability of staff to provide support. If there has been recent or frequent violence in the 
community or nationally publicized school crises, it is generally recommended not to conduct a school 
safety drill immediately, as it could potentially exacerbate anxiety and trauma among students and staff 
and may be counterproductive to the goal of creating a safe learning environment.26 Instead, school 
leaders should reschedule safety drills and consider alternative exercises like presentations and tabletop 
exercises to address safety concerns while prioritizing mental health support. 

Like any noninstructional activities that occur during the school day, drills can take away time from 
instructional time, which has potential to impact student learning. 27 Many states and districts require a 
certain number of drills each semester or year; however, there is not conclusive evidence suggesting the 
right frequency or length of these drills by grade or age. To conduct school safety drills while maintaining 
the continuity of instructional time, schools should consider announcing drills to the school community 
well in advance, incorporating drills into existing lesson plans, limiting the drills to be only as long as 
absolutely necessary, and varying the timing of drills throughout the day to ensure school communities 
know what to do in a range of situations, time periods, and places throughout school grounds. School 
leaders should also consider the instructional schedule, avoiding major test or exam days. 

Educators and students should know the safety procedures no matter where they are (e.g., in hallways 
during passing time, in the cafeteria during lunch time, in the auditorium during an assembly, in the 
parking lot at dismissal, on the playground, or during a school field trip). For this reason, there is 
significant benefit to practicing active shooter response drills in school spaces other than the classroom, 
such as those listed above. No matter when or where a drill takes place, members of the 
multidisciplinary school safety team should be available to support students and other members of the 
school community as needed. 

Ensure that all students, staff members, and members of the school community have access to active 
shooter protocols – including visitors and those who are new to the building. 

Not everyone present during an actual emergency will have had the benefit of being part of a training 
drill beforehand. Consider providing additional information to those who may not have been present 
during active shooter drills, including through posters near school doors or sign-in tables, written safety 
protocols to staff, and make-up opportunities for drills. These supplemental resources should be made 
available to staff who might be itinerant in a building (e.g., traveling between schools and/or campuses) 
or those who are new or temporary to a school building (e.g., a substitute teacher or a new student). 
Additionally, school leaders should include all school staff in active shooter drills and training – including 
all key support staff working with students (e.g., paraprofessionals). 

Considerations During the Drill 

Always provide a clear, consistent message accessible to all students and staff that the event is a drill. 

School leadership should clearly announce drills when they are happening. A potential pre-drill 
announcement could include messages such as: “This is a safety drill, not an actual emergency. This is a 
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drill. We are now practicing how to keep safe in the event of a real emergency. This is a drill.” Compliance 
with the civil rights laws requires that communications throughout the drill must meet the needs of 
students who are ELs and the disability-based communication needs of students with disabilities, such as 
persons who are deaf or hard of hearing. 

Clear communication should continue throughout the exercise. Some schools have found it helpful to 
have a staff member calmly talk through procedures reminding students of the importance of the drill. If 
students are practicing a lockdown drill, communication should be consistent throughout the lockdown 
to assure students they are only practicing. Prolonged lockdown drills can cause students to question 
their safety or promote anxiety. Lockdown drills should be limited to only as long as necessary to practice 
the procedure and ensure students know what to do in case of a crisis. 

If community first responders will participate in school drills, it is especially important to provide 
continued assurance to staff and students that the event is a drill to protect students and staff from 
unintentional fear, anxiety, and stress. School leaders should communicate with community crisis 
response and first responders to share planned drill procedures and updates on school drills, noting any 
special circumstances or concerns so that these community responders will have this knowledge in the 
event of a real emergency. 

Additionally, students and staff should be clearly told when the drill is over. They should also be taught 
that in the event of an actual crisis, school communications may be delayed but will be continued as 
soon as it is safe. 

Direct members of the multidisciplinary school safety team to monitor and provide support during the 
drill. 

All school staff, including members of the multidisciplinary school safety team, should assure students 
that they are participating in a safety drill, remind them of the drill procedures, and facilitate calm 
adherence to procedures. School staff should be knowledgeable about students in their assigned area 
who may require additional supports, such as those who have had a recent trauma and those who are 
ELs or have disabilities. Visibility of, and access to, members of the multidisciplinary school safety team is 
important to ensure students are following the drill procedures as designed and to monitor students and 
staff for signs of stress or needed supports. 

Multidisciplinary school safety teams should ensure that students and staff have access to trained adults 
who can provide support during the drill, including coping strategies for those experiencing distress. This 
includes students and staff who require specific accommodations (e.g., due to disabilities or limited 
English proficiency) or should be provided additional modifications, services, and supports, in order to 
participate in a safety drill. 

A key component of drills is the learning that comes from them. Therefore, having staff dedicated to 
understanding where plans were followed and where they fell short is key to future emergency 
planning. For example, some classroom teachers may determine, based on student needs and necessary 
accommodations, that additional staff support is needed for their classroom during drills. These 
classrooms should be noted in the school’s drill plans and EOPs. Formal after-action reviews are an 
important component of ensuring that schools remain ready and nimble in the event of an emergency. 
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Post Drill Considerations 

Provide opportunities for all students and staff to debrief the drill experience and seek additional 
supports if needed. 

School staff should facilitate brief conversations to give students an opportunity to reflect on the drill 
and help them transition back to regular activities. When talking to students after a safety drill, it is 
important to acknowledge their feelings, validate any concerns they may have, reiterate the purpose of 
the drill as a safety measure, and provide an open space for questions while emphasizing the importance 
of following procedures during a real emergency.28 This is also an opportunity to share with students 
how they can receive additional support if needed to address concerns and fears regarding school 
shootings. Schools should ensure that mental health providers are on hand after safety drills to provide 
counseling support if needed or provide referrals to community-based mental health providers. 

Content of the discussion should include as is appropriate with age: 1) reminding students of the 
importance of practicing what to do in case of a real emergency; 2) asking students their opinions on 
how the drill went, what was done well, and what needs to be improved; 3) addressing concerns or 
questions; and 4) asking if any students feel the need for additional time or supports prior to returning 
to planned activities to process the drill and 5) making clear to all students how they can access 
additional support. During this discussion, school staff should monitor for signs of distress and 
dysregulation to determine if any students need additional supports. If there is reason to believe that 
participation in a drill caused harm to a student on the basis of disability, for example, triggering a 
mental health crisis for a student with a mental health disability, the school must take appropriate steps 
to address the harm and to minimize any harm in connection with the student’s participation in any 
future drill. 

Developed by The National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Creating School Active Shooter/Intruder 
Drills provides information on how to debrief with students, families, and staff after a safety drill. Schools 
should develop a process for consistently and thoroughly documenting student feedback and noting any 
student concerns or needs to share with school leaders and the safety team (e.g., an online form or 
template). Multidisciplinary school safety teams should conduct these feedback sessions in a reasonable 
time after the drill and update EOPs in response to feedback as appropriate. 

Perform an after-action review, with opportunities for staff and student input, and refine school EOPs 
if needed based on lessons identified. 

Immediately after the drill, in addition to student-level debriefing, school leadership and 
multidisciplinary school safety teams should jointly discuss how the school performed during the active 
shooter drill. Schools may use an after-action review, which refers to an analysis conducted after the 
school safety exercise where participants discuss what went well, what could be improved, and how to 
refine emergency response procedures based on their experiences during the drill, with the primary 
focus on identifying and addressing safety concerns.29 School leaders should also schedule a meeting 
with district and community crisis response leaders to discuss key takeaways, needs, or concerns and to 
strengthen future emergency planning. 
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Multidisciplinary school safety teams should have a process for addressing any concerns, determining 
needed changes, incorporating needed changes into drills, and communicating changes to staff, 
students, and families when appropriate. Schools should review, update, and refine EOPs as appropriate 
based on the after-action reviews, and staff and students should have an opportunity to learn about 
procedure changes prior to subsequent safety drills. This fact sheet developed by the REMS Technical 
Assistance Center, After-Action Reports: Capturing Lessons Learned and Identifying Areas of 
Improvement, outlines best practices for conducting after-action reviews. 

Communicate with families and caregivers again after the drill and solicit their feedback and 
observations (e.g., from parents speaking with their children). 

School leadership should communicate with families as soon as possible following a school-wide drill. 
The communication must comply with relevant civil rights requirements pertaining to communication 
with persons who have LEP and persons with disability-based communication needs, and should include: 

• Recognition of the drill and why the drill is important. For example: “Today we had a schoolwide 
safety drill to ensure staff and students know what to do in case a real emergency occurs.” 

• Recognition of how the drill went. For example: “Our staff and students calmly demonstrated 
their knowledge of the procedures.” If noticeable problems or concerns were noted, they should 
be shared, “Several classes were in the cafeteria when the drill occurred. We will continue to 
work on making sure students know the procedures if they are not in their classrooms.” 

• Resources for additional support to both students and parents. For example: “Your student had a 
debrief in their classroom and was told how to access additional supports if needed. You may 
also access the same resources at X.” Schools should also provide information on how to share 
concerns. For example: “If you have any concerns or questions about the drill or our safety 
procedures, please contact X.” 

Legal Disclaimer 

For the reader’s convenience, this document contains examples and information from outside 
organizations. Inclusion does not constitute an endorsement by the U.S. Department of Education of any 
outside organization, or the products or services offered, or views expressed. Other than statutory and 
regulatory requirements included in the document, the contents of this guidance do not have the force 
and effect of law and are not meant to bind the public in any way. This document is intended to provide 
clarity to the public regarding best policies, practices, and existing requirements under the law or agency 
policies. 
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