
Implementing Physical Safety  
Measures Effectively at Schools

Protecting students and staff in the event of a school shooting is an important consideration for school and 
district leaders. These include implementing multi-tiered supports for organizing proactive social, emotional, 
behavioral, and academic practices to promote a positive and inclusive school climate and overall well-being 
for students and staff. To maximize safety, schools should implement key physical safety measures and 
practices to prevent gun violence from occurring in schools.	

 Unfortunately, even when proactive systems exist, tragedies can 

still occur. This resource provides important information on a few 

key safety measures schools can implement and monitor to help 

in protecting schools from entry of unauthorized individuals and 

weapons and minimizing potential for injury and death in the event 

of school-based gun violence. 

Physical safety measures should be viewed as only one part of a 

larger multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS). Prevention begins 

by establishing a school community in which students and staff 

are engaged in learning and feel a sense of belonging and where 

needs are identified and addressed proactively (see resources 

at pbis.org and schoolclimate.org for additional information on 

establishing a consistently safe, positive, and inclusive school 

environment). Implementing physical safety practices should be 

done in consideration of social and emotional safety and with input 

from a diverse group of students, staff, families, and community 

members to ensure practices are matched to school and commu-

nity needs and support an overall sense of safety and wellbeing. 

Physical safety measures are critical but when implemented 

outside of a safe, supportive school schoolwide climate and 
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http://www.pbis.org
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Implementing Physical Safety Measures Effectively at Schools	 2

culture are insufficient. Schools have a responsibility not to dis-

criminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, disability, 

age, or other protected classes when implementing school safety 

measures and policies. Physical safety practices will be most 

effective when implemented as part of system that is guided by a 

well-trained team, including bias training, that uses data to assess 

strengths and needs of the school community and any dispropor-

tionate application or impact, and promotes consistent, equitable, 

and accurate implementation. 

This resource is a compilation of practice profiles highlighting 

considerations for improving physical safety for schools and 

classrooms in the context of school-based gun violence. As the ev-

idence continues to emerge and additional practices are identified 

those practices will be reviewed for inclusion in future versions of 

this resource. In this introduction we describe considerations for 

implementation within a larger MTSS framework. Then, we provide 

specific practice profiles for classroom practices, outdoor and 

entrance practices, and communication protocols. Each practice 

protocol describes the practice and key considerations for imple-

mentation. The development of this resource included a review 

of existing research, after-action reports, legal documents, and 

averted shooting reports and synthesizes lessons learned from 

school, district, and state recovery efforts over the last decade.i

Team Guided Implementation

As with any practice, care must be taken to ensure the practice 

is adapted to fit the specific context of the community and that 

systems are in place to support implementation. A team that is 

representative of and accountable to the school community (e.g., 

students, educators, family members) and other partners (e.g., 

community, public, and mental health professionals, as well as first 

responders) should make determinations about physical safety 

practices and policies and monitor implementation. The team 

should meet regularly to maintain strong relationships between 

the community and the school, and to train, learn, and practice 

physical safety measures together. When selecting practices the 

team may consider available resources, staffing capacity, and 

staff, student, and family voices as part of this process. The team 

also has the responsibility of placing physical safety practices in 

the context of a larger system of proactive and positive support 

and continuing to assess the impact and effectiveness of each 

practice selected. Districts may already have an existing MTSS 

leadership team that could guide this work. Existing teams should 

start by assessing their team membership to ensure the team is 

adequately representative and includes members with all appropri-

ate areas of expertise. 

Assess Local Conditions

Teams should consider the specific characteristics of each building 

and campus when selecting physical safety measures. After teams 

identify specific strengths and vulnerabilities related to physical 

safety, they can select specific practices. Teams should select 

practices that reduce risk in a feasible and practical manner and 

that enhance an overall sense of wellbeing for staff and students. 

For example, teams may determine that gated entry to a large 

campus is not feasible and instead prioritize school building point 

of entry practices. Similarly, teams may determine in the context 

of a very large campus or school that a single point of entry is not 

feasible and instead decide to focus on securing multiple points 

of entry. In addition, teams must consider local building and fire 

codes and ensure that physical modifications to entries or class-

rooms are accessible by persons with mobility disabilities as well 

as coordinate proactively with local first responders. Teams should 

ensure individuals with these areas of expertise are included in 

these decisions. Teams should also consider a school or districts 

capacity to implement a practice consistently and effectively 

when selecting physical safety measures. For example, a team 

may decide that staffing all building entry points is not feasible at 

certain times during the school day due to staffing shortages or 

other responsibilities in the building and instead decide to reduce 

the number of entry points. 

http://www.pbis.org/resource/physical-safety-measures-classroom-safety-procedures
www.pbis.org/resource/physical-safety-measures-outdoor-and-entrance-safety-procedures
www.pbis.org/resource/physical-safety-measures-outdoor-and-entrance-safety-procedures
www.pbis.org/resource/physical-safety-measures-communication-systems
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Promoting Consistent and Accurate Implementation

A practice will not be effective if it is implemented inconsistently 

or incorrectly. For example, if emergency procedures are clearly 

defined but not communicated with all staff (including substi-

tutes), students, or families, confusion could increase risks in the 

event of an emergency. Similarly, if the school policy is that doors 

are closed and locked but students regularly open the door to 

allow friends to bypass entrance procedures, security could be 

compromised. Integrating physical safety features within a larger 

MTSS framework can provide systems to support consistent and 

high-fidelity implementation. To decrease vulnerability, teams 

should a) ensure that training is provided to all school staff and 

students on relevant practices; b) plan and oversee required 

safety drills and ensure that procedures are age appropriate, 

emotionally safe, and implemented consistently and correctly; c) 

provide coaching and support to staff or students struggling with 

implementation; and d) use data and feedback from staff and 

students to continue to refine procedures and enhance imple-

mentation support. Teams should plan to increase support (e.g., 

communication, practice, monitoring) when conditions may make 

implementation more difficult (e.g., high numbers of substitutes or 

volunteers, unstructured setting).



Implementing Physical Safety Measures Effectively at Schools	 4

Resources

Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (2022). K-12 

School Security Guide, 3rd edition. Department of Homeland 

Security.  https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/k12-

school-security-guide-3rd-edition-022022-508.pdf

Crist, C. (2017). SOLVING A SAFETY DILEMMA: When designing active 

shooter drills, districts must balance readiness with the potential 

to traumatize students and staff: District Administration. District 

Administration, 53(10), 45–47.

Goodrum, S., Slepicka, J., Woodward, W., & Kingston, B. (2022). 

Learning from Error in Violence Prevention: A School Shooting as 

an Organizational Accident. Sociology of Education, 95(4), 257–275. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00380407221120431

Guidepost. (2023). Oxford Community Schools Independent 

Report On Threat And Suicide Assessments And Physical Security. 

(Report One: Current Conditions). Guidepost Solutions LLC. https://

guidepostsolutions.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/GUIDE-

POST-REPORT-OXFORD-COMMUNITY-SCHOOLS-INDEPENDENT-RE-

PORT-May-8-2023-fnl.pdf 

Jonson, C. L. (2017). Preventing School Shootings: The Effective-

ness of Safety Measures. Victims & Offenders, 12(6), 956–973. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2017.1307293

Katsiyannis, A., Whitford, D. K., & Ennis, R. P. (2018). Historical 

Examination of United States Intentional Mass School Shootings 

in the 20th and 21st Centuries: Implications for Students, Schools, 

and Society. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 27(8), 2562–2573. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-018-1096-2

Landrum, T. J., Sweigart, C. A., & Collins, L. W. (2019). School Shoot-

ings: What We Know, What We Can Do. In Educational Leadership 

(Vol. 77, Issue 2, pp. 36-). ASCD

Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High School Public Safety Commission. 

(2019). Initial Report Submitted to the Governor, Speaker of the 

House of Representatives and Senate President. MSD Public Safety 

Commission. https://www.fdle.state.fl.us/MSDHS/CommissionRe-

port.pdf 

National Threat Assessment Center. (2019). Protecting America’s 

Schools: A U.S. Secret Service Analysis of Targeted School Violence. 

U.S. Secret Service, Department of Homeland Security.

National Threat Assessment Center. (2021). Averting Targeted 

School Violence: A US  secret service analysis of plots against 

schools. U.S. Secret Service, Department of  Homeland Security

Silva, J. R., & Greene-Colozzi, E. A. (2023). Assessing leakage-based 

mass shooting prevention: A comparison of foiled and completed 

attacks. Journal of Threat Assessment and Management. https://

doi.org/10.1037/tam0000205

School shootings: Current status and recommendations for 

research and practice: Behavioral Disorders. (2024). Behavioral Dis-

orders, 49(2), 116–127. https://doi.org/10.1177/01987429231214801

U.S. Department of Justice. 2024. Critical Incident Review: Active 

Shooter at Robb Elementary School. Washington, DC: Office of 

Community Oriented Policing Services. https://portal.cops.usdoj.

gov/resourcecenter/content.ashx/cops-r1141-pub.pdf

https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/k12-school-security-guide-3rd-edition-022022-508.pdf
https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/k12-school-security-guide-3rd-edition-022022-508.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380407221120431
https://guidepostsolutions.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/GUIDEPOST-REPORT-OXFORD-COMMUNITY-SCHOOLS-INDEPENDENT-REPORT-May-8-2023-fnl.pdf
https://guidepostsolutions.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/GUIDEPOST-REPORT-OXFORD-COMMUNITY-SCHOOLS-INDEPENDENT-REPORT-May-8-2023-fnl.pdf
https://guidepostsolutions.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/GUIDEPOST-REPORT-OXFORD-COMMUNITY-SCHOOLS-INDEPENDENT-REPORT-May-8-2023-fnl.pdf
https://guidepostsolutions.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/GUIDEPOST-REPORT-OXFORD-COMMUNITY-SCHOOLS-INDEPENDENT-REPORT-May-8-2023-fnl.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2017.1307293
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-018-1096-2
https://www.fdle.state.fl.us/MSDHS/CommissionReport.pdf
https://www.fdle.state.fl.us/MSDHS/CommissionReport.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/tam0000205
https://doi.org/10.1037/tam0000205
https://doi.org/10.1177/01987429231214801
https://portal.cops.usdoj.gov/resourcecenter/content.ashx/cops-r1141-pub.pdf
https://portal.cops.usdoj.gov/resourcecenter/content.ashx/cops-r1141-pub.pdf


Implementing Physical Safety Measures Effectively at Schools	 5

Endnotes

i — Considerations included in this document were identified using the following 

procedures:

	f Scoping review of available academic literature, federal and independent after-action 

reports and averted school violence reports

	` Review of published academic literature related identified in relevant 

education and law enforcement databases and with relevant search terms 

(e.g., school shooting, active shooter, prevention, physical safety measures, 

hard corners, door locks etc.) 

	` Review of federal and independent after-action reports including

	` Marjorie Stoneman Douglas High School Public Safety Commission

	` U.S. Secret Service 2019 and 2021 reports

	` Department of Justice Critical Incident Review: Active Shooter at 

Robb Elementary School 

	` Oxford Community Schools Independent Report

	` Incident data on averted school violence reported to 

avertedschoolviolence.org 

	f Each source was reviewed and key recommendations were compiled. This list of 

recommendations was reviewed by a team to identify recommendations that met 

the following criteria:

	` Recommendations were generalizable to a wide range of schools and 

districts and not specific to one particular incident

	` Recommendations that were supported by findings across more than one 

report

	` Recommendations that were feasible and practical for most schools or 

districts to implement (For example, bullet resistant glass and building 

materials are recommended but were not considered feasible for large 

scale installation due to costs and other building code considerations 

in most districts. Therefor this document does not specifically address 

building material choices.)  

	` Recommendations that were not contra-indicated by empirical research or 

other reports

	` Recommendations that were not solely promoted by for profit organizations

This document was produced by the Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports supported by U.S. Department of Education (H326S230002). 
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relevance, timeliness, or completeness of any outside information included in these materials. 

The contents of this document do not have the force or effect of law and are not meant to bind the public. This document is intended as a re-

source on physical safety measures in schools for state and local education agencies, educators, students, and families. Further, this document 

does not provide specific guidance or information on the rights of children and schools’ obligations under those Federal laws, please refer to 

information provided by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Safe and Supportive Schools in the Office of Elementary and Secondary 

Education; Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services; and Office for Civil Rights.


