10 Things School
Districts Should
Consider When
Creating Tabletop
Drills

A practical guide for superintendents, principals,
and district leaders
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The safest districts
embed preparedness
into daily operations

Staff know where to find information. Leaders
review expectations regularly. Employees
practice decision making together. Lessons
learned are shared. Training evolves alongside
new risks.

When an incident occurs, whether it's an active
assailant, a trespasser, a missing student, an
allergic reaction, or a water leak in the
gymnasium, success is influenced as much by
how people respond as the quality of the written
plans and audits.

Tabletop drills transform emergency plans
into practical experience. They help staff
practice decision making, improve
communication, build confidence, and identify
gaps in procedures before a real incident puts
those skills to the test.

Here are ten things every superintendent,
principal, and district leader should keep in mind
when planning tabletop drills:
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Building the
Foundation: Confidence
and Decision Making

1. Build Confidence; Not Just
Compliance

Districts often measure success by asking who
attended training. A better question is: Can every
employee confidently explain what they would
do in the first sixty seconds of an emergency?

Checking attendance satisfies compliance.
Building confidence saves valuable time when
seconds matter. Effective tabletop drills give
staff opportunities to think through realistic
situations, discuss options, and become more
comfortable making decisions under pressure.
When people feel confident in their ability to
respond, they're far more likely to perform well
when it matters.

2. Practice Decision Making; Not Memorization

Emergency plans are only as effective as the
people carrying them out. Staff who have
memorized a checklist but never practiced
applying it will hesitate when conditions don't
match what they expected. Tabletop drills build
the mental flexibility to adapt, prioritize, and act
— even when the situation is ambiguous or
evolving.
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Building Comprehensive
Preparedness

Everyday readiness and clear
communication are the foundation
of effective response

3. Train for Every Incident; Not Just the
Headlines

Fire and active shooter preparedness is essential, but it
represents only a tiny fraction of the incidents schools
experience. Practicing everyday events builds the muscle
memory required for a crisis.

» Medical emergencies & allergic reactions
» Missing students & disruptive visitors

o Severe weather events & trespassers

The goal is staff who know how to respond regardless of
the type of event — not employees who are experts at
one emergency protocol.

4. Communication Often Determines
Outcomes

During an incident, how information flows — internally
among staff and externally to families and first
responders — can be just as critical as the physical
response. Breakdowns in communication consistently
appear in after-action reviews as a primary factor in poor
outcomes.

e Clearroles for who communicates what and when

o Consistent messaging to parents and the public

« Coordination with emergency services in real time

Preparedness training must include communication
protocols, not just physical procedures.
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Make Training More Effective

Two principles that sharpen engagement and reveal
hidden gaps in your plans

5. Make Scenarios Local 6. Create Variations of the Same

Generic emergency examples create generic Incident

engagement. People pay better attention to
situations and settings that feel real to them.

Running the same incident with different variables
reveals assumptions and gaps that a single scenario

L. - misses.
Actual District Buildings

Change the Time of Day

Use real floor plans, room numbers, and

campus layouts participants recognize. A lockdown at dismissal time looks very
different from one during a scheduled
Community Resources assembly.

Reference local emergency services,

hospitals, and mutual aid partners. Vary Stafflng Conditions

Run scenarios with key personnel absent to
District Policies test backup roles and delegation.

Align scenarios with your own procedures,
communication chains, and protocols.

Adjust Complexity

Add secondary complications — a medical
emergency during a shelter-in-place — to
stress-test decision-making.

OUR DISTRICT
QUR COMMUNITY
OUR PRIORITY
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Putting It All Together:

Principles 7-9

7. Measure Readiness; Don't Assume It

Staff aren't ready simply because they attend a tabletop — preparedness should
be measurable, just like academic performance or budgets.

Communication

How effectively did participants
share and verify information?

Problem Identification

Were gaps, unclear steps, or
missing resources surfaced?

Procedure Application

Did staff correctly apply protocols
under simulated pressure?

Teamwork

How well did participants
coordinate and support each
other?

8. Learn From Your Dirrills

A tabletop that ends when the scenario ends is a missed opportunity. The debrief
is where real learning happens — capture what worked, what didn't, and what
needs to change before the next drill or real event.

Debrief immediately

Hold a structured after-action review while the experience is fresh.

Document findings

Record gaps and action items — assign owners and deadlines.

Update plans

Revise procedures, checklists, and training based on what you learned.

9. Train Frequently in Small Doses

Annual drills build compliance, not competence. Short, frequent exercises — even
15-20 minutes — build muscle memory, normalize emergency thinking, and keep

protocols fresh for all staff.

Monthly micro—drills

Brief scenario discussions during
existing staff meetings.

Build a calendar

Role-specific practice

Target sessions to secretaries,
custodians, and bus drivers — not
just administrators.

Schedule training in advance so it doesn't get displaced by competing

priorities.
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10. Make It Easy

Drills that are easy to run and participate in are more likely to
happen
I

The biggest obstacle to regular tabletop training is often the
effort required to organize it. When exercises are simple to
prepare, require little setup, and fit within existing schedules,
schools are much more likely to conduct them consistently. The
best training program is the one that staff will use regularly.

When an incident occurs, the districts that respond best are the
ones that practiced — not the ones that planned.

Final Thought

Every incident challenges people to make decisions.
Sometimes the decisions are life-saving, and other times
they simply keep the day moving smoothly. In every case, the
outcome depends less on the written emergency plans and
more on the people who must carry them out.

The districts that respond best are not necessarily those
with the thickest manuals. They are the ones that
consistently prepare their people, reinforce expectations,
practice realistic scenarios, measure readiness, and learn
from practice.

About Respondr

Respondr is an Al-assisted incident management, training,
and preparedness platform built to help organizations
respond with confidence. Emergency response begins long
before an emergency happens and continues until everyone
gets home safely. Respondr gives staff the tools they need
to make informed decisions quickly. Practice what you'll do;
Do what you practice. Visit www.myrespondr.com for more
information.
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