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DEDICATION

This report is dedicated to Claire Davis,
and her parents, Michael and Desiree Davis.



A MESSAGE FROM MICHAEL & DESIREE DAVIS

As we write this dedication page, almost two years after our daughter died
from the gunshot wounds she suffered at a Colorado high school on
December 13, 2013, we are reminded of the God-given gift of life that we all
share. One year ago, on the first anniversary of the tragedy that took this gift
away from our daughter, we were contemplating what we would say to the
students and families that gathered at the school to remember our daughter.
The school wanted to promote healing for the community; we shared that
goal, but also felt compelled to remember the students that have lost their
lives to school violence in this State. With the help of a number of friends,
students and Governor John Hickenlooper, we launched 14 large illuminated
balloons into the star-lit Colorado sky that evening, in loving memory of Rachel
Scott, Daniel Rohrbough, Kyle Velasquez, Steven Curnow, Cassie Bernall, Isaiah
Shoels, Matthew Kechter, Lauren Townsend, John Tomlin, Kelly Fleming, Daniel
Mauser, Corey DePooter, Emily Keyes and our daughter, Claire Davis. Almost
everyone in the crowd held a candle, and the Governor’'s flame was passed
around until all the candles were lit. The balloons were to remember the kids
we have lost, and the candles were to encourage all of us that remain to work

together to light the way for a more peaceful and loving future.

On the campus of Arapahoe High School in Centennial, in a field known as
Clarity Commons, stands a large granite pillar with the inscription: “All that you
are is a result of what you have thought” When applied to the entire
community, and even the entire State, one is left to ponder the implications of
our collective thoughts and points of view on society at large. Perhaps if we
individually turn our attention and thoughts, and then our actions, to being
more compassionate, tolerant and willing to help others, then collectively our
communities will become less harsh and less violent. The angry young man
that murdered our daughter was a student in crisis who desperately needed
guidance in a different direction from the one he pursued. The lesson to learn

is not that our schools should be less tolerant and more punitive, rather that
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our schools are now, as never before, in a unique position to identify and
secure help for troubled students. The current state of our society demands
that it’s time to change our thinking about the role schools should play in the
lives of students in crisis. Schools are the first place in most children’s lives
where they learn to socialize and it should be one of the first places where
children learn to practice respect for themselves as well as others. In many, if
not most cases, helping troubled youths with unmet emotional needs costs
nothing more than some time given by a caring administrator or teacher to
lend a helping hand, share words of hope and encouragement, and open the
door to other available resources. The goal of this report and the entire
arbitration process was to encourage this change in thinking about our public
schools - to challenge parents, administrators, teachers and legislators to
embrace a caring, tolerant and compassionate culture that empowers our

schools to intervene and help kids in crisis.

Going through the arbitration process was our gift to the State of Colorado. It
is now up to the parents of public school students, school administrators and
our State legislators to take the recommendations in this report and
implement them - to put into practice the things we have learned from this

report so that all the children are safe from harm in our public schools.

We are extraordinarily thankful to the University of Colorado’s Center for the
Study and Prevention of Violence for writing this report and making the school
safety recommendations included here. In particular, we are grateful to Bill
Woodward of the University of Colorado and Sarah Goodrum of the University
of Northern Colorado for their labor of love in attending all of the depositions,
collecting the data, and writing the report. We also want to express our
sincerest thanks to: our friend and attorney, Michael Roche, of Lathrop & Gage,
who handled the depositions with a graceful and compassionate expertise that

is rare in the legal profession; Arapahoe County Sheriff Dave Walcher, who
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originally conceived of the idea to engage the Center for the Study and
Prevention of Violence to extract the lessons to be learned from our
daughter’s tragic death; the administrators of Littleton Public Schools and
Arapahoe High School, and the teachers of Arapahoe High School, for the
open and honest information provided in the arbitration proceedings with the
shared hope of preventing future shootings in Colorado schools; to the
Republican and Democratic leadership of the Senate and House during the
2015 legislative session, who had the courage to introduce legislation that
turns Colorado’s attention to safer schools; Desiree’s mother, Lois, who has
never wavered in her love and support; and our dear friend and confidante,
Carol, who stood by us in love and understanding throughout the entire

arbitration process.

Choose to love.

Michael & Desiree Davis
December 2075
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FORWARD

Failure does not strike like a bolt from the blue; it develops gradually
according to its own logic. As we watch individuals attempt to solve
problems, we will see that complicated situations seem to elicit habits of
thought that set failure in motion from the beginning.

Dietrich Dorner, The Logic of Failure (1996, p. 8)

We all carry some guilt.
Darrell Meredith, AHS Assistant Principal (2015, Deposition, p. 174)

Preface

As Dietrich Dbrner, suggests in the above quote, the errors leading up to the
December 13, 2013 shooting at Arapahoe High School (AHS) did “not strike like
a bolt from the blue.” The errors developed gradually over several months and
years, and as AHS Assistant Principal Darrell Meredith eloguently stated, “We
all carry some guilt” for the tragic incident that left two students dead. The
truth is that we all do carry some guilt, because as researchers, legislators,
policy makers, educators, parents, and community members, we have yet to
adequately solve the problem of school violence in the U.S. Malcom Gladwell
(2015) has recently argued that school shootings have, sadly, become a
problem that we live with, not a problem we work to solve (see also Blair, et
al, 2014; Doyle, 2010). Persistent and threatening problems, like school
violence, demand a comprehensive strategy, in which multiple solutions get
implemented simultaneously within social institutions (e.g., schools, districts,
legislature, mental health care) and the culture (e.g., values, beliefs, and
attitudes) (Costa, 2012).

The findings presented here will prove difficult to read. The evidence indicates
that several individual staff at AHS and within Littleton Public Schools (LPS)
made many small errors. More significant is the fact that the system in place

within the school and the district failed catastrophically - in both the
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prevention of school violence and the promotion of school safety. As is
common with tragedies, there will be a tendency to blame one or two frontline
actors and the shooter’s parents as the cause of the problem in this case (see
Costa, 2012; Doyle, 2010). The personalization of blame, however, does not
actually solve the problem of school violence; it mistakenly focuses the
problem on one or two individuals, not the latent system flaws and
organizational culture that created the problem (see Costa, 2012; Doyle, 2010).
Healthy organizations build systems that view human error as inevitable,
design systems that can prevent and absorb human error, and create climates
that encourage workers to take appropriate action when they become aware

of mistakes.

The recommendations presented in this report may also prove difficult to
accept, because they outline the comprehensive reforms needed to promote a
culture of safety within schools. The complexity of the problem, the financial
implications of the solutions, and the fear of an innovative comprehensive
approach must not paralyze us. The report represents a call-to-action for
schools, districts, legislatures, and larger society to create positive school
climates, assess and support students in crisis, and (continuously) reflect upon

school safety efforts.

In The Other “F” Word: How Smart Leaders, Teams and Entrepreneurs Put
Failure to Work, John Danner and Mark Coopersmith (2015) argue that the first
step to improvement within organizations is admitting failure. Many leaders,
however, fail to acknowledge mistakes, and the evidence indicates that the
leaders within AHS and LPS were no different. “Accepting failure without
learning from and leveraging it is a recipe for mediocrity” (Danner and
Coopersmith, 2015, p. 26). Of course, admitting failure, particularly following
the tragic death of two students on school grounds, proves incredibly difficult.

But admitting failure can also be restorative and transformative (Doyle, 2010).
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Relying on evidence from the medical field where offering an honest apology
reduced malpractice settlements (Doyle, 2010)?, AHS and LPS’s early
admittance of failure in this case might have accelerated the lessons learned.
Thus, the first step will be for AHS and LPS leadership to own the
organizational errors that created the conditions that led to the December 13,
2013 shooting. The next step will be to implement the recommendations on
information sharing, threat assessment, and system reform. The findings are
specific to AHS and LPS, but the recommendations may be relevant to all

schools and districts.

While not the focus of this report, preliminary information suggests that AHS
and LPS have started to institute new policies and practices that may make a
difference for school safety in the future. LPS’s new Superintendent, Brian
Ewert, and AHS’s Principal Natalie Pramenko appear willing to acknowledge
the failures and promote the reforms necessary to make AHS and LPS a safer
place for children. In fact, Pramenko has already begun to rectify some of the
problems identified in this report, which provides a positive step toward the
full integration of the recommendations presented here. In her deposition
testimony, Pramenko stated (p. 201):

| think for me as the principal, as much as | have to delegate and rely on
others, [I need] to be much more diligent and follow-up and follow
through with my assistant principals with regard to any discipline issues,
particularly resulting in suspension and/or mental health concerns, [for
example, with] kids that are suicidal, kids that have made threats, kids
that are bullied or being bullied. [I need to be] continuing the
conversation, continuing to ask them: “What have you done? When have
you last met with them?” That has definitely been a change. And
holding them accountable, as well for having those conversations with
counselors or teachers as appropriate, [and] communicating more with
parents. | think overall [we should continue to improve] communication
across the board at our school, you know, from teachers to teachers,
from teachers to counselors, teachers to administrators, and every
direction in between.

2 Similar results were produced when a Denver medical malpractice insurance company began a new program
recommending the use of apologies and quick settlements. The Hartford Courant (2006, p. 1) reported that “payments to
aggrieved patients were under $6,000, compared with about $284,000 for doctors not in the program.”
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This perspective will prove critical to improving the culture of safety at AHS
and within LPS.

Mission and Scope

To understand how similar school shootings might be prevented, the
Arapahoe High School Community Fund Honoring Claire Davis, a donor-
advised fund of The Denver Foundation, approached the Center for the Study
and Prevention of Violence (CSPV) at the University of Colorado Boulder to
assist with the collection, analysis, and interpretation of data obtained through
an investigative arbitration agreement reached between Michael and Desiree
Davis, representatives of the Estate of Claire Davis, and LPS. The investigation
sought to discover the facts and circumstances leading up to the December 13,
2013 shooting at AHS and LPS’s response. The purpose was to understand the
school’s risk and threat assessment procedures and responses, the school’s
approach to safety and climate, and the lessons that may be learned from this
incident that could improve youth violence prevention in school settings in the
future. More specifically, the goals of the arbitration were to provide
information to experts who could assist in: (1) developing policy
recommendations for identifying students in crisis, (2) outlining steps to
reduce the likelihood of and the severity of harm caused by students in crisis,
and (3) suggesting response protocols for best practices in response to a
student in crisis. In short, the ultimate objective is to discover ways to make
schools safer and to help prevent future tragedies like the one that occurred at
AHS.

The project scope did not include a review of the physical aspects of campus
security or emergency responders’ use of tactical responses at the time of the
shooting. The project also did not include a biographical or psychological

reconstruction of the shooter, as his mental health records were never made
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available and his family members, private counselor, and friends were not
deposed in the proceedings. Individuals who participated in a deposition or
the Arapahoe County Sheriff’'s Office Report are named in the report. Since all

depositions are being made public, the authors quote from those depositions.

Disclaimer

The report reflects the opinions of the authors and not the official position of
the University of Colorado Boulder, University of Northern Colorado, Denver
Foundation, Michael and Desiree Davis, LPS, or AHS. The data for the report
came from deposition testimony, interrogatory responses, deposition exhibits,
and the Arapahoe County Sheriff’s Office Report. The authors did not recruit
study participants or interview law enforcement officials, LPS staff, AHS staff,
AHS students, or AHS parents. Thus, the group of individuals deposed for the
arbitration proceedings may not necessarily represent the larger population of
people with knowledge of the case. Finally, the sequestration order in the
arbitration agreement did not allow for a peer review of the findings prior to
public release. This report represents a call for action to discuss, question, and
reflect upon school safety measures in Colorado. This is not the end of the

work on school safety; it is just the beginning.
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Acronyms Glossary

Acronyms used in this report

ACSO Arapahoe County Sheriff’'s Office

AHS Arapahoe High School

CSPV Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence
CSSRC Colorado School Safety Resource Center

FERPA Family Education Rights and Privacy Act

IEP Individual Educational Plan

ISST Interagency Social Support Team

LPS Littleton Public Schools

MTAT Multijurisdictional Threat Assessment Team
NREPP National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs and Practices
RRCU Risk and Resiliency Check Up

SAVRY'™ | Structured Assessment of Violence Risk in Youth
SIT Student Intervention Team

SRO School Resource Officer

V-STAG Virginia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY|

While proximal error leading to an accident is, in fact, usually a ‘human
error,’ the causes of that error are often well beyond the individual’s control.
All humans err frequently. Systems that rely on error-free performance are
doomed to fail.

Lucian Leape (1994, p. 1852)

To better understand how the December 13, 2013 shooting at Arapahoe High
School, in which senior Karl Pierson (hereafter, referred to as KP*) shot and
killed Claire Davis and then himself, might be prevented, the Arapahoe High
School Community Fund Honoring Claire Davis, a donor-advised fund of The
Denver Foundation, approached the Center for the Study and Prevention of
Violence (CSPV) at the University of Colorado Boulder to assist with the
collection, analysis, and interpretation of data obtained from an arbitration
proceeding in the case. The purpose was to understand the school’s threat
and risk assessment procedures and responses, and the lessons that might be
learned from this incident that could improve youth violence prevention in
school settings in Colorado and the U.S. The data for the report came from
the Arapahoe County Sheriff's Office’s (ACSO) investigation materials,
Littleton Public School's (LPS) interrogatory responses, deposition exhibits,
and deposition testimony. The principal investigators attended most of the

depositions and reviewed all of the documents produced by ACSO and LPS.

The findings revealed three major failures within AHS and LPS in the months
and years leading up to the shooting: (1) a failure of information sharing, (2) a
failure of threat assessment, and (3) a failure of systems thinking. While not
the focus of this report, preliminary evidence indicates that AHS staff and LPS
administrators have made several changes in their approach to school safety

since 2013, and those changes represent important steps in the right direction

3 In order to draw more attention to school violence prevention, draw less attention to the individual shooter, and avoid
contributing to the “cultural script” on school shootings, this report uses the shooter’s initials and not his name (see
Gladwell, 2015; Newman, et al., 2004).
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and are noted wherever possible. However, a great deal of progress still needs
to be made. The findings and recommendations reveal the steps needed to
strengthen school safety at AHS and within LPS, but they should also be
reviewed and considered by other schools in Colorado. This Executive

Summary highlights the three major failures and 14 of the 32

recommendations.

Information Sharing

There were many missed opportunities to share information about and
intervene with KP prior to the December 13, 2013 shooting at Arapahoe High
School (see Appendix 1. Chronological List of KP’'s Concerning Behaviors and
Appendix 5: Timeline of KP's Concerning Behaviors). The three major failures
in information sharing included: (1) a failure to use the student information
system (e.g., Infinite Campus) to document behavioral and safety concerns
(e.q., threat, risk, academic, discipline response), (2) a failure to train students
and staff in an anonymous reporting system (e.g., Safe2Tell), and (3) a failure
to implement an Interagency Information Sharing Agreement (encouraged by
SB 00-133) to exchange vital information about students of concern with law

enforcement and other community agencies.

First, information about KP was not consistently maintained in hard-copy files
or AHS’s Infinite Campus student information database. Not one AHS teacher,
administrator or staff person had a complete record of KP’s history of
concerning behaviors over his more than three years at AHS, making it
challenging to adequately assess the threat he presented. If AHS staff had
consistently documented his behaviors, a pattern of “boundary testing” would
have been more apparent. Consistently using a student information system to
document student concerns makes it easier to identify the early warning signs
of violence, escalation in anger management issues, and decline in academic

performance. In addition, evidence indicates that FERPA was misinterpreted,
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leading the school staff to believe that they would be more liable if they had

shared information about KP’s concerning behaviors, than if they had not.

Second, the Sheriff’'s Report clearly states that at least ten AHS students had
substantive concerns about KP’s anger problems and gun ownership prior to
the shooting, but only one student reported their concern to a counselor and
no students reported their concerns to Safe2Tell (see ACSO Report, pp. 10-11).
If just one student or teacher, had called Safe2Tell, this tragedy might have
been averted. At the time of the shooting and as of July 2015, LPS and AHS
administrators did not have a policy regarding Safe2Tell training and did not
require that students or staff receive training on the Safe2Tell system. In fact,
the information shared about Safe2Tell at AHS was limited to a sticker on the
back of student identification cards, posters displayed in the school hallways,

and a PowerPoint slide displayed in the cafeteria.

Third, AHS and LPS failed to implement an Interagency Information Sharing
Agreement to facilitate the sharing of vital information about an individual’s
safety concerns with law enforcement, juvenile justice, and social services
agencies, which is recommended by Colorado statute (SB 00-133), the Center
for the Study and Prevention of Violence (CSPV), and the Colorado School
Safety Resource Center (see the CSSRC’s Essentials of School Threat
Assessment: Preventing Targeted School Violence, LPS 03421-03443).

Threat Assessment

There were two major failures with threat assessment in AHS and LPS: (1)
AHS’s failure to adequately implement LPS’s threat assessment policies and
(2) LPS’s failure to validate its threat assessment tool and process. First, AHS
administrators and counselors failed to implement LPS’s prescribed threat

assessment policy, including (a) thorough completion of the threat assessment
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instrument, (b) staff-wide training on the threat assessment instrument, and

(c) adequate follow-up and safety planning.

Completion of the Threat Assessment Process. There was a minimal attempt

to proactively obtain information about all of the risk factors during the threat
assessment process. As a result, KP was assessed as a “low level” of concern
and the district did not review his threat assessment (at the time of the
shooting, the district only reviewed threat assessments with “medium” and
“high” levels of concern). In addition, the U.S. Secret Service’s six principles
and 11 questions - which were included in LPS’s Threat Assessment Training
PowerPoint (see Exhibit 4) - were inadequately investigated, and a “skeptical,

inquisitive mindset” was not used to evaluate the information in the case.

Training on Threat Assessment. In addition, there was a failure to train the

AHS principal, most assistant principals, and all teachers in LPS’s threat
assessment procedures. In fact, from 2011-12 to 2013-14, only seven AHS staff
received threat assessment training (see LPS, p. 00858). According to LPS’s
records, the principal was never trained and the assistant principal who
conducted the threat assessment of KP was never trained. Moreover, LPS’s
two-hour threat assessment training had no role-playing, one-on-one
coaching, and participants did not actually complete a mock threat
assessment. Research finds that didactic, reading, and audiovisual
presentation methods used by LPS in their threat assessment training typically
only yield 20% retention among participants (see Appendix 6: Skills Training
with Guided Practice).

Threat Assessment Follow-up and Safety Planning. AHS’s threat assessment

process did not include adequate follow-up, support, and safety planning for
KP. AHS did not create a physical location for the information vortex in the

student information system or establish an information vortex coordinator
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within the threat assessment team, as recommended by CSSRC (Exhibit 5, LPS
03426) and implied in LPS’s Threat Assessment Training PowerPoint (Exhibit
4, LPS 0494). The safety plan was never updated after the threat assessment
follow-up meeting on September 26, 2013, in spite of the fact that some AHS

staff knew new risk and threat factors in October, November, and December.

The threat assessment performed at AHS and the follow-up safety plan
performed on KP, on September 9, 2013 did not follow LPS’s Threat
Assessment Training or the Secret Service's basic principles of threat
assessment (see Fein, et al, 2002). For example, out of 24 possible risk
factors on KP’s threat assessment (Exhibit 35), only five were checked, and
this investigation revealed that seven to nine additional risk factors could have
been checked. If the threat assessment and follow-up plan had been properly
executed, KP’s violent plans might have been interrupted. A properly
executed threat assessment would have revealed a higher level of concern,
and a higher level of concern should have prompted more serious disciplinary
action and more thorough monitoring and support planning. If the threat had
been taken more seriously and an Interagency Social Support Team (ISST) had
been assembled, they could have crafted a support plan for KP. In this case
and as is common practice, AHS’s threat assessment team (e.g,
Multijurisdictional Threat Assessment Team or MTAT) acted as both the threat
assessment team and the ISST. In general, the threat assessment team is
responsible for the threat assessment and monitoring, and the ISST s

responsible for building a support plan.

The second major failure on threat assessment in this case was LPS’s failure to
validate its threat assessment tool and process. Without a validated threat
assessment tool, or a plan to validate the chosen tool, there is no way of
knowing if it actually predicted violence. As an analogy, a physician would not

give a child a medication that was not tested and proven effective by the
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Federal Drug Administration. Similarly, a threat assessment tool that has not
been tested and proven effective should not be used to evaluate a student’s

level of concern.

Systems Thinking

High schools include many systems designed to produce graduates with the
intellectual and social skills needed to prepare students for the rest of their
lives. In The Logic of Failure, Dietrich Dorner (1996) argues that systems fail in
small incremental steps, not with one catastrophic error. AHS and LPS’s
system failed at many points to get a handle on KP’s problems, in spite of the
fact that there were many warning signs and many opportunities. The list on

the following page captures the many small errors made prior to the shooting.
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Systems Thinking Failures: Decisions Made Prior to the Shooting

Decision to not build a safety and support action plan for KP after incidents of violence in elementary
school, when early violence is clearly a strong risk factor for later violence (see Appendices 1and 5)

Decision to ignore the possible impact of his parent’s divorce

Decision to not enlist the help of one adult at AHS that KP trusted in his safety and support action plan

Decision to not have a safety and support action plan (e.g., mental health referrals, follow-up meetings)
when KP yelled “fuck” in class and was suspended

Decision to not follow-up on KP’s use of inappropriate “penis” line in debate competition

Decision to not follow up on KP’s claims of being bullied by others and being a bully to others

Decision to not empirically validate LPS’s threat and risk assessment tool

Decision to not treat KP’s violation of the Assistant Principal’s request that he not attend speech and
debate team practices as evidence of “boundary probing”

Decision to only use two threat assessment team members in the threat assessment process, despite
state and federal guidelines

Decision to leave the School Resource Officer out of the threat assessment process

Decision to not assign a staff member to serve as the “information vortex” for KP during the threat
assessment

Decision to not have a district-level Safe2Tell training policy for high schools

Decision to not forward KP’s threat assessment to the district for review

Decision to not thoroughly check the facts and collect collateral information on KP in the threat
assessment process

Decision to not tell a student’s teachers the reason for a threat assessment, detention, or suspension

Decision to train threat assessment using only didactic and audio visual resources (see Appendix 6)

Decision to not formally suspend KP for his threat to “kill” Mr. Murphy

Decision to not formally suspend KP for his outburst in Ms. Lombardi’s Spanish class

Decision to not obtain video surveillance footage of KP making a threat about Mr. Murphy in parking lot

Decision to allow KP to return to school without the threat assessment team obtaining release of records
fromm KP’s private therapist

Decision to allow KP to stay in school, when requested release of mental health records was not
provided, as requested

Decision to only have one follow-up meeting to discuss KP’s progress with the safety and support action
plan

Decision to not recommend a Student Intervention Team (SIT) to support KP when his grades began to
decline

Decision to not inform the threat assessment team about KP’s viewing of guns and mass shootings on his
laptop

Decision to not search KP’s computer, locker, or possessions for confirmation of his viewing of guns and
mass shootings

Decision to not report KP’s purchase of a gun or interests in guns, as well as his anger problems, to
Safe2Tell

Decision to not re-open KP’s threat assessment case after being told he had an angry outburst in class
and had a gun
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Not one of these decisions by themselves caused the shooting, but together
they compounded upon each other in a system ill-equipped to prevent them,
leaving almost no barriers to KP’s plans. In short, AHS and LPS lacked the
infrastructure to adequately evaluate, respond to and follow-up on students in
crisis. Responsibilities for information sharing, threat assessment, and follow-
up were spread across several people within LPS and AHS and not officially

assigned to anyone.

The evidence of faulty systems thinking within AHS and LPS included a
tendency for groupthink, a reluctance to reflect on and admit failure, and the
minimization of sincere concern. These findings represent the most
challenging and the most important of the problems to solve, because
information sharing and threat assessment cannot overcome an unhealthy
organizational system. According to research from a wide variety of fields
(e.g., the criminal justice system, hospitals, and aerospace engineering),
organizational errors do not occur as the result of one major mistake or one
bad apple employee (Ddrner, 1996; Doyle, 2010). Instead, organizational errors
occur with “a small mistake here, and a small mistake there, and these mistakes
add up” (Dorner, 1996, p. 7). With a complex problem like school safety,
organizational errors prove difficult to resolve. Costa (2012, p. 179) suggests
that, under these conditions, “We need a short term plan to stay alive long
enough to have a permanent cure.” The findings indicate that, in the short
term, schools and districts should implement a continuous improvement model
of error review. In the long term, schools and districts should adopt Dbérner’s

five steps for addressing the complex problem of school safety.
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Major Recommendations

This section highlights 14 of the 32 recommendations presented in this report.
The goals of the arbitration were to provide information on how to identify
students in crisis, support students in crisis, and develop protocols for
responding to students in crisis. To reach these goals and to help prevent
future tragedies, schools and districts must first build safe school climates (see
Fein, et al,, 2002). A safe school climate is one where “students view teachers
as being fair, the rules are universally enforced and students feel welcome, are
engaged in activities and know a teacher they can talk to about a problem”
(Elliott, 2009, p. 54). These recommendations seek to promote safety and
prevent violence in all school settings (Nekvasil & Cornell, 2015). While the
findings come from AHS and LPS, the recommendations may apply to many

schools and districts in Colorado.

The institutional barriers within schools, districts, and our culture will need to
be dismantled, including the belief that schools are powerless to manage
mental health issues. Schools can manage mental health and social support
issues. The task is complicated but it is not impossible. The promotion of
school safety will require the implementation of multiple mitigations in parallel.
Costa (2012) calls this “parallel incrementalism,” a mitigation strategy whereby
the cumulative effect of several incrementally useful strategies implemented in
parallel is exponentially more effective than one strategy implemented at a
time. The authors recommend that the following strategies be implemented in

parallel:
1. Recommend that principals, assistant principals, teachers, counselors,

psychologists, coaches, and School Resource Officers (SROs) consistently

use a student information system (e.g., Infinite Campus) to document
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matters of a “public safety concern,”® including student behavior concerns,
conduct violations, interventions, academic concerns, threat assessment

results, and safety and support action plans.

2. Recommend that schools and districts promote Safe2Tell in formal
trainings to students and staff each year, using skills practice, one-on-one

feedback, and coaching (see www.Safe2Tell.org and Appendix 6: Skills

Training with Guided Practice) and emphasizing the three core principles:
a. No one will know; Safe2Tell is an anonymous reporting system.
b. When someone could be hurt or injured, you have a duty to report
the concern to authorities and break the code of silence.
c. Safe2Tell is not limited to student reporting; the system is
available to all students, teachers, parents, staff, and community
members, and they also have a duty to report any safety concern

to either authorities or Safe2Tell.

3. Recommend that school districts complete an Interagency Information
Sharing Agreement with community agencies, including law enforcement
agencies, mental health service providers, social services agencies, and the
criminal justice system, as recommended by the Columbine Review
Commission, stated in C.R.S. § 22-32-109.1(3), and outlined by the Colorado
Attorney General’'s Office. To facilitate this reform, it is recommended that
the words “if possible” be removed from C.R.S. § 22-32-109.1(3).

3 In the Colorado Attorney General’s “Juvenile Information Exchange Laws: A Model for Implementation,” “Public Safety
Concern” Information, HB 00-1119 creates a category of information that is now available to schools (see § 19-1-
303(2)(b)(1) C.R.S). It is crucial that local jurisdictions adopt a common definition for when information gives rise to a
“public safety concern” for two reasons. First, the data that can qualify as a “public safety concern” is at the discretion of
the agency. Second, a lot of data can fall within this category, because local standards vary. The following provides a non-
exhaustive list of what types of information or incidents local jurisdictions can include in such a definition: any act of
violence or intimidation on school grounds or at a school sponsored event; any act that compromises school or
community safety (e.g., threats or expressed desires to commit violence at a school); any act or threat that involves risk of
injury to multiple people, a student, or a school employee; any act involving a firearm or explosive device; any act
involving sexual assault; any act involving arson; any act involving cruelty to animals; any act of violence executed
pursuant advance planning; any act involving the distribution of narcotics; information concerning a student’s affiliation
with a gang; information concerning a student with a history of acts falling within the above categories.
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4. Recommend that schools and districts install a validated threat assessment
process, by either using the Virginia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines
(V-STAG), by using a different validated threat assessment process, or by
validating the current threat assessment process with similar outcome

measures to V-STAG (see Appendix 8).

5. Recommend that schools and districts install a validated risk assessment
process, such as the Structured Assessment of Violence Risk in Youth
(SAVRY™) or the Risk and Resiliency Check Up (RRCU). Use the results
from the risk assessment to build a safety and support plan for any student
who has a threat assessment. Risk assessments incorporate both risk and

protective factors in the plan for the student.

6. Recommend that, during a threat assessment, the Secret Service’'s six
principles and 11 gquestions be used to gather and evaluate the early
warning signs, threat factors, risk factors, and protective factors. The
process should emphasize an “investigative, skeptical, inquisitive mindset”
for each factor until a clear yes or no is found (Fein, et al.,, 2002, p. 29). All
threat assessment team members, and if needed the ISST members and

peers, should be included in the process (see Appendix 3).

7. Recommend that schools and districts train in a validated threat and risk
assessment process using a one-on-one cognitive behavioral training
standard (see Appendix 6). Adopt a formal training curriculum for threat
and risk assessment. Train all teachers and staff in the overall process, and
train principals, assistant principals, counselors, and SROs in a minimum of

one-day hands-on scenario driven training curriculum.

8. Recommend that an information vortex coordinator (from the threat

assessment team) be assigned to every threat assessed student; the
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10.

1.

12.

information vortex coordinator should be noted in the student’s profile
within the student information system so that when a concern arises, all
teachers and other staff can easily identify and communicate with the
coordinator. In addition, it should be the proactive duty of the information
vortex coordinator to continue to seek out and evaluate information about
a threat assessed student and recall the threat assessment team if new risk

or threat factors are revealed.

Recommend that the Colorado School Safety Resource Center (CSSRC)
audit any school or district requesting an audit for proper use of V-STAG
(or other validated threat and risk assessment process). Any school or
district that has implemented a validated process and receives a “high
pass” in an audit of that process could use the results as an affirmative
defense in any proceeding under SB 15-213. The audit process and

implementation guidelines should be reviewed by CSPV.*

Recommend that the threat assessment and support teams produce a
formal safety and support plan for every threat assessed student, relying
on Individual Educational Plans (IEP) and Student Intervention Teams (SIT)
as models. ISSTs build and monitor the plan for threat assessed students
and revise the assessment and plan whenever a new threat or risk factor

appears (see Appendix 3: Child in Crisis Assessment Recommendation).

Recommend that each threat assessed (or red flag) student be paired with
an adult in authority, ideally within the school, who can build a trusting and

positive relationship with that student.

Recommend that the Attorney General annually update the Colorado

School Violence Prevention and School Discipline Manual on school safety

4In order to avoid a conflict of interest, the CSSRC should not be receiving significant funding from any school, district, or
school-based association.
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statutes, FERPA, and their application to school districts. Additionally,
recommend that school districts conduct an annual training on all statutes
related to school safety and violence prevention and produce an annual

compliance report.

13. Recommend that schools and districts conduct an established school
climate survey of students and staff every one to two years and when the
findings exceed established norms, select and implement experimentally

proven interventions, programs, and practices.

14. Recommend that schools and districts create a continuous improvement
model of error review committee to promote a culture of safety (and
minimize groupthink), whereby staff can report concerns about
organizational errors and near misses and staff can openly discuss, reflect
upon, and address concerns and mistakes without formal or informal
penalty. This committee should help develop short and long term plans for
school safety reform. Doérner’'s (1996) five steps can help with long term

planning.

Report on the Arapahoe High School Shooting 19



PART 1: BACKGROUND

Shooting at Arapahoe High School

On December 13, 2013, 18 year old senior KP shot and killed classmate Claire
Davis and then himself at Arapahoe High School (AHS). The Arapahoe County
Sheriff’s Office investigation revealed that KP displayed inappropriate and
concerning behavior at AHS and at AHS-sponsored events on several
occasions over a two-year period (see Appendix 1. Chronological List of KP’s
Concerning Behaviors and Appendix 5: Timeline of KP’s Concerning
Behaviors). In April 2013, KP received a one-day suspension from school for
yvelling “fuck” in response to a bad grade in math class and “fuck you” to a
student in that class. In September 2013, he was removed as captain of the
Extemporaneous Team of the Speech and Debate Team, and yelled “I'm going
to kill that guy,” referring to Tracy Murphy, Speech and Debate Coach and
Head Librarian at AHS. KP was not formally suspended for the threat; instead,
after a phone call with his mother, Assistant Principal Kevin Kolasa agreed that

KP could stay home for three days.

When he returned to school on September 9, 2013, Kolasa and AHS
psychologist Dr. Esther Song performed a threat assessment on KP with his
parents present, and he was labeled a “low-risk” threat. The assessment
recommended a follow-up meeting on September 26, 2013, but the follow-up
meeting appears to have been brief and perfunctory. AHS administrators and
counselors did not insist on a records release from KP’s outside therapist prior
to his return, which has been permitted in at least one other school district in
Colorado. In addition, they did not discuss KP’s progress with anger
management counseling. In the months following the shooting, the ACSO
investigation revealed that shortly after his September 9" threat assessment,
KP began writing a diary, where he described his hate for others, satirized the
ineffectiveness of his medication and therapy, and outlined his plan for an
attack at the high school during finals week in December. The diary appears

to have been created simply to document his ability to avoid detection.
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Following the “cultural script” created by other school shooters (see Newman,
et al, 2004), KP wanted fact-finders to read the diary, discuss it, and wonder
why.

On December 11, 2013, just two days prior to his December 13" attack, KP had
an outburst in Spanish class. A classmate locked him out of Victoria
Lombardi’'s Spanish class, and KP responded by banging very loudly on the
door, scaring Ms. Lombardi and her students. When KP was let into the
classroom, Ms. Lombardi asked him if he was serious, he replied “serious as a
heart attack,” further startling her (Lombardi Deposition, p. 47). Ms. Lombardi
asked KP to gather his things and leave the classroom. Campus Security
Officer Cameron Rust found him and brought him to the office of Assistant
Principal Kevin Kolasa, who had participated in his September 9" threat
assessment meeting. KP gave a statement to Mr. Kolasa; they called his
mother and he was sent home for the remainder of the day. KP was not
formally suspended. He returned to school the next day, December 12, 2013
and apologized to Ms. Lombardi for his outburst. On December 13, 2013, KP
entered the school through an unlocked door at the north entrance near the
Trophy Hallway, armed with a shotgun, hunting knife, three Molotov cocktails,
and several rounds of shotgun ammunition. Witnesses’ accounts indicate that
he was looking for Tracy Murphy, but when Claire Davis saw him shooting in
the hallway, she asked him what he was doing, and he shot her in the head.
She fell to the ground. KP then entered the library, apparently looking for
Tracy Murphy, and he stood between two bookcases and shot himself. Claire

succumbed to her injuries eight days later on December 21, 2013.

To understand how similar school shootings might be prevented, the
Arapahoe High School Community Fund Honoring Claire Davis, a donor-
advised fund of The Denver Foundation approached the Center for the Study

and Prevention of Violence (CSPV) at the University of Colorado Boulder to
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conduct a fact-finding investigation of the events and circumstances leading
up to this tragic event. The purpose was to understand the school’s threat and
risk assessment procedures and responses, the school's approach to safety
and climate, and the lessons that may be learned from this incident that could
improve youth violence prevention in school settings in the future. We
recognize that we cannot eliminate all youth violence, but the findings and
recommendations shared here present excellent opportunities for reducing

youth violence in school settings.

Prior Research

School Safety

This report builds on the larger research literature on shooting events and
violence prevention in school settings. This literature provides a framework for
understanding and interpreting the events leading up to the Arapahoe High
School shooting. Colorado residents have been withess to several mass
shootings in the last seventeen years, including Columbine High School (1999)
and Aurora Theater (2012). Following the 1999 shooting that left 13 dead at
Columbine High School, Governor Bill Owens organized the Columbine Review
Commission. The Commission’s final report outlined specific recommendations
for both police response and violence prevention in schools in Colorado
(Erickson, 2001). Seven of those recommendations focused on efforts to
promote violence prevention in schools in Colorado, including clear guidelines
for School Resource Officers (SROs), tools and procedures for identifying
concerning students, the development of an anonymous reporting system
(Safe2Tell), the implementation of bullying prevention programs, and the

creation of interagency information sharing agreements.

The Commission suggested three potential models for addressing school
violence: (1) the Safe Communities Safe Schools Model, (2) the John Nicoletti

Model: Violence Goes to School, and (3) the FBI Approach to Threats of
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School Violence. The Colorado legislature passed HB O0-1119 and SB 00-133 to
facilitate the exchange of information about adolescents across agency
boundaries (e.g., law enforcement, schools, and mental health providers). The
legislature sought to encourage “open communication . . . to assist disruptive
children and to maintain safe schools” §19-1-302(1)(b) C.R.S. In 2000, the
Colorado General Assembly passed a mandate that:

Each board of education shall cooperate and, to the extent possible,
develop written agreements with law enforcement officials, the juvenile
justice system, and social services, as allowed under state and federal
law, to keep each school environment safe. § 22-32-109.1(3) C.R.S.

Law enforcement agencies have made progress in implementing emergency
response protocols to reduce fatalities in school shootings (Elliott, 2009).
However, challenges have emerged in the effort to implement the
Commission’s recommendations on Safe2Tell, Interagency Information Sharing
Agreements and threat assessment procedures. Many districts and schools
have yet to formally draft an Interagency Information Sharing Agreement to
facilitate the exchange of data across agencies on cases of public safety
concern. In addition, districts continue to use threat assessment screening
tools that have not been empirically tested or validated, creating concern
about the quality of the assessment and support process for students in crisis
(Elliott, 2009).

Threat and Risk Assessment

Threat and risk assessment theory and practice has evolved significantly over
the last 17 years since Columbine, starting with the U.S. Secret Service’s series
of reports on threat assessments and continuing with empirical studies of
various threat and risk assessment tools. In the Threat Assessment in Schools:
A Guide to Managing Threatening Situations and to Creating Safe School
Climates, the U.S. Secret Service defined threat assessment as the effort to

“identify, assess, and manage” an individual who may pose a public or school
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safety concern (Fein, et al. 2002, p. 4). Based on their review of 37 incidents
of school violence in the U.S. between 1974 and 2000, Fein and colleagues
identified ten key findings for threat assessment protocols (Fein, et al. 2002, p.

17; also cited in Exhibit 4: LPS’s Threat Assessment Training PowerPoint):

1. School shootings are rarely sudden, impulsive acts

2. Most attackers engaged in some concerning behavior prior to the incident

3. Most attackers had difficulty coping with losses and failures

4. Many attackers felt bullied, persecuted, or injured

5. Most attackers had access to weapons prior to the attack

6. Most shootings were stopped by a non-law enforcement intervention

7. Most attackers did not directly threaten their targets prior to the attack

8. In most cases, others knew about attacker’s idea or plan prior to the attack
9. There is “no accurate or useful profile of students who engage in targeted

school violence

10. Other students were often involved in the attack in some way

Source: Fein, et al., 2002

Report on the Arapahoe High School Shooting 24



Drawing from these ten key findings, the Secret Service (Fein, et al., 2002, p.
55-57) developed six principles and 11 questions for use in threat assessments.

The six principles for threat assessment include:

U.S. Secret Service’s Six Principles for Threat Assessment Protocols

1. Targeted violence is the end result of an understandable, and often times
discernable process of thinking and behavior.

2. Targeted violence stems from an interaction among the individual, the
situation, the setting, and the target.

3. An investigative, skeptical, inquisitive mindset is critical to successful threat
assessment.

4. Effective threat assessment is based upon facts, rather than on
characteristics or “traits.”

5. An “integrated systems approach” should guide threat assessment
inquiries and investigations.

6. The central question in threat assessment inquiry or investigation is
whether a student poses a threat, not whether the student has made a
threat.

Source: Fein, et al., 2002
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The Secret Service outlined 11 questions that should be asked during the threat

assessment process, including:

U.S. Secret Service’s 11 Questions for Threat Assessment Protocols

1. What are the student’s motives and goals?

2. Have there been any communications suggesting ideas or intent to
attack?

3. Has the subject shown inappropriate interest in any of the following (e.g.,
school attacks, school attackers, weapons, mass violence events)?

4. Has the student engaged in attack-related behaviors (e.g., developing a
plan, acquiring or practicing with weapons, rehearsing attacks, casing
sites and areas)?

5. Does the student have the capacity to carry out an act of targeted
violence?

6. Is the student experiencing hopelessness, desperation, and/or despair?

7. Does the student have a trusting relationship with at least one
responsible adult?

8. Does the student see violence as an acceptable or desirable or the only
way to solve problems?

9. Is the student’s conversation and “story” consistent with his or her
actions?

10. Are other people concerns about the student’s potential for violence?

1. What circumstances might affect the likelihood of an attack?

Source: Fein, et al., 2002

Similarly, after conducting a review of the research on school shootings, Bondu
and Scheithauer (2011) identified seven warning signs and risk factors for

school shooting offenders, including planning the attack, leaking the plan,
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enjoying violent fantasies (or violent media), displaying narcissistic personality
traits (but not psychotic symptoms), experiencing peer rejection (e.g.,
bullying), experiencing a significant loss (e.g., heartbreak, college non-
admittance), and having a negative school climate (e.g., highly competitive)
(see also, Meloy, et al.,, 2004; Meloy, et al.,, 2012; Rappaport & Thomas, 2004).
Bondu and Scheithauer (2011) listed three stages in the path toward a school
shooting (1. biopsychological risk factors, 2. social risk factors, and 3. structural
risk factors); these stages prove helpful in explaining the missed opportunities

to intervene with KP.

Early research suggested that a threat assessment could be completed using
assessment tools to evaluate risk for general violence (see Cornell, 1990;
Gladwell, 2015). General violence prediction tools relied on a community base
rate of violence for comparison. However, in cases where targeted violence
(e.g., assassination, school shooting) is the concern and the focus is on one
group or individual, the base rate of general violence is often too low for
accurate validation. Cornell (1990) found that, compared to juveniles referred
for larceny, juveniles referred for homicide were less likely to have had a
history of mental illness, prior arrest, a juvenile facility placement, or school
adjustment problems (Reddy, et al., 2001). Thus, murderers often have minimal
criminal histories, single targets, and psychopathic tendencies, which tends to
make them more difficult to identify (Cornell, 1990). Therefore, it appears that
both a threat assessment (i.e, focused on a person or group) and risk
assessment (i.e., focused on general violence) are needed in most situations
where a safety concern arises with an individual.

A problem arises in assessment processes when threat and risk
assessment indicators are comingled into a “threat assessment.” Recent
literature on threat and risk assessment identifies one validated measure
for threat assessments and at least two validated measures for risk
assessments. It is important to note that threat assessments only get so
far in evaluating a student; a threat assessment is enriched with a risk
assessment, because a risk assessment can more carefully identify the
risk and protective factors that can mitigate or enhance threat.
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Moreover, risk factors have more evidence of predicting violence for
certain types of shooters. Risk assessment tools, such as the Structure
Assessment of Violence Risk in Youth (SAVRY™) and the Risk and
Resiliency Check-Up (RRCU), accurately predict violence. The
differences between threat and risk assessments are relative, not
categorical, as seen in the table below and also Appendix 2 (D. Cornell,
personal communication, November 22, 2015).

Differences Between Tools for Risk Assessment and Threat Assessment

Validated Risk Assessment
(e.g., SAVRY’/RRCU®)

Validated Threat Assessment
(e.g., V-STAG)

Purpose

Identify risk and protective
factors for intervention

Build a plan to manage the
individual based on the
identified risks and protective
factors

Respond to threat posed

Build a plan to mitigate
threat (e.g., when boundary
probing, threat assessment
response is defined and
acted upon)

Intended Victim

Not specified, general

Usually identified

Timeframe

Open-ended

Relatively short, unless new
risk or threat factors
identified

Intervention Strategy

Mitigation and/or support

Problem resolution

Goal

Accurate Prediction

Prevention

Social Ecology

Not considered

Goal to improve climate

The examples used here, SAVRY™ and RRCU, are validated risk assessment
tools; each indicator within these tools has a quantified and anchored
definitions. These anchors provide tool users with guidance on how to score
each indicator, and they prove critical to the reliable scoring of an individual's
overall risk. When a risk assessment tool does not provide these anchors or

LIRS

definitions for the “threat factors,” “early warning sign factors,” and “at-risk
factors,” an unreliable assessment of the student occurs. Without anchors or

proper training, the scoring of these items can be very subjective and

5 The SAVRY is recommended here because in a comparison of nine risk assessment tools it provided the best predictor of
violence (Singh, 2011).

6 The RRCU is recommended here as one example from a class of risk assessment tools designed to predict future
violence. The RRCU is one of very few instruments that include scoring for “protective factors” and is the only instrument
that calculates a resiliency score (i.e.,, RRCU = risk score - protective factor score).
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therefore in a “reliability” test of the threat assessment tool, it is doubtful that
ten people scoring the same item for the same individual would agree. At this
time, there is only one empirically validated threat assessment tool, the Virginia
Student Threat Assessment Guidelines (V-STAG) (Reddy, et al, 2001). Until
such time as alternative threat and risk assessment tools have been validated,
the research strongly supports the use of SAVRY™ RRCU, and V-STAG, along
with the Secret Service’s threat assessment principles and questions, in threat

assessment processes.

More recent research on school shootings identifies the conditions and
warning signs for a school shooter. In Rampage: The Social Roots of School
Shootings, Katherine Newman and colleagues (2004) relied on an intensive
study of two school shooting cases (from Heath, Kentucky in 1997 and
Westside, Arkansas in 1998) to develop a list of five necessary but not
sufficient conditions for a school shooting. They tested and found support for
these five conditions using three data sets with a total of 74 school shooting
cases. The first condition is that school shooting offenders tend to feel
marginalized in the school or community and could be described as loners.
Second, these offenders frequently have individual vulnerabilities, including
family problems, suicidal ideation, mental illness, and depression. Third,
offenders tend to follow a cultural script, such as discussing the Columbine or
Newtown shootings, expressing a desire for a masculine exit, or indicting a
desire to send a message about an injustice. Fourth, the offenders tend to “fly
under the radar” with a minimal disciplinary record and low achieving
academic record. They may write violent words or texts in assignments. In
fact, two-thirds of the school shooting attackers identified by Newman and
colleagues (2004) had never been in trouble. Finally, access to and
knowledge about guns represented the fifth and final necessary but not

sufficient condition for a school shooting. While not a validated tool,
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Newman’s (2004) conditions can inform the collection and interpretation of

student information during a threat assessment.

Recently, forensic psychologist Peter Langman (2009) looked at ten shootings
and their shooters to identify three types of shooters: (1) traumatized, (2)
psychotic, and (3) psychopathic. Traumatized shooters suffered abuse, and
they had at least one parent who was a substance abuser and at least one
parent with a criminal history. The psychotic shooters came from intact
families with no abuse or trauma history, but they exhibited symptoms similar
to schizophrenia or schizotypal personality disorder (e.g., paranoid delusions,
delusions of grandeur, and auditory hallucinations). The psychopathic
shooters also came from intact families and had no abuse or trauma history,
but they demonstrated narcissism, sadistic behavior, lack of empathy, and lack
of conscience. However, these typologies are not recommended for use in a
threat assessment because a threat assessment does not diagnose mental
illness and some shooters may follow the cultural scripts from prior shooters
(see Newman, et al.,, 2004). The FBI's expert on criminal profiling concluded
that profiling was not an appropriate method for preventing school shootings
(Borum, et al,, 2010). However, the literature on these three typologies may be
useful in building an action plan to support a student in crisis, if a diagnosis of
one of these conditions is received. For instance, if traumatized, the student
would need counseling, therapy, support, and protection. If psychotic, the
student’s action plan may require medication and long-term treatment. |If
psychopathic, the student’s action plan may require external support and
controls. Thus, this information is beneficial for building a safety and support

plan, but these typologies should not be used for assigning a threat level.

The threat assessment team should use threat and risk assessment tools to

help the Interagency Social Support Team (ISST) build the safety and support
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plan for the student. In many jurisdictions, the threat assessment team and the

ISST have the same membership.’

Systems Thinking

Doyle (2010) has recently argued that institutions (e.g., criminal justice system,
hospitals, and schools) should develop regular routines for reflecting on major
errors, near misses, and other mistakes in the management of individual cases
(e.g., wrongful convi