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Topics for Today

1. Concepts of threat assessment

2. Fairness and equity concerns

3. Six misconceptions 

4. Five recommendations
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39 States with 
Threat Assessment Policies

• 19 Required 

• 20 Encouraged

National Association of State Boards of Education 
https://statepolicies.nasbe.org/health/categories/physical-environment/threat-
assessment
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The nationwide movement to place 
threat assessment teams in schools is 

a critical shift toward prevention.
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Behavioral threat assessment 
and management

Behavioral threat assessment is a 

problem-solving approach to 

violence prevention that involves 

assessment and intervention with 

students who have threatened 

violence in some way.  

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

__________ 

  



Slide 7 

 

Prevention means
“to keep something from happening” 
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Crisis response is not 
prevention.

A crisis occurs when prevention has failed.
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Threat assessment is a 
violence prevention strategy. 

1. Identification: friends, family members, or others seek 
help when concerned about someone in 
distress/threatening violence.          

2.Evaluation: Threat assessment team evaluates the 
seriousness of the threat.

3. Intervention: The team initiates assistance to address 
the underlying problem, conflict or need. In the most 
serious cases, protective action is taken.
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Threat 
Assessment

Threat  
Assessment 
in Schools
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School-Based 
Threat Assessment

1. Compared to adults, students

• frequently make threats;

• often engage in fights;

2. Over-reactions to student misbehavior 
have serious negative consequences.

3. Schools have a duty to educate all 
students.  
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Continuum of Threats

• Warning of impending violence

• Attempts to intimidate or frighten

• Thrill of causing a disruption

• Attention-seeking, boasting

• Fleeting expressions of anger

• Jokes

• Figures of speech
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Use a multidisciplinary 
team.

1. Multiple perspectives and 
resources

2. School-based team can handle 
most cases. 

3. District team if needed.

Don’t go it alone.
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Team roles
Principal or Assistant Principal Usually leads team.

School Resource Officer
Advises team, responds to illegal 
actions and emergencies.

Mental Health Staff

(School counselors, 
psychologists, social workers)

Team member to conduct mental 
health assessments.

Team member to take lead role in 
follow-up interventions.

Optional team members

Teachers, aides, other staff
Report threats, provide input to 
team. 

School districts may further specify team roles and include 
other staff to meet local needs.
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Threat Assessment 
Steers Between 2 Errors 

Overreaction
Excessive 
punishment for a 
threat that is not 
serious

Underreaction 
Failing to prevent 
a serious threat.           
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What is the purpose of 
school threat assessment?

1.Prevent violence

2.Help troubled students

3.Avoid over-reactions to 
student misbehavior
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Topics for Today

1. Concepts of threat assessment

2. Fairness and equity concerns

3. Six misconceptions 

4. Five recommendations
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Despite its good intentions,
threat assessment has been 
criticized as an unfair and 

discriminatory process  

USA Today 12-28-22
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chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.ndrn.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/K-
12-Threat-Assessment-Processes-Civil-Rights-Impacts-1.pdf
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Allegations

Threat assessment is a form of zero 
tolerance that leads to school removal 
and criminalization.

Unfairly targets students of color and 
students with disabilities

https://www.endzerotolerance.org/single-post/2020/03/29/the-risks-of-threat-assessment-to-students-are-dire
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Agreement

• Threat assessment must be fair 
and equitable to all students.

• Student rights must be protected.

• Student misbehavior should not be 
inappropriately criminalized or 
subject to zero tolerance discipline. 

• Schools must monitor and address 
any evidence of unfairness or bias. 
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Topics for Today

1. Concepts of threat assessment

2. Fairness and equity concerns

3. Six misconceptions 

4. Five recommendations
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Misconceptions

Many of the concerns about 
threat assessment are based on 
misconceptions. 

Here are six misconceptions….
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House Education and Labor Committee
Hearing on Campus Safety

May 15, 2007

Misconception 1. 
Threat assessment cannot work 

because violence is unpredictable
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Prevention does not 
require prediction.

We cannot predict 
who will have an 
accident, but safety 
regulations make 
safer roads, cars, and 
drivers. 

Universal, primary, or tier 1 prevention
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Prevention can reduce 
risk factors.

We cannot predict who 
will get cancer, but we 
can identify risk and 
protective factors that 
reduce cancer rates 
dramatically.

Selected, secondary, or tier 2 prevention
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Not prediction, but prevention 
services

Threat assessment should not be judged 

on its ability to predict school shootings, 

but on its ability to safely and 

effectively provide services and support 

to students, and to avoid punitive 

overreactions.
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Misconception 2.
Schools can refrain from using 

threat assessment.

• Critics suggest that schools can use 

special education, multi-tiered 

systems of support, and other 

interventions as an alternative to 

threat assessment. 
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Threat assessment is an 
essential process.

Does your school 
conduct threat 
assessments? 
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Threat assessment is an 
essential process.

When a student 
seems angry, all
schools engage in 
some form of threat 
assessment
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Threat assessment is an 
essential process.

The question is 
whether staff rely on 
their intuition or use 
a systematic 
process. 
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Fairness & Equity Rec 1

Use a team approach.

Teams can consider multiple 
perspectives and provide a 
check on individual biases. 
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Misconception 3.
Threat assessment is a form of 

zero tolerance

• Zero tolerance uses punitive 

discipline for all students regardless 

of the circumstances or the 

seriousness of their behavior. 

• Zero tolerance leads to high rates of 

school exclusion, especially for 

students of color
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Threat assessment is an 
alternative to zero tolerance

Contrary to zero tolerance, threat 

assessment considers the context and 

content of the behavior. The student’s 

intentions matter. All threats are not the 

same and do not receive the same 

consequences.
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Randomized 
Controlled Trial

• 40 schools (K-12) 

• Randomly assigned

• 1 year follow-up

• 201 students
School Psychology Review, 2012
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Randomized 
Controlled Trial

Students in threat assessment schools…

• 4x more likely to receive counseling

• 2.5x more parent involvement

• 3x more likely not to get long-term 
suspension

• 8x more likely not to be placed 
elsewhere
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Virginia Statewide 
Implementation

Following the 2012 Sandy Hook 

shooting, Virginia mandated threat 

assessment in its 2,000 public schools. 

• NIJ study of implementation by 

University of Virginia 

Grant #NIJ 2014-CK-BX-0004 awarded by the National Institute of Justice, Office of Justice 
Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. The findings and conclusions expressed in this report 
are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the Department of Justice, 
the Virginia Center for School and Campus Safety at the Department of Criminal Justice 
Services, or the two advisory boards. 
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Cornell, D., Maeng, J., Huang, F., Burnette, A., Datta, P., & Heilbrun, A. (2015). Threat Assessment in Virginia 
Schools: Technical Report of the Threat Assessment Survey for 2013-2014. Charlottesville, VA: Curry School 
of Education, University of Virginia. This project was supported by Grant #NIJ 2014-CK-BX-0004 awarded by 
the National Institute of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, 
findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the Department of Justice.
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Florida Statewide 
Implementation

Following the 2018 Parkland shooting, 

Florida mandated threat assessment in 

its 4,000 public schools. 

- training during Covid-19

- preliminary sample for 2021-2022

Statewide Implementation of School Threat Assessment in Florida is funded by the U.S. 
Dept of Justice (2020-RF-CX-002) and conducted in collaboration with the Office of Safe 
Schools of the Florida Department of Education. The opinions, findings, and conclusions or 
recommendations of this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Florida Department of Education or the U.S.Department of Justice.
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Misconception 4.
Threat assessment is unfair to 

students of color

• Critics note that Black students are 

referred for threat assessments at a 

higher rate than other students

• Citing several publicized cases, critics 

allege that threat assessment leads to 

harsh disciplinary and legal 

consequences for students of color. 
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Are high referral rates a 
problem? 

Students of color and students with 
disabilities are referred for threat 
assessments at higher rates than other 
students. 

However, these referrals divert students 
from punitive responses and result in 
lower rates of suspension. 
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Source: USDOE Civil Rights Data Collection. 2017-18 AY most recent available 
as of Aug 2022. https://ocrdata.ed.gov/estimations/2017-2018
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Source: USDOE Civil Rights Data Collection. 2017-18 AY most recent available 
as of Aug 2022. https://ocrdata.ed.gov/estimations/2017-2018
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Black students 
suspended at 3.5 X 
rate as White students
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Fairness and Equity Concerns
Studies in Colorado, Florida, and Virginia 

Cornell, D., & Maeng, J. (2022). School threat assessment in Florida: 
Technical report for 2020-2021 case data. Charlottesville, VA: School 
of Education and Human Development, University of Virginia. 

Cornell, D., Maeng, J., Huang, F., Shukla, K., & Konold, T. (2018). 
Racial/ethnic parity in disciplinary consequences using student 
threat assessment. School Psychology Review, 47, 183-195. doi: 
10.17105/SPR-2017-0030.V47-2

Crepeau-Hobson, F.  & Leech, N.  (2021): Disciplinary and Nondisciplinary
Outcomes of School-Based Threat Assessment in Colorado Schools, 
School Psychology Review, DOI: 10.1080/2372966X.2020.1842716
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No statistically significant differences for White vs Black or White 
vs Hispanic students

38

17

0.9 0.4 0.4

41

16

1.3 0.9 0.4

34

12

1.4 0 0
0

10

20

30

40

Suspended out of
school

Change in school
placement

Arrested Expelled Placed in juvenile
detention

Virginia Disciplinary Outcomes (%)

n = 751

White (453)

Black (225)

Hispanic (73)

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

__________ 

  



Slide 52 

 

Preliminary results from Florida technical report for 2021-2022 school year.
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Colorado study found that Black and Hispanic students 
were more likely to be suspended, expelled, referred to 
law enforcement than White students, in general. 

However, there were no statistically significant differences 
in these outcomes for Black, Hispanic, and White students 
receiving a threat assessment. 
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Fairness & Equity Rec 2

Review trends in student 
outcomes. 

Maintain good records and 
monitor trends in student 
outcomes.  
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Misconception 5.
Threat assessment is unfair to 

students with disabilities

• Critics note that students with 

disabilities are referred for threat 

assessments at a higher rate than 

other students.

• Critics allege that threat assessment 

leads to harsh disciplinary and legal 

consequences for students with 

disabilities. 
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Preliminary results from Florida technical report for 2021-2022 school year.
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Fairness & Equity Rec 3

Work with Special Education

Threat assessment is intended 
to support, not supplant special 
education. Always coordinate 
with the special education 
program. 
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Misconception 6.
Threat assessment allows police 

to criminalize students 

Critics claim that: 

• SRO involvement in schools leads to 

increased suspension and 

criminalization. 

• Students do not want SROs in their 

school.
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Role of Law Enforcement
in Threat Assessment

Some critics have opposed 
threat assessment because it 
involves law enforcement. They 
fear that this will lead to higher 
suspension rates and 
criminalization of students. 
Their stated goal is to eliminate 
SRO programs. 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

__________ 

  



Slide 61 

 

Role of Law Enforcement
in Threat Assessment

These concerns are based on 
correlational research with 
schools that started SRO 
programs and saw an increase 
in suspension and arrest, 
especially among students of 
color. This research did NOT 
examine threat assessment. 
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Schools that bring in SROs 
show an increase in 
suspensions and arrests, 
especially for students of color.
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Correlation is 
not causation
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Role of Law Enforcement
in Threat Assessment

Other research has found the 
suspension rates and arrest 
rates depend on how the SROs 
are used in the school. These 
rates also depend on other 
factors such as the 
administration’s use of a zero 
tolerance approach. 
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SROs have positive impact when their 
role is proactive, not reactionary. 
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2020 statewide survey of 106,865 Virginia 
high school students from 299 schools
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https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/harlem-youth-and-school-safety-summit/
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1. Define the SRO role and exclude  
enforcement of school discipline.

2. Provide specialized SRO training. 

3. Work in collaboration with other 
professionals.
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Fairness & Equity Rec 4

Clarify the role of law 
enforcement.

Include law enforcement in 
your training and collaborate on 
serious cases.  
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Key Point

In a threat assessment, we try to 

determine why a student made a 

threat, and therefore how we can 

prevent the threat from being carried 

out.

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

__________ 

  



Slide 75 

 

Why do 
students 
make 
threats? 
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When was the last time 
you threatened someone?
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Think about the last time 
you threatened someone…
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A threat is an effort to 
solve a problem.

• A student making a threat 
is waving a red flag 
indicating a problem they 
cannot solve. 

• Threat assessment teams 
are problem solvers!
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Fairness & Equity Rec 5

Take a problem-solving 
approach. 

Help the student resolve the 
problem. Collaborate with 
parents. Use school removal 
only when necessary for safety 
reasons.   
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Topics for Today

1. Concepts of threat assessment

2. Fairness and equity concerns

3. Six misconceptions 

4. Five recommendations
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Threat assessment teams help schools 
avoid under-reaction to serious threats.
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Threat assessment teams help schools 
avoid over-reactions to student 

misbehavior. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QNTB_w_dTl4 .   News report on WAVY TV 10 March 4, 2013. 
https://gawker.com/5988299/school-suspends-second-grader-for-eating-his-pop-tart-into-the-shape-of-a-gun
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Fairness & Equity 
Recommendations

1. Use a multidisciplinary team.

2. Review trends in student outcomes.

3. Work with special education.

4. Clarify the role of law enforcement. 

5. Take a problem-solving approach.
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Bright Future of 
School Threat Assessment 
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