Educators Learn Lesson In School Threat Assessment
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COLORADO SPRINGS - Before school starts up again, area teachers and school leaders are getting nationally-accredited lessons to improve school safety.

The idea is to help School Districts 2, 11, 20 and several other district staff recognize the difference between a high-level threat and low-level threat. It also gives every local school district the same set of rules to deal with problematic behavior. Experts estimate about 30% of school incidents could eventually become major threats like the Columbine High School massacre 11 years ago but identifying these threats as high-risk quickly can deter violence.

"Lots of kids make lots of threats everyday, most of those are what we call transient," said Chief of Security & Safety for School District 20 Larry Borland. "They really don't have a lot of substance."

Low-risk threats usually come from students who lose their temper or say something hair-raising in the heat of the moment. The "Guidelines For Responding to Student Threats of Violence" teaches school leaders to ask key questions that can help them gauge how seriously to take the warning. The next step is mediation and communicating with students and parents to resolve issues quickly.

When it's clear that students aren't responding to a positive resolution a threat could be considered high-risk and it may be time to involve police. Many times school resource officers receive tips from students that they've built a trust with.

"Educators and school resource officers are often front line responders for threats of violence at our schools," said Detective Pam Farmer of the Colorado Springs Police Department. "Our department sees a need for this training so those responders have a set of standardized tools and guidelines for determining the seriousness of threats."

One school threat that's been around for decades is bullying but safety leaders say their prevention program is working. It's estimated that about 10% of school kids are bullies. The Safe2Tell program is a statewide effort to get kids to report bullying instead of standing idly by. In four years, the program has received close to 1,000 anonymous tips. They've also received several tips through Safe2Tell about possible suicides. Borland says they've had a 100% success rate when it comes to preventing suicides when they've gotten a tip.

The workshop is developed by author and clinical psychologist Dewey Cornell. His findings have been approved by the Secret Service and the FBI. For more on his research click here.

The lesson drew about 180 local educators, school leaders, police officers and social workers. The idea for this kind of help was born out of a Colorado Springs Safe Schools Coalition initiative that was first proposed by Colorado Springs Police Chief Richard Meyer.

