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12/5/2018 Billions are now spent to protect kids from school shootings. Has it made them safer? - The Washington Post

What few of the salespeople could offer, however, was proof.

Although school security has grown into a $2.7 billion market — an estimate that does not account for the billions more spent on armed
campus police officers — little research has been done on which safety measures do and do not protect students from gun violence. Earlier
this fall, The Washington Post sent surveys to every school in its database that had endured a shooting of some kind since the 2012 killings
of 20 first-graders in Newtown, Conn., which prompted a surge of security spending by districts across the country.

Of the 79 schools contacted, 34 provided answers, including Sandy Hook Elementary. Their responses to questions about what they
learned — some brief but many rich in detail — provide valuable insight from administrators in urban, suburban and rural districts who, as

a group, have faced the full spectrum of campus gun violence: targeted, indiscriminate, accidental and self-inflicted.

When asked what, if anything, could have prevented the shootings at their schools, nearly half replied that there was nothing they could
have done. Several, however, emphasized the critical importance of their staffs developing deep, trusting relationships with students, who
often hear about threats before teachers do.

Only one school suggested that any kind of safety technology might have made a difference. Many had robust security plans already in
place but still couldn’t stop the incidents.

In 2016, Utah’s Union Middle School had a surveillance system, external doors that could be accessed only with IDs and an armed
policewoman, known as a resource officer, when a 14-year-old boy shot another student twice in the head during a confrontation outside
the building just after classes ended.

“Even if we would have had metal detectors, it would not have mattered,” wrote Jeffrey P. Haney, district spokesman. “If we would have

had armed guards at the entrance of the school, it would not have mattered. If we would have required students to have see-through
backpacks and bags, it would not have mattered.”

The survey responses are consistent with a federally funded 2016 study by Johns Hopkins University that concluded there was “limited

and conflicting evidence in the literature on the short- and long-term effectiveness of school safety technology.”

htips:/fwww.washingtonpost.com/classic-apps/billions-are-now-spent-to-protect-kids-from-school-shootings-has-it-made-them-safer/2018/10/29/6fdfd5f4-ccac-11e8-a3e6-44daa3d35ede_story.htmi?nor... 2/14
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12/5/2018 Billions are now spent to protect kids from school shootings. Has it made them safer? - The Washington Post
“If you think $500,000 is expensive, go down to Parkland, Florida, and tell 17 people $500,000 is expensive. That’s $29,000 a kid,” Kuhn
recalled saying. “Every person would pay $29,000 a kid to have their kid alive.”

By this spring, Huffman High in Birmingham, Ala., had, in security parlance, been “hardened,” a term that in recent years has migrated
from anti-terrorism circles to school board meetings. Surveillance cameras were mounted inside and out, and Huffman’s 1,370 students
were periodically checked for weapons, both with handheld and walk-through metal detectors, administrators say. Three resource officers
patrolled the hallways.

But none of those measures saved the life of Courtlin Arrington, a senior who was about to leave school one afternoon in March when a boy

showing off a handgun unintentionally fired it, sending a round through the girl’s chest two months before her graduation.

How the weapon got into Huffman remains unclear — Arrington’s family has sued the district, limiting what administrators can say — but
the incident highlights a theme that appears throughout the survey responses: No amount of investment in security can guarantee a school
protection from gun violence.

Much of what can be done to prevent harm is beyond any school’s control because, in a country with more guns — nearly 400 million —
than people, children are at risk of being shot no matter where they are. A 2016 study in the American Journal of Medicine found that,

among high-income nations, 91 percent of children younger than 15 who were killed by gunfire lived in the United States.
But several administrators did point to specific steps that at least contained the attacks on their schools.

At Florida’s Forest High in April, for example, teachers and teens who had undergone safety training locked classroom doors and
barricaded them with chairs and desks just seconds after realizing that a man with a shotgun was in the hallway. He fired through one door
and wounded a student but surrendered shortly after failing to get inside.

A month later, at Dixon High in Illinois, resource officer Mark Dallas heard shots near the school gym, rushed toward the noise and in, an
exchange of gunfire, struck the shooter, who was quickly arrested.

Seven of the 23 surveyed schools that had officers at the time of their shootings indicated that they played a direct role in limiting the harm

done. Still, what Dallas did is exceedingly rare. The Post’s analysis identified just one other case over the past 19 years in which a resource

https://www.washingtonpost.com/classic-apps/billions-are-now-spent-to-protect-kids-from-school-shootings-has-it-made-them-safer/2018/10/29/6fdfd5f4-ccac-11e8-a3e6-44daa3d35ede_story.himi?nor... 4/14
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12/5/2018 Billions are now spent to protect kids from school shootings. Has it made them safer? - The Washington Post
“I saw Parkland, and I was like, “‘Well, nobody’s really tackling this, so I want to fix this,” Goudreau explained at the expo in Florida, where

the state legislature had just committed more than a quarter-billion dollars to school safety.

The solution, Goudreau concluded, was to embed former Special Operations agents, posing as teachers, inside schools. He argued that the
benefits over resource officers were obvious.

First, because the children wouldn’t know who his guys really are (or that they’re armed and adept at counterterrorism tactics), students

would be more likely to open up, giving agents a chance to glean information that could expose a potential threat.

“He’s just a — he’s a cool shop teacher: ‘Hey, what’s up, fellas,” said Goudreau, 42, envisioning a potential conversation with a child. “I go

sit down with a kid who’s alone, playing ‘Dungeons and Dragons,’ and I just try to see whether there’s any problems.”
Second, Goudreau said, his men all thrive in combat and could quickly snipe a shooter.

“The beauty of it is it’s all for the price of a Netflix subscription, so it’s really hard to argue with me about, ‘Well, it costs too much.’ You
can’t tell me that,” insisted Goudreau, hair buzzed and jaw square.

No schools had yet signed on for the program, and he still hadn’t worked out a number of the business plan’s precise details, but Goudreau

was certain that he wanted to bill the parents of each student directly (for $8.99 a month) so his staff could remain independent from any
district’s “chain of command.”

When the media relations liaison standing beside him at their booth suggested that, if necessary, they could go through school boards and
accept government money, Goudreau cut him off.

“But we don’t want to. We don’t want that,” he said. “We want private money, because it’s faster.”
Among the many challenges educators face in trying to protect their students from harm is determining what product, or person, to trust.

As Home Depot and Walmart market $150 bulletproof backpacks to frightened parents, administrators are being inundated with pitches

from entrepreneurs pushing new concepts that make grand promises. One superintendent who responded to the survey said that within

https://www.washingtonpost.com/classic-apps/billions-are-now-spent-to-protect-kids-from-school-shootings-has-it-made-them-safer/2018/10/29/6fdfd5f4-ccac-11e8-a3e6-44daadd35ede_story.htmi?nor... 6/14
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12/5/2018 Billions are now spent to protect kids from school shootings. Has it made them safer? - The Washington Post

As the men continued discussing the door lock, Desiree looked around, taking in the scene. Her husband had attended school safety expos

before, but this was her first.

“This is sad. I came in here with my mouth wide open,” she murmured. “Isn’t it scary that we literally have to go through this — that all of

these vendors are here?”

Carl Manna, an assistant principal at another Florida high school, felt the same way as he wandered the room, though none of this was new

to him.

At one booth, he paused to stare at a photo from Forest High showing the desks and chairs that had been stacked to the classroom’s ceiling

to keep the gunman out. Months earlier, Manna had pretended to be an active shooter in a training video his school produced.
“That,” he said, “is what the room looked like after I left.”

The video opens with Manna, in jeans and a dark hoodie, stalking Branford High’s hallways. In his right hand, he holds a water pistol
wrapped with black tape.

Manna, also the narrator, explains that the video would review “ALICE” training, a set of strategies developed by an Ohio-based company
that teaches people how to respond to active shooters. The acronym stands for Alert, Lockdown, Inform, Counter and Evacuate. “The

proper use of these five steps could save your life,” he says, as the video illustrates a series of widely accepted approaches to staying safe in

an active-shooter situation.

Then, at the 2:13 mark, a plastic Germ-X hand sanitizer bottle appears on the screen, followed by a 20-ounce Mountain Dew, a travel mug
and an Adobe Photoshop hardcover textbook.

“Once you have locked and barricaded the door, quickly move to an area out of sight,” Manna says. “Grab several items you can use to

protect yourself. Every room is equipped with something that could distract and defend against the aggressor.”

Seconds later, the video shows Manna and a disguised administrator at another high school each entering classrooms, their guns raised.
When Manna walks in, he’s bombarded with flying bottles, books and a backpack before the teenagers rush him. In the other video, kids
tackle the man to the floor directly beneath an American flag mounted to the wall.

https:/imww.washingtonpost.com/classic-apps/billions-are-now-spent-to-protect-kids-from-school-shootings-has-it-made-them-safer/2018/10/29/6fdfd5f4-ccac-11e8-a3e6-44daa3d35ede_story.html?nor... 8/14
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Malcolm Hines, head of safety for the Florida district where Manna participated in the active-shooter video, understood criticisms of the

counter training but said he also suspected some parents would object if the kids weren’t taught how to defend themselves.
“This is an option for them to at least fight back,” said Hines, whose district has paid ALICE more than $7,500 since late last year.

In numerous ALICE training videos online, the plan always works to perfection: Students pelt the faux shooter with objects the moment he

appears, then — without hesitation — several kids charge the intruder, easily bringing him to the ground before he fires a shot.
It’s ludicrous, critics say, to think that children would behave with such decisiveness and precision if they were facing a real gunman.

“There is no research/evidence . . . that teaching students to attack a shooter is either effective or safe,” Katherine C. Cowan, spokeswoman
for the National Association of School Psychologists, wrote in a statement to The Post. “It presumes an ability to transform psychologically
from a frightened kid to an attacker in the moment of crisis, the ability to successfully execute the attack on the shooter (e.g., hit the
shooter with the book or rock, knock them down, etc.) again in a crisis situation, the ability to not accidentally hurt a classmate, the reality
that unsuccessfully going on the attack might make that student a more likely target of the shooter.”

Nicole Hockley, whose 6-year-old son, Dylan, was killed at Sandy Hook Elementary in 2012, concluded long ago that much of America
looks at school safety the wrong way.

“It’s so much focus on imminent danger and what you do in the moment,” she said, “as opposed to what you do to stop it from happening

in the first place.”

Hockley and her colleagues at Sandy Hook Promise, a nonprofit she co-founded, have argued that reforming gun laws would make a
difference, but she knows that there are other, perhaps more attainable, ways to prevent harm, too. In March, her organization launched
the Say Something Anonymous Reporting System, which allows users to privately submit safety concerns through a computer, phone or
app.

Because many, if not most, shooters offer some indication of their intentions through comments to friends or online, Hockley has for years
encouraged students to speak up if they’re aware of a potential threat. Often, though, kids said that they feared repercussions, a concern

that the anonymity should alleviate.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/classic-apps/billions-are-now-spent-to-protect-kids-from-school-shootings-has-it-made-them-safer/2018/10/29/6fdfd5f4-ccac-11e8-a3e6-44daa3d35ede_story.htmi?n...  10/14
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“We've got to do something for these kind of kids,” she told them, and what they did was conduct a criminal investigation, charge the boy
and set a court date.

She attended, and although the student’s mother argued that he should be released, Avery had told the prosecutor she wanted to make

sure he got help. The judge listened, sending him to juvenile detention and ordering that he undergo a mental health evaluation and
receive counseling.

Montbhs later, at another hearing, the boy’s mother argued again that he should be released. Avery didn’t oppose that, but again, she asked
that he continue to receive support. And again, the judge listened, sending the boy to an alternative school and ordering that he and his

mother receive additional counseling. A probation officer was also assigned to check on him every week.

Avery doesn’t know whether the boy ever would have carried out his threats. But she witnessed the damage caused by 12 seconds of gunfire

— a first-grader dead, survivors overcome with trauma, a community splintered — and she does know what her time and effort cost:

nothing.

John Woodrow Cox

John Woodrow Cox is an enterprise reporter at The Washington Post. He previously worked at the Tampa Bay Times and at the Valley News in
New Hampshire. Follow ¥

Steven Rich

Steven Rich is the database editor for investigations at The Washington Post. While at The Post, he has worked on investigations involving the
National Security Agency, police shootings, tax liens and civil forfeiture. He was a reporter on two teams to win Pulitzer Prizes, for public service in
2014 and national reporting in 2016. Follow W
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