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Comprehensive School Threat 
Assessment Guidelines

Developed by Dewey Cornell, Ph.D. and Colleagues
School of Education and Human Development, University of Virginia

Training provided by School Threat Assessment Consultants, LLC
www.schoolta.com 

Dewey G. Cornell, Ph. D.
Virgil Ward Chair as Professor of Education 
in the School of Education and Human 
Development at the University of Virginia. 

Dr. Cornell became interested in the 
prevention of youth violence based on his 
experiences as a forensic clinical psychologist

evaluating and treating violent offenders in the 1980s. He led the 
development of threat assessment guidelines for schools in 2001. 

Faculty are required to declare any personal or professional 
financial relationship with a commercial entity producing 
healthcare goods and/or services. Dr. Cornell discloses that he has 
a financial interest in the Comprehensive School Threat 
Assessment Guidelines (CSTAG.)

Overview
1. How does threat assessment differ 

from risk assessment? 

2. How can we conduct a student threat 
assessment? 

3. What does research tell us about 
student threat assessment?

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

Is threat assessment a kind of risk assessment?

Common Elements
1. Assess person’s potential for 

violence
2. Identify risk and protective 

factors
3. Recommend interventions

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

How is threat assessment distinguishable from 
risk assessment?
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Risk Assessment Threat Assessment
Purpose Institutional decision Response to threat

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

Differences between Risk 
and Threat Assessment

Most differences are relative rather than categorical.

Risk Assessment Threat Assessment
Purpose Institutional decision Response to threat
Intended victim Often not specified Usually identified

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

Differences between Risk 
and Threat Assessment

Most differences are relative rather than categorical.

Risk Assessment Threat Assessment
Purpose Institutional decision Response to threat
Intended victim Often not specified Usually identified
Timeframe Often open-ended Relatively short

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

Differences between Risk 
and Threat Assessment

Most differences are relative rather than categorical.

Risk Assessment Threat Assessment
Purpose Institutional decision Response to threat
Intended victim Often not specified Usually identified
Timeframe Often open-ended Relatively short
Primary Goal Accurate prediction Prevention

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

Differences between Risk 
and Threat Assessment

Most differences are relative rather than categorical.

Risk Assessment Threat Assessment
Purpose Institutional decision Response to threat
Intended victim Often not specified Usually identified
Timeframe Often open-ended Relatively short
Primary Goal Accurate prediction Prevention
Intervention 
Strategy

Primarily detainment Problem resolution

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

Differences between Risk 
and Threat Assessment

Most differences are relative rather than categorical.

Risk Assessment Threat Assessment
Purpose Institutional decision Response to threat
Intended victim Often not specified Usually identified
Timeframe Often open-ended Relatively short
Primary Goal Accurate prediction Prevention
Intervention 
Strategy

Primarily detainment Problem resolution

Social ecology Often not considered Goal to improve 
climate

Risk 
Assessment

Threat 
Assessment

Differences between Risk 
and Threat Assessment

Most differences are relative rather than categorical.
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Threat 
Assessment

Threat  
Assessment 
in Schools

Applications of 
Threat Assessment

Law Enforcement Schools
Assassins
Stalkers
Terrorists
Mass Shooters

Applications of 
Threat Assessment

Law Enforcement Schools
Assassins Bullying and fighting

Stalkers Sexual harassment

Terrorists Racial/ethnic bias 

Mass Shooters School shootings

Distinguishing Aspects of 
School Threat Assessment

1. School setting.
2. Facilitate learning and development.
3. Create a positive school climate.
4. Include parent involvement.

What are some challenges of 
school threat assessment?

1. Compared to adults, students
• frequently make threats;
• often engage in fights;

2. Over-reactions are common and have 
pervasive negative consequences.

3. Schools have a duty to educate.  

What is Threat Assessment?

Threat assessment is a problem-
solving approach to violence 
prevention that involves 
assessment and intervention with 
students who have threatened 
violence in some way.  
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Prevention means
“to keep something from 

happening” 

Crisis response is not 
prevention.

A crisis occurs when prevention has failed.

You don’t prevent forest fires by 
waiting until the trees are blazing.

You don’t prevent forest fires by 
waiting until the trees are blazing.

https://www.npr.org/2019/08/09/748836909/careful-with-those-birthday-candles-smokey-beloved-bear-turns-75

Warning:
Photo of gunman

Prevention 
must start 
before the 
gunman is at 
your door. 
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Prevention 
must start 
before the 
gunman is at 
your door. 

Prevention 
must start 
before the 
gunman is at 
your door. 

Prevention 
must start 
before the 
gunman is at 
your door. 

House Education and Labor Committee
Hearing on Campus Safety

May 15, 2007

Shootings seem unpredictable, 
but, 

Prevention does not require 
prediction!

III
Intensive 

Interventions

II
At-Risk Students

I
Schoolwide Prevention

Three Tiers of 
Prevention in Schools

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

Prevention can prevent 
deterioration.

We can intervene to 
resolve problem 
situations before they 
deteriorate into 
violence. 

Intensive, tertiary, or tier 3 prevention

Intensive 
Interventions

At-Risk Students

• Clear and consistent discipline
• Positive behavior support system
• School security program
• Programs for bullying and teasing
• Character development curriculum
• Conflict resolution for peer disputes

Schoolwide Prevention
All students

Students with some problem behaviors

Students with very serious
behavior problems

• Intensive monitoring and supervision
• Ongoing counseling 
• Community-based treatment
• Alternative school placement
• Special education evaluation and services

• Social skills groups 
• Short-term counseling
• Mentoring and after-school programs
• Tutoring and other academic support
• Special education evaluation and services

Threat assessment is part of a 
comprehensive approach Fear is a barrier to prevention. 

School shootings are so traumatic that they skew perceptions 
of school safety and convince the public and policymakers that 
there are dramatic needs for security measures.

https://everytownresearch.org/maps/gunfire-on-school-grounds/

How many shootings take 
place outside of schools? 
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https://www.gunviolencearchive.org/past-tolls

2021
20,820 homicides
40,534 injuries
61,354 shootings

https://everytownresearch.org/maps/gunfire-on-school-grounds/

(61,354 – 138) 138  444

For every shooting victim 
in a school there are 568 
victims outside a school

https://everytownresearch.org/maps/gunfire-on-school-grounds/

Source: FBI National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) database for 2020. 
https://crime-data-explorer.app.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/crime-trend
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Residence

Street/Sidewalk

Parking lot/garage

Store/gas station

Outdoors

Restaurant/bar

Hotel/motel

Public Building/Business

K‐12 School

Locations of 11,383 Homicides 

2020 FBI NIBRS data from 15,875 of 
18,623 U.S. law enforcement agencies

Residences have 570x more 
homicides than schools. 

Restaurants have 24x more homicides 
than schools.

When was the last time a 
student was murdered at one 

of Virginia’s K-12 public 
schools? 
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Traumatic Effect of School Shootings 

School shootings are so traumatic that they 
convince the public that schools are unsafe.

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/florida-fifth-grader-arrested-threatening-mass-
shooting-police-say-rcna31085

Why the Fear of 
School Violence 
Matters 

1. School 
Suspensions 

2. School 
Fortification

The Expansion of 
Zero Tolerance

From No Guns to
• No Toy Guns
• No Nail clippers
• No Plastic utensils
• No Finger-pointing
• No Jokes
• No Drawings
• No Rubber band 

shooting
No accidental violations

1

3

4

4

5

5
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13

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

Asian

White

Hispanic any race

Hawaii/Pacific

All Student Average

2 or more races

Amer Ind/Alaskan

Black

Percent Suspended

Disparities in % of Students Suspended 
(Out of School 1 or More Times)

Source: USDOE Civil Rights Data Collection. 2015-16 AY most recent available 
7/20 https://ocrdata.ed.gov/StateNationalEstimations
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Threat assessment is an 
alternative to zero tolerance

• Zero tolerance uses punitive 
discipline for all students regardless 
of the circumstances or the 
seriousness of their behavior. 

• Threat assessment considers the 
context and content of the behavior. 
The student’s intentions matter.

Fear of School Violence Drives 
New School Security Industry 

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2013-11-14/schools-boosting-security-spending-after-newtown-massacre

https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2022/05/28/school-safety-technology-shooting-uvalde/

Research on School Security

Little evidence of increased safety. Concerns 
that students are more anxious. 

The FBI, Secret Service, and Dept of Education 
recommended a threat assessment approach 
nearly 20 years ago.

US. Secret Service reports on 
school safety
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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.

Accurate Threat Assessment 
Avoids 2 Errors …

1.Over-reaction

Accurate Threat Assessment 
Avoids 2 Errors …

2. Under-Reaction • Developed 2001 at 
University of Virginia

• School-based teams gather 
information

• Follow decision-tree to 
determine whether threat 
is transient or substantive

• Take protective action if 
substantive

• Attempt to resolve the 
problem underlying the 
threat

2018 Manual

Virginia Model of 
School Threat Assessment

Team Approach: 
Don’t be this guy!

Principal or Assistant Principal Leads team.

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

Mental Health Staff
(School psychologists, 

counselors, social workers)

Team member to conduct mental 
health assessments.

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

Option team members

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

What is a threat?
A threat is an expression of intent 

to harm someone.

Threats may be spoken, written, or gestured.

Threats may be direct or indirect, and need not be 
communicated to the intended victim or victims. 
(“I’m going to get him.”)

Weapon possession is presumed to be a threat 
unless circumstances clearly indicate otherwise.   
(“I forgot my knife was in my backpack.”)

When in doubt, assume it is a threat.
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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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Forms Freely Available
https://www.schoolta.com/

Step 1. Evaluate the threat.
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

No Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

Yes
Step 2. Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.

Attempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Yes Case resolved as transient. 

Add services as needed.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No

Step 3. Respond to a substantive threat.
For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Serious
Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious means a threat to hit, fight, or beat up whereas 
Very serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious

Step 4. Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.
In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Step 5. Implement and monitor the safety plan.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

Step 1. Evaluate the threat.
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

No Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

Yes
Step 2. Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.

Attempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Yes Case resolved as transient. 

Add services as needed.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No

Step 3. Respond to a substantive threat.
For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Serious
Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious means a threat to hit, fight, or beat up whereas 
Very serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious

Step 4. Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.
In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Step 5. Implement and monitor the safety plan.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

1. Do you know why I wanted to 
talk to you? 

2. What happened today when you 
were [place of incident]?

3. What exactly did you say and do? 
4. What did you mean when 

you said/did that?
5. How do you think [person threatened] feels 

about what you said?
6. What was the reason you said that?
7. What you going to do now?

Typical Questions
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Step 1. Evaluate the threat.
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

No Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

Yes
Step 2. Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.

Attempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Yes Case resolved as transient. 

Add services as needed.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No

Step 3. Respond to a substantive threat.
For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Serious
Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious means a threat to hit, fight, or beat up whereas 
Very Serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious

Step 4. Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.
In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Step 5. Implement and monitor the safety plan.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

Transient 
threats

• Often are rhetorical remarks,                    
not genuine expressions of 
intent to harm.

• At worst, express temporary 
feelings of anger or frustration. 

• Usually can be resolved on the 
scene or in the office. 

• After resolution, the threat no 
longer exists.

• Usually end with an apology or 
clarification.

Does not pose a 
serious threat.

Substantive 
threats

• Express intent to physically injure 
someone beyond the immediate 
situation.

• There is at least some risk the 
student will carry out the threat.

• Require that you take protective 
action, including warning intended 
victims and parents.

• May be legal violations and require 
police consultation.

• When in doubt, treat threats as 
substantive. Concern that threat 

is serious.

Step 1. Evaluate the threat.
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

No Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

Yes
Step 2. Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.

Attempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Yes Case resolved as transient. 

Add services as needed.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No

Step 3. Respond to a substantive threat.
For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Serious
Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious means a threat to hit, fight, or beat up whereas 
Very serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious

Step 4. Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.
In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Step 5. Implement and monitor the safety plan.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

Step 1. Evaluate the threat.
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

No Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

Yes
Step 2. Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.

Attempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Yes Case resolved as transient. 

Add services as needed.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No

Step 3. Respond to a substantive threat.
For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Serious
Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious means a threat to hit, fight , or beat up versus 
Very Serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious

Step 4. Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.
In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Step 5. Implement and monitor the safety plan.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

Mental 
Health 
Assessment

• Not a prediction model. 
• Identify any mental             

health needs.
• Identify reasons why          

threat was made.
• Propose strategies for         

reducing risk.
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What are the pathways to 
violence?

5% 
Psychotic 
Pathway 

(Severe mental illness)

• Paranoid delusions
• Grandiose delusions
• Auditory hallucinations

3 Pathways to Violence

75% 
Antisocial 
Pathway 
(Criminality)

• Predatory, goal-oriented 
• Psychopathic
• Group or gang-affiliated

20%
Conflict 
Pathway 

(Revenge)

• Abused/bullied
• Betrayed/cheated
• Sense of injustice 

In threat assessment we want 
to consider whether youth is 
on a behavioral pathway to 

violence.

5% 
Psychotic 
Pathway 

(Severe mental illness)

• Paranoid delusions
• Grandiose delusions
• Auditory hallucinations

3 Pathways to Violence

75% 
Antisocial 
Pathway 
(Criminality)

• Predatory, goal-oriented 
• Psychopathic
• Group or gang-affiliated

20%
Conflict 
Pathway 

(Revenge)

• Abused/bullied
• Betrayed/cheated
• Sense of injustice 

There are multiple pathways 
to violence and thus no single 
profile or set of warning signs.

5% 
Psychotic 
Pathway 

(Severe mental illness)

• Paranoid delusions
• Grandiose delusions
• Auditory hallucinations

3 Pathways to Violence

75% 
Antisocial 
Pathway 
(Criminality)

• Predatory, goal-oriented 
• Psychopathic
• Group or gang-affiliated

20%
Conflict 
Pathway 

(Revenge)

• Abused/bullied
• Betrayed/cheated
• Sense of injustice 

The most common group are 
youth with a history of 

conduct disorder leading to 
delinquency.

5% 
Psychotic 
Pathway 

(Severe mental illness)

• Paranoid delusions
• Grandiose delusions
• Auditory hallucinations

3 Pathways to Violence

75% 
Antisocial 
Pathway 
(Criminality)

• Predatory, goal-oriented 
• Psychopathic
• Group or gang-affiliated

20%
Conflict 
Pathway 

(Revenge)

• Abused/bullied
• Betrayed/cheated
• Sense of injustice 

A small percentage of youth 
who commit violent crimes 
have a mental illness with 

psychotic symptoms.

3 Pathways to Violence
Violent Attack

Physical Preparation
Planning and Consultation
Rumination over Violence

Grievance or Disappointment 

5% 
Psychotic 
Pathway 

(Severe mental illness)

• Paranoid delusions
• Grandiose delusions
• Auditory hallucinations

75% 
Antisocial 
Pathway 
(Criminality)

• Predatory, goal-oriented 
• Psychopathic
• Group or gang-affiliated

20%
Conflict 
Pathway 

(Revenge)

• Abused/bullied
• Betrayed/cheated
• Sense of injustice 
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Psychotic 
Pathway 

(Severe mental illness)

• Paranoid delusions
• Grandiose delusions
• Auditory hallucinations

When can prevention occur?

Antisocial 
Pathway 
(Criminality)

• Predatory, goal-oriented 
• Psychopathic
• Group or gang-affiliated

Conflict 
Pathway 

(Revenge)

• Abused/bullied
• Betrayed/cheated
• Sense of injustice 

Violent Attack
Physical Preparation

Planning and Consultation
Rumination over Violence

Grievance or Disappointment 

Prevention
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Research on 
Threat Assessment

1.Field-test 
What happens when you try the model?

2.Controlled studies 
Cross-sectional, retrospective study: 

How do schools using the model compare to other schools?
Pre-post study: 

How do schools change after adopting the model?
Randomized controlled trial: 

What happens to students in schools randomly chosen to use the model? 

3.Large-scale implementation
What happens when the whole state adopts the model?

Research on 
Threat Assessment

1. 99% of threats not carried out.
2. Only 1% expelled, 1% arrested.
3. Suspension rates decreased.
4. Racial disparities reduced or absent. 
5. Counseling used more often.
6. More positive school climate. 0
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Selected sample of 841 threat assessment cases (652 transient and 189 
substantive) reported by 339 Virginia public schools during 2014-15 school year
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