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Keeping Utah Schools Safe 
with Threat Assessment 

Governor’s Public Safety Summit
July 27, 2021

Dewey Cornell, Ph.D. 
dcornell@schoolta.com

Dewey G. Cornell, Ph. D.
• Holds the Virgil Ward Chair as 

Professor of Education in the School of 
Education and Human Development at 
the University of Virginia. 

• Director of the UVA Youth Violence 
Project 

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. Dr. Cornell discloses that he has a 
financial interest in the Comprehensive School Threat 
Assessment Guidelines (CSTAG.)

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.

Topics
1. The Big Question 
2. School Safety
3. CSTAG Model 
4. Training & Implementation

The Big Question

?
How will our kids do 
in school this fall? 
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Most kids will do well, 
but a lot has happened…  

Most kids will do well, 
but a lot has happened…  

• 600,000+ Covid-related deaths
• 1 in 4 long-haul Covid symptoms
• 14.8% peak unemployment
• 25% increase in homicide
• Increased depression and suicide

https://health.ucdavis.edu/health-news/newsroom/studies-show-long-haul-covid-19-afflicts-1-in-4-covid-19-
patients-regardless-of-severity/2021/03
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R46554.pdf
https://crime-data-explorer.fr.cloud.gov/pages/home

Stress      Aggression

Stress at home leads 
to aggression at 
school. 
Schools will continue 
to see peer conflicts, 
bullying, and threats. 

Topics
1. The Big Question 
2. School Safety
3. CSTAG Model 
4. Training & Implementation

School Safety 
Fears 

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.

Why Fear of School 
Violence Matters 

1. School 
Suspensions 

2. School 
Fortification
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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

Zero Tolerance Suspensions

Suspension Practices
Suspension is a practice that has more 
negative than positive effects on students:

• Fall behind in their classes
• Feel alienated and rejected
• Continue to misbehave 

and be suspended
• Drop out of school
• Juvenile court involvement

The school-to-prison pipeline

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
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Bullet-Proof Entrances Metal Detectors in Schools

Safe Rooms

https://www.newsweek.com/oklahoma-schools-storm-shelters-shooting-824328
https://www.wzzm13.com/article/news/education/fruitport-designs-new-48m-high-school-with-places-to-hide-from-mass-
shooters/69-6ee8154f-76a6-45bd-87c5-e3c60a0dce2f

Research on School Security

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

We should prevent 
shootings rather than 

simply prepare for 
them. 
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Threat Assessment For Schools

• 2000 FBI report recommending school threat assessment

• 2002 Secret Service and US Dept of Education study and guide 
on school threat assessment

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.

Threat 
Assessment

Threat  
Assessment 
in Schools

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.  

Topics
1. The Big Question 
2. School Safety
3. CSTAG Model 
4. Training & Implementation

• 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
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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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Accurate Threat Assessment 

Avoids 2 Errors …
1.Over-reaction

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

Accurate Threat Assessment 
Avoids 2 Errors …

2. Under-Reaction

What is the purpose of 
school threat assessment?

1.Prevent violence
2.Help troubled students
3.Avoid over-reactions to 

student misbehavior

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.
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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.

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.

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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2020 statewide survey of 15,707 Virginia high 
school staff from 299 schools
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“The SRO makes me feel safer at school”

All Students White Black Hispanic

2020 statewide survey of 106,865 Virginia 
high school students from 299 schools

1. Define the SRO role and exclude  
enforcement of school discipline.

2. Provide specialized SRO training. 
3. Work in collaboration with other 

professionals.

Topics
1. The Big Question 
2. School Safety
3. CSTAG Model 
4. Training & Implementation

250+ CSTAG Workshops in 37 states
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I am motivated to use principles of threat
assessment in my school.

This training will be useful to me in
responding to student threats of violence.

The training contained the right amount of
practical information.

I understand the basic concepts and
guidelines for conducting a T A.

This training improved my understanding
of student violence.

Workshop Evaluations
4,688 participants, 100 workshops, 9 trainers
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Administration

Teaching

Law Enforcement

Mental health/Counseling

Other

All Groups Combined

Workshop Gains in Knowledge 
(overall percent correct)

4,688 participants, 100 workshops, 9 trainers 

Pre Training Post Training

Threat Assessment in Utah

Threat Assessment in Utah

The Utah State Board of 
Education selected CSTAG as its 
evidence-based threat 
assessment tool.

2020 Utah Training
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Pandemic 
Adjustments

• Online training 
• Online case management

Blended Learning 
Program

Level 1 - Online, asynchronous 
individual training in threat 
assessment basics. 3 hours

Level 2 - Virtual workshop for 
teams to practice CSTAG model. 
3.5 – 4 hours

Threat Assessment in Utah
Online training 

2
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I am motivated to use principles of
threat assessment in my school.

This training will be helpful to me in
responding to student threats of…

I found the online training to be
engaging and easy to use.

Workshop Evaluations
100 participants, 2 districts

Agree/Strongly Agree Disagree/Strongly Disagree

Threat Assessment in Utah

I feel very much more prepared to make decisions related to 
student threats because of this training.

Excellent training. Insightful and extremely 
educational. Our breakout group consistently talked about 
how much we learned through the CSTAG training process.

This program is great! The workshop was put together well 
and was organized in a way that was easy to understand and 
follow.

CSTAG is restorative at its foundation. It also provides a 
comprehensive protocol for schools and school 
administrators to follow to best meet the needs of every 
student in their schools.

Threat Assessment in Utah
…responding to a situation at one of our middle 

schools….once they gathered all the facts [we] were able to 

help the school and law enforcement officers understand that 

what they were dealing with was a transient threat – not a 

substantive threat - that was easily handled at school…. In 

the past this situation, and all like it, would have resulted in 

multiple suspensions, police charges, and an enraged school 

community. The CSTAG principles … was a powerful force for 

reasonableness and calm…we immediately understood the 

power of what it could mean if ALL of our school 

administrators were trained in the CSTAG model. 

Threat Assessment in Utah
…it was clear to the superintendent that this training was 

critical…. He, along with all district leadership, see CSTAG as 

“not optional, but essential, critical, and a game changer”. …

We have already benefited from the training and know that 

CSTAG will facilitate a powerful positive cultural change 

force. ….In my opinion, anyone who works in schools or with 

any kind of crisis situation, should be trained in CSTAG. …I 

imagine a culture in our district in which schools, law 

enforcement, emergency responders, mental health 

providers, and chambers of commerce are unified in this 

understanding and effort. 
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Online Case Management

1. Maintain high 
quality process.

2. Evaluate trends 
and improve 
system.

3. Liability protection.

Online case management 

1. Efficient records
2. Greater 

consistency
3. Better fidelity
4. Trend analysis
5. Liability protection

Topics
1. School safety
2. CSTAG model 
3. Training
4. Implementation

Research on 
Threat Assessment

1. Cornell, D., Sheras, P. Kaplan, S., McConville, D., Douglass, J., Elkon, A., McKnight, L., Branson, C., & Cole, J.  (2004). 
Guidelines for student threat assessment: Field-test findings. School Psychology Review, 33, 527-546. 

2. Kaplan, S., & Cornell, D. (2005). Threats of violence by students in special education. Behavioral Disorders, 31, 107-119.
3. Strong, K., & Cornell, D. (2008). Student threat assessment in Memphis City Schools: A descriptive report. Behavioral Disorders, 

34, 42-54. 
4. Allen, K., Cornell, D., Lorek, E., & Sheras, P. (2008). Response of school personnel to student threat assessment training. School 

Effectiveness and School Improvement, 19, 319-332. 
5. Cornell, D., Sheras, P., Gregory, A., & Fan, X. (2009). A retrospective study of school safety conditions in high schools using the 

Virginia Threat Assessment Guidelines versus alternative approaches. School Psychology Quarterly, 24, 119-129. 
6. Cornell, D., Gregory, A., & Fan, X. (2011). Reductions in long-term suspensions following adoption of the Virginia Student 

Threat Assessment Guidelines. Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School Principals, 95, 175-194.
7. Cornell, D., Allen, K., & Fan, X. (2012). A randomized controlled study of the Virginia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines in 

grades K-12. School Psychology Review, 41, 100-115.
8. Cornell, D. & Lovegrove, P. (2015). Student threat assessment as a method for reducing student suspensions. In D. Losen (Ed.). 

Closing the School Discipline Gap: Research for Policymakers. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
9. Nekvasil, E., Cornell, D. (2015). Student threat assessment associated with positive school climate in middle schools. Journal of 

Threat Assessment and Management 2, 98-113. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tam0000038
10. Burnette, A. G., Datta, P. & Cornell, D. G. (2017). The distinction between transient and substantive student threats. Journal of 

Threat Assessment and Management. http://psycnet.apa.org/record/2017-56103-001
11. Cornell, D., Maeng, J., Burnette, A.G., Jia, Y., Huang, F., Konold, T., Datta, P., Malone, M., Meyer, P. (2017). Student threat 

assessment as a standard school safety practice: Results from a statewide implementation study. School Psychology Quarterly. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/spq0000220

12. 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.

Outcome Research

1. 99% of threats not carried out.
2. Only 1% expelled, 1% arrested.
3. Counseling used more often.
4. More positive school climate.
5. No racial disparities in discipline
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What can you expect?
Results from a routine practice study 

• Everyday practice results from 339 
Virginia schools

• 884 threat cases 
• Threat demographics
• Racial/ethnic differences
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n = 856 
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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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Threat Outcomes
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Percentages for 844 threat cases from 339 schools. One case can 
involve more than one outcome.
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No statistically significant differences for White vs Black or White 
vs Hispanic students
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Bright Future of 
School Threat Assessment 

73


