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Agenda & Objectives

• Principles of Threat Assessment

• Risk Factors and Warning Signs

• Case Examples

• Assessing Risk Dynamics

• Considerations for Managing Risk

• Connecting to Whole School Prevention
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Quick Info: If this is new to you…

• Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management Teams are 
considered best practice 
• district and school level teams, or sometimes multidistrict 

collaborations

• There are several models to follow including:
• Comprehensive School Threat Assessment Guidelines from UVA
• National Threat Assessment Center (US Secret Service)

• States vary in terms of what is legislated and what resources 
they direct districts to… 
• more resources and direct links included at the end of this slide 

show for your reference
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• Poll Question:

• Which of the following models is your school or district 
following to assess threats?
• Comprehensive School Threat Assessment Guidelines (CSTAG)

• National Threat Assessment Center (NTAC)

• Dallas Threat of Violence Risk Assessment (DVTRA)

• Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management (BTAM)

• Other 

• None

• Unsure
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Principles of Threat Assessment

Targeted violence is the result of an       
understandable and often discernible                 
process of thinking and behavior

Targeted violence stems from an interaction among the individual, situation, setting, and target

An investigative, skeptical, inquisitive mindset is critical

Effective threat assessment is based on facts over “traits”

An integrated systems approach should guide inquiries

Central question is whether a student poses a threat, not whether a student has made a threat
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Path to Violence
Grievance Think and Plan Preparation Breach Attack

Spurs violent 
ideation and 
potential to view 
violence as what 
should or must 
be done

When, how, 
where

Researching 
methods, targets, 
past offenders, 
previous incidents 
of targeted 
violence

Acquire equipment, 
skills, resources 
needed for attack, like 
weapons or gear 

Practicing with 
weapons or doing a 
real or virtual 
rehearsal

Farewell writings, end 
of life planning, 
creation of artifacts to 
claim credit or explain 
motive

Circumventing security 
measures or boundaries 
at a target location

Conducting dry runs, 
approach behaviors like 
stalking, or testing 
security

Cyber instructions like 
identifying security plans, 
gaining protected 
information about a target

Can include 
preplanned and 
opportunistic targets

Practical and 
symbolic acts

Culmination of a 
highly personalized 
quest for justice that 
may only be fully 
understandable to 
the offender
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Assessing 
Risk of 

Violence

Static Risk 
Factors

Dynamic Risk 
Factors

Warning 
Signs



|   9

Static Risk Factors Dynamic Risk Factors Warning Signs

History of:
• Violence
• Stalking
• Harassment
• Threats/writings
• Defiance of authority
• Non-compliance with 

boundaries and limits
• Exposure to violence
• Maltreatment
• Isolation/Rejection
• Bullying
• Instability (e.g., housing, 

caregiver)
• Concern from others
• Substance abuse
• Gang Affiliation
• Poor impulse control
• Cruelty to animals

Access to Means
Mental Health
Substance Use
School Performance
School Attendance
Social Connections
Dependence on virtual 
communities
Intolerance/Prejudice
Personal grievances
Moral outrage
Thinking framed by ideology
Loss/Loss of Relationship
Impending Transition/Change
Disciplinary/legal 
involvement
Bullying
Discrimination/Racism
Abuse/Neglect
Family instability

Targets identified (persons, programs, etc)
Motive articulated (personal, political, etc)
Increasing intensity of violence related    
efforts, desires, planning or capacity to carry 
out threats
Direct/indirect communication re: violence
• Words consistent with actions
• Sees violence as acceptable/only solution
Access to weapons or methods of harm
Leakage of ideations
Emotional State
• Hopelessness
• Desperation
• Despair
• Suicidal thinking
Feelings of being picked 
on/bullied/humiliated
Social withdrawal
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• Poll Question:

• What is one way a warning sign differs from a risk factor?
• Risk factors describe what has happened in the past

• Risk factors and warning signs both highlight a concern

• Warning signs are things other people notice that are concerning

• Warning signs are statements and behaviors demonstrated by 
individuals in the period leading up to an act of violence
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Static Risk Factors

7th Grade Boy

History of Bullying/Exclusion

Exposure to violence at home

Dynamic Risk Factors

Declining achievement

Lack of social connections

Sense that school and peers are immoral

Warning Signs
Commented to peer - “injustice will end for good”

Disclosed bringing a knife to school “for protection”

Case Example
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Case Example -Path to Violence
Grievance Think and Plan Preparation Breach Attack

History of 
bullying

Sense of 
injustice and 
that others at 
school are 
immoral

Lack of social 
connections

Has stated “the 
injustice will end 
soon” 

Declining 
achievement – 
What is the 
student doing 
instead of 
engaging?

Acquired a knife Brought knife into school
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“Threat assessment procedures recognize that students engaged in a 
continuum of concerning behaviors, the vast majority of which will be non-
threatening and non-violent, but may still require intervention.”

“The threshold for intervention should be relatively low so that school can 
identify students in distress before their behavior it escalates to the level of 
eliciting concerns about safety”

“Everyone has a role to play in preventing school violence and creating safe 
school climates. Students should feel empowered to come forward without 
fear of reprisal.”

“Faculty and staff should take all incoming reports seriously and assess any 
information regarding concerning behavior or statements.”
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Path to Violence: 
Warning Behaviors
• Directly communicating threat (least common)

• Approach behavior (stalking, trespassing, burglaries)

• End of life planning 

• Last resort (running out of time, no other options, drastic 
change in appearance or self-care, reckless sexual/financial)

• Indicators of potential imminence
• Cessation of medications/substances

• Sudden withdrawal from life pattern

Path to Violence Grievance Think and Plan Preparation Breach Attack
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Path to 
Violence: 
Warning 
Behaviors

Graphic from the 
Department of 
Homeland Security
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Fixation Identification Novel Aggression Energy Burst Leakage

Preoccupation with a 
person or cause
• Increased focus
• Negative 

characterization
• Frequence of 

communications 
• Opinions more rigid
• Speech and actions 

appear angrier
• Social or Academic 

deterioration
• Losing ability to 

focus on other 
areas

• Pseudo-commando
• Warrior mentality
• Preoccupied with 

firearms and use in 
revenge

• May view self as 
agent of a cause or 
belief

• Unusual fascination 
with military/police

• Purchases 
(ammunition, 
fatigues) and 
preparation 
(research, games)

• Immersion in 
violent materials, 
writings, previous 
attackers

An act of violence that 
appears unrelated to 
the path to violence 
and that is committed 
for the first time

Person may be testing 
ability to engage in 
violent act/ 
experimental 
aggression that could 
include animal cruelty, 
assault, firearm 
discharge, arson, 
bombing, rehearsed 
violence on objects 
fantasized as human 
targets or even 
vandalism

Increased pace, 
duration or range of 
any activities related 
to a potential target, 
even if the activities 
are harmless

Overt or stealthy, tend 
to occur in hours, days 
or week before 
targeted violence

Example – more 
frequent trips, 
errands, purchases, or 
communications while 
finalizing plans or 
settling affairs

Communication to a 
third party of intent to 
harm a target through 
an attack

Overt “I am going to 
kill…

Less direct “Don’t 
come to school 
tomorrow but watch 
the news”

Can also include 
expressions aside from 
communication, like 
an animated video 
depicting a mass 
shooting or social 
media

Path to Violence: Warning Behaviors
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WEAPONS TRANSPORT: 
• Half of the attackers (n = 12, 

48%) used backpacks.
 
• Three attackers (12%) guitar 

case, a golf bag, and a gym 
bag. 

• One concealed in his 
waistband.

• Two attackers did not 
conceal their firearms, 
carrying them openly into 
the school building after 
the start of the school day. 

Path to Violence Grievance Think and Plan Preparation Breach Attack
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Static Risk Factors

7th Grade Boy

History of Bullying/Exclusion

Exposure to violence at home

Dynamic Risk Factors

Declining achievement 

Lack of social connections

Sense that school and peers are immoral

Warning Signs
Commented to peer” “injustice will end for good”

Disclosed bringing a knife to school “for protection”

Case Example Revisited
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On interview:

• Admitted to bringing a knife and keeping it hidden 

• Explained it was “for protection” as he had been bullied

• Felt knife was needed as students and school were 
“immoral” and would not protect him

Case Example: Disclosed bringing a knife to school

Path to 
Violence

Grievance Think and Plan Preparation Breach Attack
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Case Example: Leakage

On interview:

• Student is polite and cooperative

• Admitted being bullied and feeling it was unfair but denied 
any ill intentions

• Said his friend/peer was being “extra” about it

To peer: “The injustice will end soon”
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Case Example: Leakage

In retrospect:

• Student was relieved because had he been searched…
• He was still carrying the knife 

• Had repeatedly written this leaked statement across pages of a 
notebook

• At home, knew how to access a firearm from his grandfather’s gun 
cabinet and was stocking ammo
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Case Example -Path to Violence
Grievance Think and Plan Preparation Breach Attack

History of bullying

Sense of injustice 
and that others at 
school are immoral

Lack of social 
connections

Declining 
achievement

Has stated “the 
injustice will end 
soon” 

Acquired a knife Brought knife into 
school

Information that was revealed in the process of intervening/responding:

• Painted friend as an exaggerator 
• Was obsessing over the idea that that the injustice would end
• Acquired a knife and continued carrying it and bringing it to school even 

though they had already gotten in trouble for it
• Learned the combination to the gun cabinet/gathering ammo
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Principle 2: Targeted violence stems from an 
interaction among…

• Potential Attacker

• How has the student dealt with situation that have led them to see life as unbearably stressful?

• The Situation

• Almost all school shooters experienced some major situational stress at some point before the 
attack

• The Setting

• Violence is not a solution to the problem

• Suggestions on ways to get help

• Respectful connections between students and adults that facilitate/problem-solve

• The Target 

• Specific individual or group

• General 
“Students often make threats when 
faced with a situation or problem they 
cannot solve” – Dewey Cornell, Ph.D.
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• Poll Question:

• In your experience, what is the most common reason 
students make threats that they have no intent of following 
through on?
• Lack of communication skills 
• Difficulty problem-solving or resolving conflicts
• Imitating others in their environment/media
• To intimidate others who have bullied or harassed them
• An accumulation of stress and lack of effective coping skills
• To gain attention or influence how others perceive them
• Other
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Principle 6: The central question is whether a 
student poses a threat, not made a threat

Fewer than 20% of school shooters communicated a direct or 
conditional threat to their target

More than 80% of cases lacked a direct threat but involved 
communication of intent or plans to others

Principle 3: An investigative, skeptical, inquisitive mindset is 
critical. 

“Threat assessors working to understand a given situation should 
step back periodically from the individual details of inquire or 
investigation and ask whether the information gathered makes 
sense and supports any hypothesis developed concerning the risk 
posed by the subject”

“The threat assessment process is not adversarial” – Todd Savage, 
Ph.D.
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Assess More than the 
Individual

“It should be emphasized again 
that many young people 
experience losses, failures, 
humiliations, and other kinds of 
situational stressors and that 
few become school shooters” 
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“Threat assessment procedures recognize that students engaged in a 
continuum of concerning behaviors, the vast majority of which will be non-
threatening and non-violent, but may still require intervention.”

“The threshold for intervention should be relatively low so that school can 
identify students in distress before their behavior it escalates to the level of 
eliciting concerns about safety”

“Everyone has a role to play in preventing school violence and creating safe 
school climates. Students should feel empowered to come forward without 
fear of reprisal.”

“Faculty and staff should take all incoming reports seriously and assess any 
information regarding concerning behavior or statements.”



Tier 3: Individual Intervention

• Screening, assessment, and triage procedures
• Safety planning interventions

• Protocols for responding to violence in the community
• Wraparound services (Family/Community)

Tier 2: Targeted Programming and Supports 

• Protocols for helping students at-risk
• Wellness checks/home visits
• Data tracking and risk monitoring
• Restitution/Restorative Practices
• Skill building (communication/connection)
• Parent notification, involvement and consent 
• Individual behavior plans

• Access to evidence-based services for 
areas of risk (depression/anger/isolation)

• Check-in/check-out and mentoring
• Peer mediation & conflict resolution
• Academic supports
• Parent supports
• Coordination/Case management

Tier 1: Universal

• District Policy/Security Procedures
• Professional Development
• Violence/Bullying/Suicide Prevention
• Universal Screening (surveys)
• Reporting options (see something)
• Behavior/Incident Tracking
• Coordination with Law Enforcement

• Wellbeing/Health Literacy Programs
• School Climate/Connectedness
• PBIS
• Referral Procedures
• Family Engagement
• Trauma-informed approaches to 

responding to escalation/distress

MTSS Three Tiers 
Planning Example 
for Violence Risk 
and Prevention
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• Addressing the Risk of Violence Behavior in Youth: Know the Signs of 
Youth Violence and How to Identify and Reduce Risk in Schools

• Averted School Violence Data Collection System

• Averting Targeted School Violence: A U.S. Secret Service Analysis of Plots 
Against Schools (2021)

• Averting Targeted School Violence (Video): National Threat Assessment 
Center

• Behavioral Threat Assessment (K-12) - Illinois School and Campus 
Safety Resource Center

• Campus Threat Assessment Case Studies: A Training Tool for 
Investigation, Evaluation and Intervention

• DHS Bulletin: Mitigating the Threat of School Violence as U.S. Returns to 
Normal

• DHS Threat Assessment and Management Teams Resource Guide

• Enhancing School Safety Using a Threat Assessment Model: An 
Operational Guide for Preventing Targeted School Violence (2018)

• Final Report and Findings of the Safe Schools Initiative

• Implementing Behavioral Threat Assessment on Campus: A Guide to how 
Virginia Tech Started Their Threat Assessment Process in the Wake of the 
April 16, 2007, Shooting

• Making Prevention a Reality: A Practical Guide on Assessment and 
Managing Threats of Targeted Violence

• NABITA White Paper: Who’s on the Team? Mission, Membership and 
Motivation – K12 Edition (2021)

• NASP- Mitigating Psychological Effects of Lockdowns

• Protecting America’s Schools: A U.S. Secret Service Analysis of Targeted 
School Violence (2019)

• Research on Gathering Tips and Addressing Threats (2021)

• Resources for Conducting Threat Assessments in a Virtual Environment

• School Resource Officers Averted School Violence Special Report (2020)

• Study of Pre-Attack Behaviors of Active Shooters

• Threat Assessment in Schools: A guide to Managing Threatening 
Situations and Creating Safe School Climates

• Threat Assessment - National Center for School Safety

• School Threat Assessment Toolkit: Section 1 - National Center for 
School Safety

• School Threat Assessment Toolkit: Section 2 - National Center for 
School Safety

• School Threat Assessment Toolkit: Section 3 - National Center for 
School Safety

• Essential Elements of School Threat Assessment Webinar - 
National Center for School Safety

• Threat Assessment Toolkit - Texas School Safety Center

• How to be inclusive and adaptive in safety preparedness and 
planning:

• https://safeandsoundschools.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/Especially-Safe-Planning-
Prep-Guide.pdf

• https://safeandsoundschools.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/Especially-Safe-Teaching-
and-Training-Guide.pdf

Resources

https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/addressing-risk-violent-behavior-youth-know-signs-youth-violence-and-how-identify-and-reduce-risk
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/addressing-risk-violent-behavior-youth-know-signs-youth-violence-and-how-identify-and-reduce-risk
https://www.avertedschoolviolence.org/
https://www.secretservice.gov/sites/default/files/reports/2021-03/USSS%20Averting%20Targeted%20School%20Violence.2021.03.pdf
https://www.secretservice.gov/sites/default/files/reports/2021-03/USSS%20Averting%20Targeted%20School%20Violence.2021.03.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-TVdrr4Hu1Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-TVdrr4Hu1Q
https://ilschoolsafety.org/k12-resources/behavioral-threat-assessment-k-12/behavioral-threat-assessment-k-12/
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/COPS-Campus-Threat-Assessment-Case-Studies.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/COPS-Campus-Threat-Assessment-Case-Studies.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/DHS-Mitigating-the-Threat-of-School-Violence-as-US-Returns-to-Normal.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/DHS-Mitigating-the-Threat-of-School-Violence-as-US-Returns-to-Normal.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/threat_assessment_and_management-teams-v2.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/USSS_NTAC_Enhancing_School_Safety_Guide.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/USSS_NTAC_Enhancing_School_Safety_Guide.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/preventingattacksreport.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/VT_ThreatAssessment09.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/VT_ThreatAssessment09.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/VT_ThreatAssessment09.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Making-Prevention-A-Reality.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Making-Prevention-A-Reality.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/National-Association-for-Behavioral-Intervention-and-Threat-Assessment-White-Paperm-for-K-12-Schools.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/National-Association-for-Behavioral-Intervention-and-Threat-Assessment-White-Paperm-for-K-12-Schools.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/school-safety-and-crisis/systems-level-prevention/mitigating-psychological-effects-of-lockdowns
https://www.secretservice.gov/sites/default/files/2020-04/Protecting_Americas_Schools.pdf
https://www.secretservice.gov/sites/default/files/2020-04/Protecting_Americas_Schools.pdf
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/school-safety-research-gathering-tips-and-addressing-threats
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center/crisis-and-mental-health-resources/behavior-threat-assessment-and-management-in-the-virtual-environment
https://cops.usdoj.gov/RIC/Publications/cops-w0903-pub.pdf
http://schoolsafety.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/pre-attack-behaviors.pdf
https://www.secretservice.gov/node/2559
https://www.secretservice.gov/node/2559
https://www.nc2s.org/topic-area/threat-assessment/
https://www.nc2s.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/School-Threat-Assessment-Toolkit-Section-1.pdf
https://www.nc2s.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/School-Threat-Assessment-Toolkit-Section-2.pdf
https://www.nc2s.org/resource/school-threat-assessment-toolkit/section-3/
https://www.nc2s.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Essential-Elements-of-School-Threat-Assessment.pdf
https://txssc.txstate.edu/tools/tam-toolkit/
https://safeandsoundschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Especially-Safe-Planning-Prep-Guide.pdf
https://safeandsoundschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Especially-Safe-Planning-Prep-Guide.pdf
https://safeandsoundschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Especially-Safe-Planning-Prep-Guide.pdf
https://safeandsoundschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Especially-Safe-Teaching-and-Training-Guide.pdf
https://safeandsoundschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Especially-Safe-Teaching-and-Training-Guide.pdf
https://safeandsoundschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Especially-Safe-Teaching-and-Training-Guide.pdf
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