
This timely manual should be considered one of every 
school’s most important references. It can help prevent the 
kind of violent situations that, unfortunately, have raised so 
much fear and concern in our schools.  

Guidelines for Responding to Student Threats of Violence offers Guidelines for Responding to Student Threats of Violence offers Guidelines for Responding to Student Threats of Violence
practical information about forming school-based teams 
to conduct assessments on students who threaten violence. 
Team leaders (principals or assistant principals) will learn 
skills needed to make preliminary evaluations that determine 
if a threat can be quickly resolved or if more extensive 
assessment and intervention is required. In the latter case, 
a full-threat assessment team—typically consisting of the 
principal or assistant principal, school resource officer, school 
psychologist, and counselor—will take steps outlined in the psychologist, and counselor—will take steps outlined in the 
manual to prevent a violent act from occurring. 

This resource goes beyond 
“on-the-spot” prevention, 
taking a proactive approach to 
help team members understand 
why a student made a threat and why a student made a threat and why
how to identify the underlying 
cause that created his/her turmoil.   

Grounded in research that 
supports team-based threat 
assessment, these guidelines offer a solid 
game plan for promoting safer, trouble-free schools.  

Dewey Cornell, Ph.D. and Peter Sheras, Ph.D.
Grades K–12

Use the power of teams to prevent violence  
Guidelines for Responding to Student Threats of Violence 

Guidelines for Responding to 
Student Threats of Violence  

■ Professional Development Available (Contact a Sopris 
West customer service representative at West customer service representative at (800) 547-6747(800) 547-6747 or  or 
e-mail us at customerservice@sopriswest.com.)
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PART II: ALTERNATIVES—FUNCTIONAL FACTORS AND NEW BEHAVIORS TO SUPPORT

 8. Team believes the behavior occurs because (function of behavior in terms of obtaining, protesting, 

or avoiding something):

Support an alternative behavior that meets same need.

 9. What does the team believe the student should do instead of the problem behavior? (How should 

the student escape, protest, or avoid the behavior or get his or her need met in an acceptable way?)

 10. What teaching strategies, curriculum, or materials are needed to teach the alternative behavior?

  By whom?   How frequently? 

 11. What are reinforcers to use for establishing, maintaining, and generalizing the new behavior(s)?

  Selection of reinforcer based on . . .

reinforcer for using replacement behavior reinforcer for general increase in positive behaviors

  How frequently? 

PART III: REACTIONS—STRATEGIES FOR RESPONDING TO PROBLEM RECURRENCE

 12. What strategies will be employed if the problem behavior occurs again (prompt student to switch to 

the replacement behavior, review negative consequences of undesirable behavior, etc.)?
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Threat Assessment Documentation

This form should be used to document the threat assessment team’s response to a student threat of violence. 

School administrators are advised to consult their division policy on record keeping for these forms.

General Information

Your name:  Position:  School: 

Name of student 

Date learned of threat: / /  Date threat occurred: / /

Type of threat: Transient   Serious Substantive   Very Serious Substantive

Who reported threat?  Location of Threat 

What student said or did to express a threat (quote student if possible): 

Student Who Made Threat

Grade:

Gender: M F

Caucasian African Am. Hispanic 

Asian Am. Other: 

Special Education (if applicable):
OHI MR

Other: 

Yes   No—Had or sought accomplices

Yes   No—Reported the threat as a specifi c plan

Yes   No—Wrote plans or a list

Yes   No—Repeated the threat over time

Yes   No—Mentioned weapon in the threat

Yes   No—Used weapon in the threat

Yes   No— Had prior confl ict with recipient 

(within 24 hours of threat)

Yes   No—Student previously bullied the recipient

Victim or Recipient of Threat

Number of Victims:
1 2 3 4 5 or more

Primary Recipient:
Student Teacher Parent 

Administrator Other: 

Grade (if applicable):

Gender: M F

Race: 
Caucasian African Am. Hispanic 

Asian Am. Other: 

Special Education (if applicable):
LD OHI MR

ED Other: 

Yes   No—Recipient witnessed the threat

Yes   No—Recipient previously bullied the student
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Step 7. Implement a safety plan.

■ Complete a written plan.

■ Maintain contact with the student.

■ Revise the plan as needed.

Step 5. Respond to a serious 

substantive threat. 

■ Take immediate precautions to protect potential 

victims, including notifying the intended victim 

and the victim’s parents. 

■ Notify the student’s parents. 

■ Consider contacting law enforcement.

■ Refer the student for counseling, dispute media-

tion, or another appropriate intervention. 

■ Discipline the student as appropriate to the 

severity and chronicity of the situation.

Step 6. Respond to a very serious 

substantive threat (conduct a safety 

evaluation).

■ Take immediate precautions to protect potential 

victims, including notifying the victim and the 

victim’s parents.

■ Notify the student’s parents. 

■ Consult with law enforcement.

■ Begin a mental health assessment of the student. 

■ Discipline the student as appropriate.

Figure 3. Responding to substantive threats

The threat is serious.

The threat is very serious.

The threat is substantive or the meaning of 

the threat is not clear.

Step 4. Decide whether the substantive threat is serious or very serious. 

A serious th
reat involves a threat to assault someone (“I’m gonna beat that kid up”). A 

serious th
reat involves a threat to assault someone (“I’m gonna beat that kid up”). A 

serious

very serious threat involves the 

very serious threat involves the 

very

use of a weapon or is a threat to kill, rape, or infl ict severe injury on someone. 

RESPONDING TO 
SUBSTANTIVE THREATS

CHAPTER 4

Any threat that cannot be readily identifi ed as 

transient should be regarded as substantive. The 

most important distinction between a transient 

and a substantive threat is that the team must 

take protective action so that a substantive threat 

is not carried out. The degree of protective action 

taken depends on the seriousness of the threat. 

Because all substantive threats by defi nition 

are serious threats, our guidelines distinguish 

between threats that are serious and those that 

are very serious (see Figure 3).

Date learned of threat: 

Type of threat: Transient   Serious Substantive   Very Serious Substantive

Who reported threat? 

What student said or did to express a threat (quote student if possible): 

Student Who Made Threat

Grade:

Gender:

Caucasian 

Asian Am. 

Special Education (if applicable):

Yes   No—Had or sought accomplices

Yes   No—Reported the threat as a specifi c plan

Yes   No—Wrote plans or a list

Yes   No—Repeated the threat over time

Yes   No—Mentioned weapon in the threat

Yes   No—Used weapon in the threat

Yes   No— Had prior confl ict with recipient 

(within 24 hours of threat)

Yes   No—Student previously bullied the recipient
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