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SCHOOLS SAFE
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Professionals



Education Support Professionals (ESPs) are school 
superheroes. They are the unsung heroes who meet 
the needs of the whole student — physical, mental, 
emotional, and social. They ensure and promote 
safety in our schools every day. When it comes to 
school safety, they are on the frontlines.

•  It is the paraeducators who provide constant care 
for special needs students who may have behavioral 
tendencies that could result in physical harm;

•  The school secretary who is most likely to take  
the school bomb threat;

•  The food service workers who handle violence  
that erupts in the cafeteria;

•  The custodial staff who respond to a hazardous 
chemical spill or gas leak;

•  The maintenance, grounds, and skilled trades staff 
who know the physical layout of the school and 
evacuation routes;

•  The school nurses who help to prevent the spread 
of infectious disease;

•  The computer technical staff who identify cyber 
bullying;

•  The school transportation workers who drive 
students in adverse weather conditions such as 
thunderstorms, tornadoes, and flash floods;

•  and the security officers who keep school grounds 
free of drugs and crime.

ESPs make up nearly 40% of the school workforce. 
They work together daily with teachers and admin-
istrators to ensure the basic right of every student, 
to attend a great public school. This cannot be 
accomplished without creating and maintaining 
schools as safe and supportive learning environ-
ments. Schools must enlist ESPs as full partners in 
the development and implementation of school 
safety and emergency response plans. School 
administrators must include ESPs in every phase of 
their site-based and district level safety plans and 
provide them the skills and knowledge to create 
and sustain safe learning environments.

School safety is now firmly a part of the educational 
agenda. Progress is being made on all fronts to 
ensure all of our nation’s schools are safe, secure 
and productive learning environments. The National 
Education Association and the NEA Health Informa-
tion Network (NEA HIN), in recognition of the vital 
link between student success and school safety, 
support America’s Safe Schools Week. America’s 
Safe Schools Week was established in 1984 by the 
National School Safety Center (NSSC) and is 
observed every third full week in October. The 
NSSC’s goal is to motivate key education and law 
enforcement policymakers, as well as students, 
school staff, parents and community residents, to 
vigorously advocate for school safety. 

Education Support Professionals 
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This poster contains revised language from the NEA HIN’s School Crisis 
Guide Part 1: Being Prepared. For additional information on crisis 
preparedness, response, and recovery visit www.neahin.org/crisisguide 
or see the Resource Section of this poster. This poster also includes 
guidance from the Guide for Developing High-Quality School 
Emergency Operations Plans released by the U.S. Departments of 
Education, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, and 
Justice, as well as the Federal Bureau of Investigation and Federal 
Emergency Management Agency in 2013.

Visit these sites for a list of ideas and activities 
that may appropriately be introduced during 
America’s Safe Schools Week. 

www.schoolsafety.us/home

www.schoolsafety.us/safe-schools-week

COPY, SHARE, and LEARN
We encourage ESPs, school staff, teachers, 
students, and anyone who supports school 
safety to copy and reproduce the 9 back 
panels of this poster. Each panel is 8.5 x 11.
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An emergency preparedness and crisis response 
plan is a written set of guidelines to help schools 
prevent, prepare for, respond to, and recover 
from emergencies and crises. Emergency 
preparedness and crisis response plans aim to 
make school safety part of the daily school routine. 
Another term for emergency preparedness and 
crisis response plans is emergency operations 
plans (EOP). 

An effective plan is supported by leadership  
at the district level and aligned with district, 
community, regional, and state plans. Schools 
and districts should work with local emergency 
management staff, first responders, and public 
and mental health officials when developing 
plans to ensure a coordinated response. 

School Crisis Guide

Help and Healing in a Time of Crisis

BEFORE A CRISIS: CREATE A PLAN

The time to plan is now. Knowing what to do during an emergency at school, on a school bus, or 

at a school sponsored event can keep students, staff, and visitors safe and out of harm’s way.

This poster contains revised language from the NEA HIN’s 
School Crisis Guide Part 1: Being Prepared.

The complete guide can be found at  
www.neahin.org/crisisguide.

Planning Principles

A comprehensive school emergency operations plan (school EOP) is 
based on principles that address a range of threats and hazards: 

Creating a Plan for Your School — Who’s On the Planning Team?
Plans should be created using a collaborative approach and involve team members who represent school staff as 
well as district and community partners. 

Planning team members can include: 

•  Planning must be supported by leadership at the 
district and school levels. 

•  Planning uses assessment to customize plans to  
the building level taking into consideration the 
school’s unique circumstances and resources. 

•  Planning considers all threats and hazards  
addressing safety needs before, during, and  
after an incident. 

•  Planning provides for the access and functional 
needs of the whole school community including 
children, individuals with disabilities and others 
with access and functional needs, those from 
religiously, racially, and ethnically diverse back-
grounds, and people with limited English  
proficiency. 

•  Planning considers all settings and all times 
accounting for incidents that may occur during 
and outside the school day as well as on and off 
campus (e.g., sporting events, field trips). 

•  Creating and revising a model emergency 
operation plan is done by following a collabora-
tive process that is flexible enough for use by all 
school emergency planning teams.

Source: Guide for Developing High-Quality School Emergency 
Operations Plans, 2013

• Principal or assistant principal 

• Teacher or paraeducator

•  Facilities representative or 
maintenance staff/custodian 

•  Health/student services  
representative (e.g., school 
nurse, counselor, psychologist, 
social worker) 

•  Food service representative 

•  Front office representative 

•  Security officer or school  
resource officer (SRO) 

•  Technology representative

•  Transportation representative  
or bus driver 

•  Parent representative 

•  Student representative  
(age appropriate) 

•  NEA local or state affiliate 
representative

•  District planning team  
representative 

•  District communication office 
representative 

•  Local law enforcement officers 

•  Emergency medical services 
personnel (EMS) 

•  Public and mental health  
practitioners 

•  Local emergency managers

Identifying Threats and Hazards the Plan Should Address
During the planning phase, the planning team should identify potential threats and hazards. The team should also 
develop goals and courses of action for each threat and hazard. Planning teams can use a variety of assessment 
tools to evaluate the risk associated with potential threats and hazards. 

Examples include:

THREAT AND HAZARD TYPES AND EXAMPLES

Threat and Hazard Type Examples

Natural Hazards  • Earthquakes • Wildfires 
• Tornadoes • Extreme temperatures 
• Lightning • Landslides or mudslides 
• Severe wind • Tsunamis 
• Hurricanes • Volcanic eruptions 
• Floods • Winter precipitation

Technological Hazards • Explosions or accidental release of toxins from industrial plants

  •  Accidental release of hazardous materials from within the school, such as gas leaks 
or laboratory spills

 • Hazardous materials releases from major highways or railroads

 • Radiological releases from nuclear power stations

 • Dam failure

 • Power failure

 • Water failure

Biological Hazards •  Infectious diseases, such as pandemic influenza, extensively drug-resistant  
tuberculosis, Staphylococcus aureus, and meningitis

 • Contaminated food outbreaks, including Salmonella, botulism, and E. coli

 • Toxic materials present in school laboratories

Adversarial, Incidental, • Fire • Bomb threats 
and Human-caused • Active shooters • Domestic violence and abuse 
Threats  • Criminal threats or actions • Cyber attacks 

• Gang violence • Suicide

Source: Guide for Developing High-Quality School Emergency Operations Plans, 2013

Site assessments — examine the safety, accessibility, 
and emergency preparedness of the school’s 
building and grounds. 

Culture and climate assessments — evaluates the 
degree of positive relationships between students  
and staff. 

School threat assessments — analyze communication 
and behaviors to determine whether or not a 
student, staff or other person may pose a threat. 

Capacity assessments — examine the capabilities  
of students and staff as well as the services and 
material resources of community partners. 

Source: Guide for Developing High-Quality School Emergency 
Operations Plans, 2013

INCIDENT COMMAND SYSTEM (ICS)

Planning teams should organize specific roles and responsibilities of school crisis team members and other 
school staff according to the ICS which is a component of the National Incident Management System (NIMS). 
The ICS provides a standardized approach for incident management allowing schools to more effectively work 
with local law enforcement officers, EMS, and other first responders in their communities.

School-Level Plan: Key Elements
Many schools use commonly available templates to begin creating their crisis response plan. These templates 
provide a starting point and should be customized for each school. They should align with the school district’s 
emergency response plan and take into consideration state and local laws. 

Establishing a School Crisis Response Team
Establishing a chain of command in advance of a crisis or emergency will help everyone know who is in charge and 
what the roles and responsibilities are when a crisis strikes. A school crisis response team is a group of school staff 
and community partners represented in the plan that have been trained to act in any emergency or crisis at school, 
on a school bus, or at a school sponsored event. Many of these people may also serve on the planning team.

School crisis team members can include: principals or assistant principals, teachers, education support professionals, 
parents, NEA building representatives (local affiliate representative), school resource officers (SROs), and community 
partners (e.g., law enforcement officers, fire officials, and EMS personnel). When planning teams are assigning 
members to the building level crisis response team, keep in mind that some staff will be caring for children and will 
not be able to both care for students and take on other responsibilities. 

•  Establishing a School Crisis Response Team

•  Emergency Response Actions

•  Training and Exercising the Plan 

•  Communications Plan

•  Plans for Recovery

•  Plan Evaluation, Review, and Updating

Training and Exercising the Plan 
TRAINING — Staff, students, parents, community partners and other stakeholders involved in the plan need to be 
trained and understand their responsibilities before, during, and after an emergency. 

Recommended opportunities include:

•  Holding a meeting with all stakeholders at least 
annually to review the plan. 

•  Visiting evacuation sites and other areas such as 
reunification, media, and triage areas

•  Giving all stakeholders copies of the plan, policies, 
and procedures. Consider quick reference guides 
that remind stakeholders of key courses of action.

•  Posting key information throughout the building 
and communicating information regarding 
evacuation routes and shelter-in-place procedures.

•  Inviting community partners (e.g., law enforcement 
officers, fire officials, and EMS personnel) to talk 
about the plan with students and staff. 

•  Training staff on the skills necessary to fulfill their 
roles in the plan. Be sure to train substitute, 
teachers, and volunteers, too. 

Emergency Response Actions 
Different emergency situations will require different critical operational functions and courses of action. Common 
emergency responses include:

Other critical operational functions and courses of action include:

Lockdown — Secure school buildings and grounds during incidents that pose an immediate threat  
of violence in or around the school. 

Shelter-in-place — Contain staff and students indoors because it is safer inside the building or a room  
than outside. 

Evacuation — Courses of action that moves all students, staff, and visitors from the building and grounds. 

Accounting for all persons — Accounting for the 
whereabouts and well-being of students, staff, and 
visitors, and identifying those who may be missing. 

Communications and warning — Communication  
and coordination during emergencies as well as the 
communication of emergency protocols before an 
emergency and communication after an emergency. 

Family reunification — How students will be reunited 
with their families and guardians. 

Continuity of operations — How a school or district  
will ensure that essential functions continue during  
an emergency and its immediate aftermath.

Recovery — How schools will recover from an 
emergency (academic recovery, physical recovery, 
fiscal recovery, and psychological recovery). 

Health and medical — How to address emergency 
medical, public health, and mental health counseling.

Security — How to secure the school from criminal 
threats originating from both inside and outside  
the school. This should take place on a routine, 
ongoing basis. 

Threat- and hazard-specific actions — The particular 
actions that are unique to specific threats and 
hazards outlined in the plan. 

Source: Guide for Developing High-Quality School Emergency 
Operations Plans, 2013

EXERCISES AND DRILLS — Stakeholders involved in the plan also need to practice the plan regularly. Examples of 
drills and exercises include table top exercises (small group discussions), drills using the actual school grounds and 
buildings to practice a scenario, and functional and full-scale exercises in which multiple partners and agencies 
involved in the plan participate. 

Communications Plan
A comprehensive communications plan should address communications before, during, and after an emergency.  
It should include all available communication strategies and channels including:

The plan should follow all district policies and state laws when releasing information to the media.

Plans for Recovery
The plan should identify ways to help students, staff, and the school community heal after a crisis, including:

Plan Evaluation, Review, and Updating
Planning teams should establish a process for reviewing and updating the plan regularly. While many schools review 
their plans annually, no plan should go more than two years without review and revision. Actual emergencies, 
changes in policy personnel, and the identification of new threats or hazards are often good times to review and 
update plans. Always be sure that community partners have the most current version of the plan.

•  The school’s and district’s Digital (social) media

•  The school’s and district’s websites

•  Using available school and district alert systems 

•  Identification of trained and informed spokespersons

•  Responsive media relations 

•  Dissemination of fact sheets and other materials  
to the press and public

•  Support and counseling for students and staff to 
facilitate individual and collective grieving.

•  Deciding whether to suspend regular instruction  
to discuss the emergency.

•  Identifying substitute teachers and other staff to  
be on call.

•  Providing additional resources to teachers who  
will be dealing with troubled students in need of 
extra attention.

•  Making plans for the first day back at school.

•  Planning funerals or memorial services.

•  A timely means for informing parents and the  
community of new information.

•  Special remembrances on the anniversaries  
of events.  

Roles of NEA, NEA HIN and State 
and Local Affiliates

NEA Health Information Network 
If your school experiences a crisis, natural disaster or other emergency, remember that you are not alone. 
Your colleagues at NEA and NEA HIN have experience in handling crises, and their support is just a phone 
call away. NEA HIN can put you in touch with national experts as well as experienced colleagues in state 
affiliates to provide the help and resources you need. 

NEA and State and Local Affiliates
State affiliate staff such as UniServ representatives and state and local affiliate leaders such as state and local 
presidents can help school communities prepare for, respond to, and recover from crises or emergencies.

Among the actions that state and local affiliate staff and leaders can take: 

CONTACT US AT: 

NEA Health Information Network 
1201 16th St., NW, Suite 216 
Washington, DC 20036 
202-822-7570

www.neahin.org
www.neahin.org/crisisguide

•  Forging relationships and networks before  
a crisis strikes.

•  Serving on school-level crisis planning or 
response teams.

•  Assisting in efforts to identify community 
experts and resources.

•  Establishing communications channels 
capable of informing and updating local 
affiliate members.

•  Arriving on-site to meet affiliate  
member needs.

•  Handling the phones in the affiliate office and 
provide callers with accurate information.

•  Writing correspondence and seek out extra 
resources for affected areas.

•  Providing information, research and best 
practices on how to deal with member and 
student needs.

•  Communicating with NEA headquarters.

Resources

SCHOOL CRISIS GUIDE 
NEA HIN — www.neahin.org/crisisguide

SAFE AND SUPPORTIVE SCHOOLS 
Learning First Alliance —  
www.learningfirst.org/issues/safeschools 

INCIDENT COMMAND SYSTEM (ICS)
FEMA — www.fema.gov/incident-command-system 

GUIDE FOR DEVELOPING  
HIGH-QUALITY SCHOOL  
EMERGENCY OPERATIONS PLANS
Department of Education, Department of Health  
and Human Services, Department of Homeland 
Security, Department of Justice, Federal Bureau  
of Investigation, Federal Emergency  
Management Agency — 
http://rems.ed.gov/docs/REMS_K-12_Guide_508.pdf 

NATIONAL EDUCATION ASSOCIATION
Education Support Professional Quality

1201 16th Street, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20036

esp.program@nea.org 
www.nea.org/esp

The color illustrations from this poster may not be reproduced in any form without the permission of NEA ESP Quality, except by  
NEA Affiliates or members. Any reproduction of the color illustration must include the usual credit line and copyright notice. Address 
communications to NEA ESP Quality at esp.program@nea.org for further information.


