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Executive Summary
The ongoing occurrence of school shootings and a documented rise in reported threats have led 
educators and policymakers to seek ways to prevent and respond to acts and threats of school-based 
violence. These tragic events are often followed by calls to physically harden schools by installing metal 
detectors and security guards. However, the evidence does not suggest that these strategies are generally 
effective in preventing violence. A substantial body of research suggests that schools need to attend to 
the psychological safety of students as the foundation for ensuring their physical safety. This is especially 
true given that more than 85% of school shootings have been perpetrated by current or former students 
who experienced negative home and school lives, and around 80% of school shooting perpetrators had 
experienced bullying within the school.

One approach that attempts to address both physical and psychological safety is the use of a behavioral 
threat assessment (BTA) system. These systems aim to identify, assess, and manage the threat of 
violence targeted at schools with the ultimate goal of intervening to prevent such violence. As of April 
2024, 85% of schools across the United States reported having a threat assessment team, and, as of this 
publication, 45 states have established some form of a BTA policy.

BTA Systems in Schools
BTA systems are intended to respond to threats of violence from students by intervening with appropriate 
supports—including peer support programs, counseling, and mental health care—before issues escalate. 
BTA systems in schools were introduced by federal initiatives developed after the 1999 shooting at 
Columbine High School in Littleton, CO. Since then, the primary BTA models that states have adopted 
or referenced in their legislation or policies are federal models from the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
and from the National Threat Assessment Center (NTAC), the Comprehensive School Threat Assessment 
Guidelines (CSTAG) model, and the Salem-Keizer model. All models encourage a process to define 
what constitutes a serious threat, establish a multidisciplinary team, and guide how identified threats 
are handled. They also identify the need for training of threat assessment teams on procedures and 
highlight the need for all other adults, students, and parents to understand the threat reporting and 
assessment process.

The federal NTAC model recommends that schools first focus on building a safe and connected school 
climate to break down the “code of silence” that keeps students from seeking help for themselves or 
their peers. Evidence supports this: A 2008 NTAC study found that student bystanders who came forward 
with knowledge of a threat were influenced by positive relationships with one or more adults in the 
school. Similarly, the CSTAG model, which is the most studied framework, relies on extensive training; 
uses a flexible, nonpunitive approach that discourages the use of zero-tolerance policies and profiling; 
and demonstrates how to design and use mental health supports to resolve threatening behavior and 
intervene proactively to prevent violence. Similar to CSTAG, the Salem-Keizer guidelines provide steps 
for BTA teams to take, beginning with answering a series of questions to determine whether the threat 
is unfounded or necessitates further assessment and action. These guidelines also indicate that the 
BTA should be initiated by a school administrator and either a school counselor or a school resource 
officer (SRO) trained in the school’s process and protocol, then extended, if needed, to a broader, 
communitywide team. 
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Despite the guidance from these BTA models, there are many districts and schools that have adopted 
BTA practices but do not follow any of these specific models. Although BTAs are intended to diagnose and 
provide supports, they are used within school systems that are often accustomed to treating students 
who are viewed as problematic with exclusionary discipline tactics such as suspension, expulsion, or law 
enforcement action. Where BTAs have been introduced in settings with inadequate staff and training, 
these kinds of outcomes have been reported. As a result, concerns have been raised about the outcomes 
of poorly designed or enacted BTAs, which may target and potentially traumatize the most vulnerable 
students, including through the exclusion and criminalization of historically marginalized students. On 
the other hand, higher quality implementation of carefully designed and supported BTAs has been found 
to increase student supports and decrease levels of and disparities in disciplinary actions. With these 
concerns and questions, we examine the research evidence on BTAs being used in schools.

Existing Evidence on BTA Models
A growing body of literature describes school-based threat assessment practices and procedures. The 
large majority of studies to date have focused on one specific model—CSTAG—and were conducted by 
researchers at the University of Virginia (where the model originated). A small number of studies have 
focused on other specific BTA models.

Many implementation studies on BTA systems—in particular the CSTAG model—focus on schools that 
received training supports from expert trainers, which may not always be available to schools at scale. 
Findings suggest that BTA training can lead to changes in beliefs and knowledge, such as increased ability 
to accurately assess a threat, decreased support for zero-tolerance policies, and a better awareness 
of the goals of threat assessment. However, research also reports challenges around providing the 
necessary training needed in many schools.

Studies that examine the outcomes of BTAs on students find that existing biases often influenced the 
rates of referrals for a threat assessment. Students of color—particularly Black students—and students 
with disabilities were far more likely than their peers to be referred for a threat assessment. However, 
studies also find evidence of fewer disciplinary infractions, suspensions, expulsions, and law enforcement 
actions in schools using the CSTAG model than in those using a general threat assessment approach, 
particularly for students of color and students with disabilities. Students in the schools using the CSTAG 
guidelines also reported less bullying, greater willingness to seek help, fairer discipline, lower levels 
of student aggressive behaviors, and more positive perceptions of school climate than students in 
comparison schools.

Two causal studies to date found that the use of CSTAG resulted in reductions in exclusionary disciplinary 
actions and bullying infractions and increases in counseling support, without disparities in who was 
referred for a threat assessment or who received a disciplinary action. Students who made threats 
of violence in schools that used the CSTAG model were significantly more likely to receive counseling 
services and a parent conference than students in control schools, while students in the control group 
were significantly more likely to receive a long-term suspension or be transferred to a different school. 
Among CSTAG schools, those with higher fidelity to the model showed the greatest reductions in long-term 
suspensions and increases in counseling provided.
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Considerations and Concerns When Using School-Based 
BTA Systems
As in many educational programs, research finds a gap between the conceptualization of threat 
assessment systems and their implementation. As a consequence, educators and civil rights advocates 
have expressed concerns about whether threat assessment systems may profile and punish vulnerable 
groups of students rather than identify and help those needing support. These concerns must be 
considered as BTA systems become increasingly prevalent across the country. For BTA systems, which 
are now required in most states and districts, to be positive and protective of students and schools, the 
research suggests that several elements are key.

Consideration 1: Rooting BTAs Within a Positive School Climate
Successful violence prevention programs rely on creating safe and supportive schools that offer strong 
foundations of support for student mental health and well-being. Yet, while BTA models are built on this 
relationship, few state policies clearly make the connection between supporting a positive school climate 
and successfully deterring threats and acts of violence. Research demonstrates how positive relationships 
serve as a foundation for learning, mental health, and emotional wellness—particularly when students feel 
welcome and connected to their school communities—and help prevent physical violence and bullying. 
Although supportive, relationship-centered schools are the foundation for school safety, policymakers 
often treat physical safety measures and psychological safety measures as two separate entities. More 
must be done to ensure that any school violence prevention strategy—including BTAs—supports strong 
relationship-centered schools and integrated supports.

Consideration 2: Creating and Training BTA Teams Appropriately
Policies and procedures for BTA implementation vary widely across states and districts, leaving room for 
significant implementation issues to arise. Each of the major school BTA models clearly identifies the 
need for appropriate threat assessment training as a key component of high-quality implementation, 
yet a number of studies have found challenges with the state of BTA training in many schools, as well as 
concerns about the adequacy of staffing of these teams. Little is known about the composition of teams 
across schools and whether, for example, they include key staff members like counselors, mental health 
professionals, or special education teachers when the BTA involves a student with a disability.

Consideration 3: Designing BTA Systems to Problem Solve, Not Criminalize
For any school safety strategy to be effective, it needs to be implemented with fidelity and embedded 
within both a strong system of support for students and comprehensive efforts to prevent violence. The 
purpose of BTAs as a problem-solving, violence prevention tool—not as a means to exclude and criminalize 
students—also should be communicated clearly to the entire school community. While BTAs are intended 
to diagnose and provide supports, they may reinforce exclusionary practices when used within school 
systems that already rely on those practices. The inclusion of law enforcement at the earliest stages of 
a threat assessment raises concerns about potential negative impacts on students involved in the BTA 
process. More research is needed on the role of school resource officers or law enforcement in BTAs, 
and clear guidelines should be put in place for when and how it is appropriate to include them in the BTA 
process and with what prior training.
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Consideration 4: Equipping Schools With Needed Counseling and Mental 
Health Supports
The existing evidence suggests that many schools may lack the appropriate mental health supports that 
are key to the BTA approach, especially access to mental health counselors and services. Nationally, 
schools have about half as many counselors and school psychologists as recommended by professional 
associations, with schools that serve more students of color and students from low-income families being 
the least likely to have adequate personnel supports in most states. Without proper implementation 
processes, appropriate team members, and links to supports, schools may be operating a hollow system 
that fails to understand why young people make threats and thus respond inappropriately when they do.

Consideration 5: Collecting and Reporting Useful BTA Data to Support 
Continuous Improvement
Early research indicates that BTA data, even when mandated by law, is not always collected in a 
consistent, sufficiently detailed manner. In total, only 7 of the 20 states mandating school BTAs require 
data on BTAs to be collected and reported, and even fewer require a full breadth of data (i.e., number 
of students referred for BTAs disaggregated by student demographic, number of threats deemed to 
be serious, actions and outcomes of BTAs). Moreover, no state mandates that those data be made 
publicly available. It is critical that data be reported accurately to understand how these systems actually 
work in schools, whether they are leading to greater or less safety in schools, if there are biases in 
implementation, and whether they are associated with more or fewer discipline disparities.

Conclusion
In an environment where resources, time, and capacity are in limited supply, states and school districts 
benefit when they invest in evidence-based strategies and research-backed supports that promote 
physically and psychologically safe school environments. Though evidence indicates that well-designed 
and well-implemented BTAs can be part of a successful violence prevention strategy, there is far more to 
learn about what will enable these conditions in schools.

We encourage policymakers to ensure schools are well equipped to provide high-quality training and 
intervention supports to students receiving BTAs, especially access to mental health professionals and 
services. Schools should also be supported in creating positive school climates, which are the backbone 
of BTAs and school safety strategies in general. And in order to have an accurate picture of how BTAs are 
being implemented and how they are affecting students, it is critical for data reporting and collection to be 
required and supported by states.
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Introduction
Since the 1999 shooting at Columbine High School, the frequency of mass shootings at U.S. schools 
has raised concerns about how safe students are in school. More recently, schools have also had to 
manage a growing number of threats of violence—whether in person or through social media. In 2022, 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) reported receiving nearly 6,000 school threats—a 60% increase 
from the prior year.1 The ongoing occurrence of school shootings and the rise in reported threats have 
led educators and policymakers to seek ways to prevent and respond to acts and threats of school-
based violence.2

These tragic events are often followed by calls to physically harden schools by installing metal detectors 
and security guards. However, the evidence does not suggest that these strategies are generally effective 
in preventing violence.3 The larger discourse on school safety also tends to ignore the ways in which 
schools need to attend to the psychological safety of students as the foundation for ensuring their 
physical safety. The need to focus on the psychological safety of students is especially true given that over 
85% of school shootings have been perpetrated by current or former students who experienced negative 
home and school lives, and around 80% of school shooting perpetrators had experienced bullying within 
the school. Many also had a history of behavioral issues that were addressed with punitive measures such 
as suspension, expulsion, and interactions with law enforcement, instead of mental health interventions.4

One way that schools have attempted to address both physical and psychological safety in school is the 
use of behavioral threat assessments (BTAs). These systems aim to identify, assess, and manage the 
threat of targeted violence—attacks in which the school is deliberately selected as the location—with the 
ultimate goal of intervening to prevent such violence.5 In the 2021–22 school year, 65% of schools across 
the United States reported having a threat assessment team. By April 2024, this number had jumped to 
85%.6 Despite the prevalence of BTA systems in schools, the available evidence on their implementation 
and outcomes is only beginning to paint a picture of how they are being implemented and what impacts 
they are having on students. In this report, we aim to explore the history of BTAs and summarize the 
available research on these systems in schools. We then share considerations policymakers should be 
aware of as they contemplate the use of BTAs as a violence prevention strategy.

Behavioral threat assessments have been used in schools since the early 2000s, but the more 
widespread adoption of these systems across the country has happened in the years since the 
2018 shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, FL. As of the date of this 
publication, 45 states have established some form of a BTA policy, either through a codified state statute 
or through noncodified means (see Figure 1). Twenty of these states have enacted legislation requiring 
school districts to establish multidisciplinary teams and processes to respond to student threats, while 
9 others encourage schools to adopt them in their legislation. In the remaining 16 states, noncodified 
policy (i.e., guidance, training, protocols, funding) exists through the state department of education, board 
of education, department of homeland security, or other state agency. Five states and the District of 
Columbia have no policy—codified or not—regarding BTAs. 
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Figure 1. Adoption of Behavioral Threat Assessment Policies by State

No PolicyNoncodified GuidanceEncouragedRequired

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis. (2025)
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Foundations and Models
BTA systems in schools were introduced as a strategy based on findings and recommendations from 
two federal initiatives: the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI’s) report “The School Shooter: A 
Threat Assessment Perspective” and the Safe School Initiative (SSI).7 The FBI report drew on the threat 
assessment efforts of the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime; a behavioral analysis 
of 18 school shooting cases; and a symposium of school personnel, mental health providers, law 
enforcement, and prosecutors on school shootings and threat assessment. The SSI was launched after the 
1999 shooting at Columbine High School in Littleton, CO, by the National Threat Assessment Center (NTAC) 
division of the Secret Service and the Department of Education’s Safe and Drug-Free Schools Program.

These two federal initiatives provided the basis for understanding how BTAs should operate in schools and 
laid out the principles and recommendations that have been adopted by subsequent school models. They 
are grounded in the need for a system of prevention for school shootings and other acts of violence. The 
NTAC found that while there was no definitive profile of a school shooter, most school shooters exhibited 
some type of concerning behavior or indicated a need for help prior to committing an attack.8 Several 
follow-up reports revealed that prior to most targeted violent attacks, students in the school had knowledge 
of the attacker’s plans but did not report their concerns. This finding suggested that proactively identifying 
potential school safety issues may be possible and intervening with support could help prevent attacks.9

As conceptualized in schools, BTAs are intended to 
establish a reporting system and multidisciplinary 
teams (e.g., school administrators, teachers, 
guidance counselors, mental health professionals, 
school resource officers [SROs]) to review and 
respond to reported threats of violence and other 
troubling behaviors.10 Threats are largely defined as 
expressions of intent to harm someone or engage in 
violent behavior or possession of a weapon on school 
grounds. BTA systems are often intended to work in 
concert with other safety strategies schools have in 
place, including school emergency operation plans intended to identify physical security gaps and respond 
to emergency events (e.g., weather emergencies, lockdowns, acts of violence, bomb threats).

In the following sections, we describe the primary BTA models that states have been adopting or 
referencing in their legislation or policies. It should be noted that while these are the four major defined 
approaches to threat assessment discussed in the literature, there are also many districts and schools 
that have adopted BTA practices that do not follow any of these specific models.

FBI Model
The FBI model lays out a systematic process for assessing threats and intervening based on the 
understanding that “first, all threats and threateners are not equal; second, that most threateners are 
unlikely to carry out their threat.”11 In the immediate aftermath of a threat being made by a student, this 
model recommends that the assessor (i.e., school administrator, mental health professional, educator, 

Behavioral threat assessments are 
intended to establish a reporting 
system and multidisciplinary 
teams to review and respond to 
reported threats of violence and 
other troubling behaviors.
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law enforcement officer) first demarcate the threat into one of four categories—direct, indirect, veiled, 
and conditional—and begin to assess key factors, including whether the student provides specific, 
plausible details of the attack; what the emotional state of the student is when the threat is made; what 
precipitating stressors may have caused the student to make the threat; and what predisposing factors 
(e.g., underlying personality traits, characteristics, temperament) may play a role in the threat. After 
collecting all necessary information on these factors and determining the credibility of the threat being 
carried out, this model suggests that the assessor can then make the preliminary determination on the 
level of risk the threat poses.

Building on the preliminary determination, this model then suggests a more in-depth, four-pronged 
assessment approach based on the “totality of circumstances” known about the student making the 
threat. This approach asks the assessor to examine (1) the personality of the student, (2) the student’s 
family dynamics, (3) the school dynamics and the student’s role in those dynamics, and (4) the social 
dynamics of the community that may be impacting the student. The FBI model emphasizes that the 
four-pronged approach should only be used after a student has made a threat and should not be used to 
profile students or to attempt to predict future violent behavior. This model also recommends that schools 
establish a clear, consistent system for responding to threats, which should include informing students 
and parents of the system, designating a threat assessment coordinator, and considering establishing 
a multidisciplinary threat assessment team. Additionally, the model states that to effectively use the 
procedures it establishes, school administrators and staff should receive training in the fundamentals of 
threat assessment and adolescent development, violence, and mental health issues.

Federal National Threat Assessment Center Model
The federal NTAC model, first developed in 2002, is grounded in creating a culture of respect and a 
climate of safety.12 This model recommends that schools first focus on building a safe and connected 
school climate to break down the “code of silence” that keeps students from seeking help for themselves 
or their peers. Evidence supports this: A 2008 NTAC study found that student bystanders who came 
forward with knowledge of a threat were influenced by positive relationships with one or more adults in the 
school; with such a relationship, students felt they would be taken seriously and that appropriate action 
would be taken.13

The original NTAC model provided guidance for how to develop a BTA system and process, offered critical 
questions to ask throughout the assessment process, and identified roles for various in- and out-of-school 
actors to play in the system. However, it did not prescribe a strict protocol for school districts to follow. 
Later guidelines from the NTAC laid out an eight-step process for creating a threat assessment system, 
which still allowed for district adaptation based on their unique context (see National Threat Assessment 
Center Guidance for Creating a Comprehensive Targeted Violence Prevention Plan).

The NTAC model suggests that a BTA team be composed of school personnel from a variety of disciplines, 
such as teachers, administrators, counselors, mental health professionals, coaches, and SROs (i.e., sworn 
law enforcement officers with arrest powers that work in a school setting14). The NTAC model also provides 
guidance on investigative themes to address during the BTA process—including motive, inappropriate 
interests, access to weapons, stressors, and emotional and developmental issues—to determine the 
veracity of a threat. Unlike other BTA models profiled in this report, the NTAC model is intended to be used 
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as guidance in developing BTA processes at the site level, not as a ready-to-implement tool. For example, 
the Virginia Center for School and Campus Safety, under the Department of Criminal Justice Services, 
created its own model policies, procedures, and guidance based on the NTAC guidance in compliance with 
state law to support Virginia school districts in establishing and operating BTA teams.15

National Threat Assessment Center Guidance for Creating a 
Comprehensive Targeted Violence Prevention Plan
Step 1. Establish a multidisciplinary threat assessment team.

Step 2. Define concerning and prohibited behaviors.

Step 3. Create a central reporting mechanism.

Step 4. Determine the threshold for law enforcement intervention.

Step 5. Establish assessment procedures.

Step 6. Develop risk management options.

Step 7. Create and promote safe school climates.

Step 8. Conduct training for all stakeholders.

Source: National Threat Assessment Center. (2018). Enhancing school safety using a threat assessment model: An 
operational guide for preventing targeted school violence. U.S. Secret Service, Department of Homeland Security.

Comprehensive School Threat Assessment Guidelines Model
Unlike the federal models, which provide a process for schools to develop their own BTA procedures, the 
next model is one of two that provide more specific, step-by-step frameworks. The Comprehensive School 
Threat Assessment Guidelines (CSTAG) model was developed by psychologists at the University of Virginia 
in 2001 with support and input from a multidisciplinary work group and national experts, and it has been 
updated regularly since its inception.

The CSTAG model has been recognized in the federal government’s National Registry of Evidence-Based 
Programs and Practices.16 The CSTAG model relies on extensive training; uses a flexible, nonpunitive 
approach that discourages the use of zero-tolerance policies and profiling; and demonstrates how to 
design and use mental health supports. The CSTAG model provides a five-step decision tree to guide 
BTA teams to first determine whether a threat is transient (not serious) or substantive and then respond 
to any threats deemed to be “serious and substantive” (i.e., hit, fight, or beat up) or “very serious and 
substantive” (i.e., kill, rape, or cause serious injury). In terms of recommendations for establishing a BTA 
team, the CSTAG model states that each school within a district should have its own threat assessment 
team and include “one or more representatives from school administration, law enforcement, and 
mental health.”17

https://www.secretservice.gov/sites/default/files/reports/2020-10/USSS_NTAC_Enhancing_School_Safety_Guide.pdf
https://www.secretservice.gov/sites/default/files/reports/2020-10/USSS_NTAC_Enhancing_School_Safety_Guide.pdf


6	 LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  KEEPING SCHOOLS SAFE? THE RESEARCH ON BEHAVIORAL THREAT ASSESSMENTS

The Salem-Keizer Cascade Model
The Salem-Keizer Cascade model was developed by a school psychologist in Oregon with input from 
educators, school mental health professionals, youth-serving community stakeholders (e.g., law 
enforcement, juvenile justice, public health), and threat assessment experts. Similar to CSTAG, the Salem-
Keizer guidelines provide steps for BTA teams to take, beginning with answering a series of questions to 
determine whether the threat is unfounded or necessitates further assessment and action.18

This model’s guidelines also indicate that the BTA should be initiated by a school administrator and either 
a school counselor or an SRO trained in the school’s process and protocol. This initial team determines 
whether a broader, community-wide team (e.g., other adults in the school who know the student involved, 
parents, other concerned adults) should be engaged. While the Salem-Keizer Cascade model has been 
adopted in some places—particularly in the northwestern region of the United States—there is only one 
published research study on its implementation or association with outcomes.

Like the federal guidelines, both the CSTAG and Salem-Keizer models encourage a process to define what 
constitutes a serious threat and how identified threats are handled. Similarly, all of the BTA frameworks 
discuss the need for extensive training of threat assessment teams on procedures, as well as additional 
training so that all other adults working in the building, students, and parents understand the threat 
reporting and assessment process.
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Concerns About Behavioral Threat Assessments

Risks Associated With Poorly Implemented BTAs
Although BTAs are required or encouraged in most states and are reportedly used in nearly all districts, 
concerns have been raised about the outcomes of poorly designed or enacted BTAs, in particular their 
likelihood of targeting and potentially traumatizing the most vulnerable students. Numerous news 
outlets have recently reported on the consequences that may occur when threat assessment laws 
are implemented without an understanding of how to identify serious threats and respond to them 
effectively—mainly there are concerns that BTAs can become another mechanism for schools to punish 
students harshly and unfairly.

A Texas Observer investigation described a case of a Black student in the Conroe Independent School 
District who was referred for a threat assessment for a threat he made in response to a White student’s 
threat toward him. While the Black student’s threat was deemed to be not viable, he was still arrested, 
expelled, and placed into the juvenile justice system.19 Only after lawyers pointed out that the district had 
failed to conduct a BTA or provide mental health resources as mandated by law (and requested by his 
family) was his expulsion reversed. In looking more deeply at data from across the state, the Observer 
found that only half of Texas school districts had BTA teams that included members with the required 
areas of expertise. They also found that only 31% of districts had trained team members and 14% were 
not conducting BTAs according to Texas law.

A ProPublica investigation in Tennessee similarly found that threat assessments were being inconsistently 
carried out. In the absence of appropriate assessments and because of additional laws, BTAs were 
leading to harsh consequences for students.20 In April 2023, after the shooting at the Covenant School 
in Nashville, Tennessee lawmakers passed a law requiring every school to have a BTA system in place; 
2 weeks earlier, they had passed a contradictory law requiring mandatory yearlong expulsions for any 
student making a threat of mass violence to a school.21 And a year later, lawmakers revised existing 
statutes to increase the penalty for threatening to commit an act of mass violence on school property 
from a misdemeanor to a felony.22

In the wake of the initial 2023 laws, limited data showed that exclusionary discipline (e.g., expulsion, 
removal to an alternative school) for students making threats greatly increased, including nearly doubling 
in Metro Nashville Public Schools.23 Given the requirement that schools have a BTA system in place, threat 
assessments should have provided a guardrail by determining whether those threats were serious and 
could benefit from proactive interventions, but ProPublica’s reporting found several instances in which 
those guardrails were not in place.24

As another example, an investigation into the use of threat assessments in Albuquerque Public Schools 
(APS) by Searchlight New Mexico detailed an incident in which an elementary school student with 
autism received a BTA after an altercation with his teacher. The assessment was conducted without 
the knowledge of the student’s parents, and the student was deemed to be a “high-level threat” but 
not an “imminent threat” to the school.25 The extent of the BTA was only revealed to the parents after 
they hired a lawyer to file a formal complaint against the school district. Searchlight’s ensuing review 
of threat assessment data in APS found that special education students and Black students were 
disproportionately referred for BTAs for 3 consecutive school years ending in 2018–19.
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Risks About Potential Biases When Implementing BTA Systems
Outside the context of threat assessments, research continues to show that Black students are 
suspended at higher rates than their peers, and those disparities are further exacerbated for Black 
students with disabilities.26 Research has also found that racial disparities in suspensions are strongly 
associated with differential treatment of students, not differences in student behavior. One study found 
that 46% of the Black–White suspension gap could be attributed to differential treatment of students by 
race, while only 9% of the gap could be attributed to differences in student behavior.27

These trends can influence the implementation of BTAs. A 2018 analysis of the literature on BTAs 
revealed that while studies of CSTAG have found a reduction in discipline disparities, very little attention 
is paid to understanding how implicit bias may impact the BTA referral process.28 This finding has 
contributed to concerns that BTAs, when implemented without careful attention to bias, can lead to the 
same disparities in exclusionary discipline for and criminalization of historically marginalized students.29 
Indeed, in one recent research paper studying a BTA model, the authors noted, “Threat assessment teams 
must make every effort to make decisions that are fair and unbiased and to recognize the potential for 
implicit biases in their work.”30 It is crucial that threat assessment systems are designed and implemented 
in ways that counteract these biases.

Concerns About the Focus on Law Enforcement Officials
BTAs are intended to provide school staff with a systematic approach to determine whether a threat is 
serious or not and to intervene only when a threat is determined to be serious and the student has access 
to the means to perpetrate an act of violence. In most cases, BTAs are meant to respond to threats of 
violence by intervening with appropriate supports—including peer support programs, counseling, and 
mental health care—before the issues escalate.

However, concerns have been raised about the inclusion of a law enforcement official or SRO as part of 
the BTA team from the start, which is required in all the major BTA models being used across the United 
States. Research shows that the presence of SROs on campuses has limited effects on school safety and 
can lead to negative student outcomes, particularly for Black students and students with disabilities.31 
A study analyzing national survey data of 10th-graders found that the more security measures a school 
employed, including the presence of law enforcement officers during the school day, the higher the rates 
of suspensions and the disparities in suspension rates between Black and White students.32 Profiling 
students instead of focusing on threats also has the potential to harm students, particularly Black 
students and students with disabilities, as the available accounts show.33 It is with these concerns in 
mind, and the understanding that they must be central to any discussion on BTAs, that we examine the 
research evidence on BTAs as they are currently being used in schools.
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Evidence and Limitations
There is a growing body of literature describing school-based threat assessment practices and 
procedures. The large majority of studies to date have focused on one specific model—CSTAG—by 
researchers at the University of Virginia (where the model originated).34 Importantly, CSTAG is 
structured with standard training and materials; it focuses on identifying when to provide mental 
health supports and other supportive interventions to students. A small number of studies have 
systematically focused on other specific BTA models or on how schools and districts implement 
other versions of BTAs. Most of the existing research on outcomes seeks to understand whether 
the implementation of the BTA approach is associated with lower levels of exclusionary practices; 
however, there is much more limited information on what schools elect to do instead of using 
disciplinary practices.

Thus, most of our understanding of BTA systems’ implementation and potential outcomes is based 
on states and schools that have implemented the CSTAG model, with a focus on training outcomes, 
as well as documentation of who is referred for threat assessments and who receives disciplinary 
actions. Collectively, these studies include descriptive evidence, with limited causal evidence, that BTA 
implementation is associated with the reduction of exclusionary practices such as suspensions and 
expulsions, although there do remain differences by race/ethnicity and disability status in who is referred 
for a behavioral assessment. Studies on trainings of the model find that staff knowledge and perspectives 
change positively after the trainings. Even so, challenges exist around insufficient staffing and training, 
which can contribute to implementation that deviates from the original model and, in some cases, can 
lead to harmful outcomes for students.

Implementation Studies
Questions exist around how well BTA models can be implemented at scale, particularly given the large 
number of states that mandate them. Many research studies on BTA systems—in particular the CSTAG 
model—focus on schools that received training supports from expert trainers, which may not typically 
be available to schools at scale. We offer the findings from CSTAG-focused research and supplement 
that with studies from other locales to highlight both the positive findings and the challenges that 
emerge when implementing BTAs. Findings suggest that the trainings inherent in the CSTAG model can 
lead to changes in beliefs and knowledge, but getting a strong team in place and fully implementing a 
counseling-oriented BTA model can be logistically and financially challenging.

Research on the CSTAG model, which has the most training and support, finds immediate positive 
changes in the self-reported knowledge and perspectives of staff who participate in trainings. After 
school staff participated in their standard 1-day trainings, they could more accurately assess a 
threat, had decreased support for zero-tolerance policies, and had a better awareness of the goals 
of threat assessment and were more motivated to implement them in their schools.35 Once this 
model was put into practice, several studies found that schools using the CSTAG model were able to 
differentiate between serious and nonserious threats reliably—one important outcome of using a threat 
assessment approach.36
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While training can begin to shift mindsets and 
understanding around threat assessments, 
implementation research suggests that putting 
BTA systems into practice can be difficult. These 
challenges include being able to fully staff BTA teams 
and ensure that individuals included on the team have 
the appropriate level of training to implement threat 
assessments as intended. In turn, a lack of fidelity of 
implementation could result in program execution that 
perpetuates existing biases toward students of color 
and other marginalized groups. 

In 2020, the CSTAG research team was awarded a grant to study the implementation of BTAs across the 
state of Florida, one of several states that has adopted the CSTAG model as its statewide BTA system. 
These studies specifically focused on training and implementation of the model in response to the types 
of threats schools experienced and how BTA teams resolved them.37

Researchers found that more than half of surveyed district specialists reported moderate or serious 
training needs (e.g., staff needing training, having a sufficient number of trainers, difficulties scheduling 
trainings) and needs associated with follow-up interventions for students, working with parents, and 
time for teams to conduct BTAs.38 In response to these findings and in line with Florida statute, the 
CSTAG team provided both in-person and online training to school districts statewide.39 Research on 
statewide implementation of BTAs in Virginia, also conducted by researchers behind the CSTAG model, 
similarly highlighted the need for training to support consistency and nondiscriminatory practices.40 Two 
areas of training need most highlighted by school administrators and BTA team members were “general 
education about threat assessment for the larger school community and case management training for 
team members.”41

Beyond CSTAG, other studies of BTA efforts using different models or homegrown variants have identified 
design and implementation challenges. For example, one qualitative case study in Colorado examined 
how school officials carried out a threat assessment on a student of concern, who ultimately shot and 
killed a classmate and himself on school grounds.42 In this case, the district created its own threat 
assessment tools, based on the federal NTAC guidance. Findings indicated that inadequate training, small 
threat assessment team size (two vs. four or five team members), the lack of an empirically validated 
threat assessment tool, and the omission of regular check-ins or additional support after the initial 
assessment contributed to a failure to prevent the student of concern from committing an act of violence.

Collecting and gathering data to assess implementation can also be a challenge. In Texas, several 
studies looked at implementation of BTAs after they were mandated in schools statewide in 2019, but 
researchers ran into substantial challenges around reliable data.43 For context, Texas’s model BTA policies 
and procedures for school district implementation reference the federal NTAC model.44 In one study, 
researchers analyzed data from the Texas Education Agency on BTAs during the 2020–21 school year.45 
This study found inconsistent implementation of BTAs, but it also found that the level of data available 
from schools and districts across the state varied, making it difficult to systematically assess how BTAs 
were being implemented and their impacts.

While training can begin to shift 
mindsets and understanding 
around threat assessments, 
implementation research 
suggests that putting BTA systems 
into practice can be difficult. 
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In a follow-up study, the researchers requested data directly from the 10 largest school districts in 
the state, along with 5 others selected for their high BTA or disciplinary count data. They found that 
BTA data were often partial or incomplete and that, in some cases, the data reported by the school 
district were different than what was reported by the Texas Education Agency. This finding highlights a 
potential challenge in having schools implement BTA systems at scale: Valid and reliable data to assess 
implementation can be difficult to both collect and use to hold districts accountable.

A second study in Texas surveyed school staff members and similarly identified data collection and 
management as an obstacle to consistent and effective BTAs.46 The study also found that staff 
turnover, the prohibitive cost of data management software, and the lack of appropriate or accessible 
community resources with which to connect students were significant challenges to implementing 
BTAs. Surveyed staff said that a positive school culture, access to community resources, and consistent 
communication within the BTA team and between the team and the school community were critical to 
successful implementation.

Thus, the evidence suggests that while there are a lot of schools and districts implementing BTAs, there is 
great variation in implementation. Training can be implemented at scale and begin to shift staff mindsets 
in preparation for implementing a BTA model. However, challenges remain around staffing and the ability 
to implement the full models with fidelity, raising questions about whether students’ experiences in these 
schools align with the goals of these BTA models. We next look at research that explores associations 
between BTA use in schools and student outcomes.

Outcome Studies
Most of the research looking at outcomes assesses how many and which students are referred for a 
threat assessment and the subsequent disciplinary or intervention actions that follow. This research is 
largely descriptive in nature, examining outcomes at schools that have elected to implement a particular 
BTA model—an important start to understanding what BTAs look like within schools and districts. Some 
studies are able to compare BTA implementers with comparison schools, using statistical controls.

To date, there is only one truly causal study examining BTAs, by randomly assigning some schools to 
receive CSTAG training and others to conduct business as usual until the following year. On the whole, 
these studies suggest positive associations between being trained and implementing a BTA and a 
reduction in student disciplinary actions. Evidence, particularly on the CSTAG model, also suggests a 
reduction in the racial discrepancies commonly seen regarding who receives a suspension or expulsion. 
However, there is also evidence that biases persist around who receives a threat assessment in the first 
place. We provide more details on these studies in the next sections.

Descriptive Outcome Studies
Two small-scale studies of threat assessment cases in Colorado—a state that encourages but does not 
mandate BTAs—examined BTA student outcomes and referral practices. One study focused on three 
school districts using a standardized BTA process “aligned with best practice recommendations from the 
U.S. Secret Service and the U.S. Department of Education” (i.e., the NTAC model). Researchers found that 
more than half of the students referred for a BTA received some sort of disciplinary action, but there were 
no statistically significant differences in who received disciplinary action across demographic subgroups.47
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A second study of four Colorado school districts using BTAs also examined threat assessment practices, 
finding that the majority of threat cases involved male students and that Black, Hispanic, and Native 
American students, as well as students with disabilities, were disproportionately represented among 
students referred for a BTA.48 The study did not look at the outcomes of those referrals. Similar to other 
studies, it also showed that the majority of cases were deemed not serious; however, threats made 
by students with disabilities were almost 50% more likely to be deemed serious than those made by 
other students.

In a large-scale study of the statewide implementation of BTAs in Virginia, the CSTAG research and 
development team and others examined 1,865 threat assessment cases. Threats deemed to be serious 
were more likely to involve possession of a weapon, threat of battery, or threat of homicide and to have an 
administrator as the target, underscoring the ability of the teams to differentiate threats. There were no 
differences in threat assessment outcomes (i.e., disciplinary actions) by gender or race, which the authors 
attributed to appropriate assessment of the threats.

However, the authors did find that male students, Black students, and students with disabilities were more 
likely initially to receive a threat assessment referral compared with their peers.49 Thus, the authors note 
that the referral process itself “appears subject to the same influences that lead to the higher rates of 
disciplinary referrals for Black students”—as in the previously cited biases that already exist in disciplinary 
practices.50 Further, an inappropriate referral—especially one that exposes a student unnecessarily to a 
disciplinary process or law enforcement involvement—could lead to negative experiences itself.51

Another set of studies by Cornell and colleagues examined BTA implementation in Florida, a state where 
the CSTAG was mandated in all schools in 2019.52 Among data provided by 90% of districts across the 
state from 2021–22, more than 80% of BTA referrals resulted in a determination of no threat (17.8%) or 
could be resolved as not serious (64%). Following referral for a BTA, 47.1% of students received a punitive 
measure—either out-of-school suspension, in-school suspension, detention, or expulsion—while 33% were 
referred for mental health services. Three outcomes were examined: (1) referral for threat assessment, (2) 
exclusionary practices, and (3) law enforcement actions. Data highlighted the following outcomes:53

•	 Black students were disproportionately referred for BTAs, as were students with disabilities.

•	 Black students referred for a BTA but ultimately deemed to be no threat or a transient threat (i.e., not 
serious) had a slightly elevated probability of receiving a suspension compared to White students.54

•	 Compared to White students receiving similar threat classifications, Hispanic students who received 
a transient threat classification had a slightly elevated probability of being suspended, while Hispanic 
students who were deemed to be a serious threat were slightly more likely to be expelled.55

•	 Black students received out-of-school suspensions and expulsions at slightly higher rates than 
their White and Hispanic peers after receiving a BTA, but at rates much lower than for the general 
population in Florida.

•	 Students with disabilities were less likely to receive a punitive action than their peers, suggesting that 
the BTA model may be helping divert some students with disabilities from being excluded from school.

•	 Once a threat assessment was complete, there were no statistically significant differences in law 
enforcement actions (i.e., arrest, charges, incarceration) for Black, Hispanic, or White students.
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As noted earlier, there is minimal evidence around how much schools are using alternative approaches to 
disciplinary infractions when implementing a BTA. In the only study focused on the Salem-Keizer model, 
researchers examined outcome data over a 5-year period in a single large school district (approximately 
40,000 students enrolled) in Oregon.56 This study looked at threat assessment records to determine 
how often BTA teams recommended social supports versus surveillance for students and whether 
there were differences in the types of supports recommended by race/ethnicity. The research team 
defined social supports as including a wide array of nonpunitive mental health, educational, and familial 
supports, while surveillance entailed conducting additional monitoring at school or home, notifying or 
engaging law enforcement, and alerting staff and students to the student’s behavior. The BTA team 
recommendations were evenly split across social supports and surveillance. However, White students 
were more likely to receive a recommendation for special education, behavioral team intervention, 
and changes to transportation, while students of color were more likely to receive a probation/parole 
officer recommendation or a recommendation for a community program. The researchers note that the 
difference in probation/parole recommendations for students of color could be related to preexisting 
inequities that have resulted in students of color being overrepresented in the juvenile legal system. This 
finding points to the potential for BTAs to further these inequities.

Outcome Studies That Include a Comparison Group
One of the concerns with the prior studies is that there were no comparison schools to assess whether 
BTAs in those studies were associated with better, similar, or worse outcomes than BTAs in other 
schools. Several studies attempt to fill this research gap. Two of these studies used school climate survey 
measures to examine differences between schools in Virginia that were using the CSTAG model and two 
other groups—one group of schools used locally developed threat assessment approaches, while the other 
group reported not using any type of threat assessment model.

Across these studies, and controlling for school-based factors (e.g., total enrollment, the percentage of 
students eligible for free or reduced-price meals, the proportion of minority students), students in schools 
using the CSTAG guidelines reported less bullying, greater willingness to seek help, fairer discipline, lower 
levels of student aggressive behaviors, and more positive perceptions of school climate than students in 
the other two groups of schools.57

Another study focused on schools in Virginia after the state mandated that all schools use a threat 
assessment system. The researchers (again the CSTAG development and research team) were most 
interested in whether schools using the CSTAG model had fewer instances of exclusionary discipline than 
schools using some other approach to threat assessment. They found evidence of fewer suspensions, 
expulsions, and law enforcement actions in schools using CSTAG than in those using a general threat 
assessment approach.58

While these descriptive comparisons are promising, it is important to note that because schools were 
not randomly assigned to implementing a BTA system (or a specific type of BTA system), any differences 
in outcomes (e.g., disciplinary actions) could be at least partially attributed to preexisting differences 
between the schools. For example, it is possible that schools choosing to implement a BTA model have 
leadership that attends more to continuous improvement and equity within their school than schools that 
do not opt in. That alone could be contributing to differences in outcomes, despite researchers’ attempts 
to use statistical “controls” to make those schools seem as similar to each other as possible.
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To address these methodological concerns, two studies took approaches that suggest more causal 
linkages between the use of the CSTAG model and outcomes. The first examined implementation of the 
CSTAG model in 23 high schools across Virginia, comparing schools’ outcomes (i.e., school suspensions 
and disciplinary infractions) before they received CSTAG training and again afterward.59 These differences 
over time were then compared to 26 other schools in demographically similar school divisions that did not 
have training on any BTA model.

This approach is called a “difference-in-difference” design, in which researchers look at the differences 
between years for the implementers compared to the differences between years for the nonimplementers. 
This study found that schools trained in the CSTAG model had a significant reduction in long-term 
suspensions and bullying infractions in the year after the training compared to the year before, while 
the comparison schools had either no change (in the case of long-term suspensions) or an increase (in 
bullying infractions) between the 2 years. Though this design is closer to measuring causation, the two 
sets of schools started with different counts on their outcomes, suggesting that other factors might be 
associated with the choice to be trained in and implement a BTA model.

The one existing randomized controlled study looked at 40 schools and found that staff trained in the 
intervention were significantly more likely than the comparison group to reduce their support for zero-
tolerance approaches and less likely to say they would use suspension as a response to student threats 
after their training. Once BTAs were implemented, students who made threats of violence in schools 
that used the CSTAG model were significantly more likely to receive counseling services and a parent 
conference than students in control schools. Meanwhile, students in the control group were significantly 
more likely to receive a long-term suspension or be transferred to a different school.60 In addition, 
among CSTAG schools, those with higher compliance scores showed the greatest reductions in long-term 
suspensions and increases in counseling provided. A subsequent analysis of these data showed no racial 
disparities in disciplinary outcomes for students who received a threat assessment in CSTAG schools.61 It 
also found that in schools using the CSTAG model, both Black and White students were much less likely to 
be suspended than those students in comparison schools.

Summary of BTA Research
Overall, the research on BTAs (which is very heavily based on the CSTAG model) suggests that a focus on 
using problem-solving practices that aim to provide appropriate interventions in response to threats can 
begin to move the needle on better supporting students and reducing automatic exclusionary discipline 
practices. In summary, the research on outcomes to date finds the following:

•	 Standard 1-day trainings that have been implemented across multiple states by the CSTAG team 
result in significant changes in participants’ beliefs and abilities to identify substantial vs. minor 
threats, based on pre- and post-training surveys.

•	 Variability in implementation exists, with a need for more training, more staff allocated toward these 
models, and better data collection efforts.

•	 Descriptive studies of BTA models are largely based on the CSTAG model, which is inclusive 
of training and a focus on mental health supports; findings from these studies suggest that 
implementing threat assessments is associated with a number of reductions in disciplinary 
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infractions, particularly for students of color. These same studies also show that there are still some 
existing biases, particularly in the rates of referrals for a threat assessment. Students of color—
particularly Black students—and students with disabilities are far more likely to go through a threat 
assessment than their peers. However, given the reduction in exclusionary disciplinary actions taken 
on these groups (with an even greater reduction for students with disabilities), the rates of discipline 
among students referred for a BTA are far lower than they are among the general student population. 
These studies also found evidence of fewer suspensions, expulsions, and law enforcement actions 
in schools using CSTAG than in those using a general threat assessment approach, and students 
in schools using the CSTAG guidelines reported less bullying, greater willingness to seek help, fairer 
discipline, lower levels of student aggressive behaviors, and more positive perceptions of school 
climate than students in the other two groups of schools.

•	 Two more rigorous studies—one quasi-experimental and one randomized controlled trial—find 
a more causal relationship whereby implementing the CSTAG model leads to reductions in 
exclusionary disciplinary actions and bullying infractions and to increases in counseling support. 
They also maintain no disparities in who is referred for a threat assessment or who receives a 
disciplinary action. Students who made threats of violence in schools that use the CSTAG model 
were significantly more likely to receive counseling services and a parent conference than students 
in control schools, while students in the control group were significantly more likely to receive a 
long-term suspension or be transferred to a different school. Among CSTAG schools, those with 
higher compliance scores showed the greatest reductions in long-term suspensions and increases in 
counseling provided.

As the nonacademic literature suggests, many schools and districts across the nation are implementing 
various other models that are not supported by the same level of training or emphasis on intervening with 
appropriate supports as CSTAG. Thus, more research is needed to truly understand how BTAs are being 
implemented nationally and what their results look like.
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Considerations and Concerns When 
Using School-Based BTA Systems

As shown in the previous section, what is known about behavioral threat assessment (BTA) 
implementation and outcomes largely comes from studies of the Comprehensive School Threat 
Assessment Guidelines (CSTAG) model. While this model is prevalent in many states and districts, there 
are still knowledge gaps about the more general use of BTA systems, their implementation, and their 
impact on students. As a consequence, many educators and civil rights advocates have expressed 
concerns about threat assessment systems.62 These concerns, some of which are discussed in this 
section, should be considered as BTA systems become increasingly prevalent across the country.

Consideration 1: Rooting BTAs Within a Positive, Relationship-
Centered School Climate
Successful violence prevention programs rely on creating safe 
and supportive schools built on strong foundations of support 
for student mental health and well-being. The literature driven 
by the federal government in the wake of the school shooting 
at Columbine High School in 1999 emphasizes the need to 
treat school safety measures within a comprehensive approach 
grounded in a caring, connected school community in which 
all students, staff, and families feel supported.63 This need is 
echoed in the recent School Threat Assessment Toolkit created 
by the National Center on School Safety, which lays out how 
BTAs can fit into a multi-tiered system of supports.64

This belief also aligns with the recommendation from the National Threat Assessment Center (NTAC) that 
to address threats, schools must first focus on building a safe and connected school climate to break 
down the “code of silence” that keeps students from seeking help for themselves or their peers.65 Yet, 
while BTA models are built on this relationship, few state policies clearly make the connection between 
supporting a positive school climate and successfully deterring threats and acts of violence.

Supportive and positive developmental relationships between adults and young people in schools are 
a key driver of creating schools in which students feel safe.66 Research from the science of learning 
and development demonstrates how positive relationships serve as a foundation for learning, mental 
health, and emotional wellness—particularly when students feel welcome and connected to their 
school communities.67

For instance, the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, a study of health and well-being 
among more than 36,000 7th- to 12th-grade students, found that school connectedness proved to be 
the strongest protective factor to decrease school absenteeism, substance abuse, violence, and risk 
of unintentional injury (e.g., dangerous driving).68 Results from a 2022 study also found that social 
support from both peers and teachers is an important protective resource and that when students 
reported that both of these sources of support were high, they felt their schools were safer and more 

Successful violence 
prevention programs 
rely on creating safe and 
supportive schools built 
on strong foundations of 
support for student mental 
health and well-being. 
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equitable.69 Positive relationships with students and staff throughout the school can also help prevent 
physical violence and bullying.70 For example, one study found that students who had prior knowledge of 
a potential threat were more likely to report that threat if they had positive relationships with one or more 
adults in the school and felt as though they would be taken seriously.71

Despite the need for supportive, relationship-centered schools as a foundation for school safety, state 
policymakers and educators often treat physical safety measures and psychological safety measures 
as two separate entities. This is particularly true when it comes to BTA systems, which operate, in some 
cases, under the jurisdiction of state homeland security departments or school safety centers and away 
from departments of education and other initiatives to support students’ sense of belonging and well-
being. For BTAs to be part of a larger violence prevention strategy, more should be done to ensure they 
are implemented within strong relationship-centered schools and integrated with student well-being and 
safety programs.

Consideration 2: Creating and Training BTA Teams Appropriately
Each of the major school BTA models also clearly identifies the need for appropriate school-based and 
threat assessment–oriented training as a key component of high-quality implementation.72 A systematic 
review of empirical threat assessment studies found that training on CSTAG for teachers and school 
personnel led to significant changes in knowledge and attitudes regarding school violence; a willingness 
to adopt a problem-solving approach to student threat and conflict; and improved staff abilities to identify 
and assist students who were experiencing a crisis that could lead to targeted school violence.73 Beyond 
studies of the CSTAG model, however, little is known about the state of BTA implementation and training 
in schools.

Additionally, a survey of experts in K–12 school threat assessment conducted by members of the CSTAG 
team on behalf of the National Center for School Safety found that understanding the quality and quantity 
of training is the highest priority for the school threat assessment field.74 States with school-based threat 
assessment system policies should provide clear guidance and training on how to appropriately assess 
reported threats, how to support students who may perpetrate harm to themselves or others, and how to 
avoid discriminatory practices.

It is also unclear whether BTA teams are being adequately and appropriately staffed based on 
recommendations from the major models. In the majority of states that require schools to have a BTA 
team in place (15 of 20), state legislation or ensuing guidance either mandates or recommends a 
school administrator, a school counselor or other school-based mental health professional, and a law 
enforcement official to serve on the team (following the federal, CSTAG, and Salem-Keizer guidance). 
Other suggested members include teachers, school safety specialists, social workers, and human 
resource professionals. However, based on reviewed research and reporting, even the requirement of 
specific team members by law does not guarantee their inclusion in school teams. Furthermore, given the 
evidence showing that threats made by students with disabilities are deemed serious at a greater rate, 
it is important that any BTA involving a student with an individualized education plan (IEP) or a 504 plan 
include a team member with expertise in supporting students with disabilities.



18	 LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  KEEPING SCHOOLS SAFE? THE RESEARCH ON BEHAVIORAL THREAT ASSESSMENTS

As noted previously, the majority of states that mandate BTAs in schools recommend or require law 
enforcement, most often a school resource officer (SRO), be part of the BTA team. The major school BTA 
models also call for a law enforcement representative to be part of the core BTA team. However, beyond 
studies on the CSTAG model, it is not clear what training, if any, these team members receive. The Salem-
Keizer guidelines emphasize that the law enforcement representative must understand their role within a 
multidisciplinary team that is geared toward violence prevention.75

However, this guidance also notes that police academies do not usually train law enforcement officials 
in conducting threat assessments. A 2018 Education Week survey of SROs found that they were more 
likely to have received training on law enforcement techniques, such as responding to active shooters 
(93%), than in areas focused on the specialized needs of youth, such as child trauma (39%) or working 
with students with disabilities (39%).76 SRO training also tends not to cover key topics on appropriate 
implementation of BTA systems, including comprehensive training in BTA research and its application to 
real-life situations, risk factors, assessment of threats, threat management, and mitigation strategies.

In one of the CSTAG studies in which training was provided, threat assessments resulted in just 1% of 
students being arrested, indicating that when teams receive proper training, threats do not need to lead to 
unnecessary law enforcement actions. Research on the CSTAG model found that SROs who participated 
in their trainings alongside other school staff reported immediate positive changes in their knowledge of 
the goals of threat assessment and how to accurately assess a threat. Yet, concerns still exist that not all 
SROs are receiving the appropriate training.

Consideration 3: Designing BTA Systems to Problem Solve, 
Not Criminalize
For any school safety strategy to be effective, it needs to be implemented with fidelity and embedded 
within both a strong system of school support for students and comprehensive efforts to prevent violence. 
Yet, policies and procedures for BTA implementation vary widely across states, leaving room for significant 
implementation issues to arise. This possibility is especially true in states that place the responsibility for 
creating BTA policies and procedures in the hands of local education agencies (LEAs) or school boards.

Locally developed BTA policies and procedures can comprise everything from defining what constitutes 
a threat to developing mechanisms for threat reporting, providing training and guidance for students 
and staff, identifying a chain of personnel for threat reporting, and coordinating intervention resources. 
While allowing LEAs to develop their own BTA systems can allow for site-specific contextualization, it can 
also introduce greater room for error in implementation and ultimately diminish effectiveness and even 
potentially lead to student harm, as seen in the Colorado case study described previously.77

The purpose of BTAs as a problem-solving, violence prevention tool—not as a means to exclude and 
criminalize students—also should be communicated clearly to the entire school community. While BTAs 
are intended to diagnose and provide supports, when they are used within school systems that are 
accustomed to treating students who are viewed as problematic with exclusionary discipline tactics such 
as suspension, expulsion, or law enforcement action, they may reinforce these exclusionary practices.
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Previous studies have also found heightened levels of disparate discipline and legal action for students 
of color and students with disabilities in schools that include SROs, so the inclusion of law enforcement 
at the earliest stages of a threat assessment does raise significant concerns about potential negative 
impacts on students involved in the BTA process.78 The federal NTAC guidance recommends that an 
SRO be part of the team, but it also suggests that school personnel set a clear threshold for when law 
enforcement should be asked to support or take over the BTA process. The CSTAG and Salem-Keizer 
models state that these individuals should specifically play a law enforcement role, which may be 
interpreted in different ways, including in ways that result in punitive rather than supportive action.

While studies included in this review indicate that some BTAs do not lead to an increase in negative 
outcomes for students when BTAs are implemented with proper supports, others do suggest biased 
outcomes, particularly for Black students. Therefore, more research is needed on the role of SROs or law 
enforcement in BTAs, particularly in cases deemed not to be serious. In addition, clear guidelines could be 
put in place regarding when it is appropriate to include SROs or law enforcement in the BTA process in an 
effort to limit unnecessary interactions between students and law enforcement officials.

Consideration 4: Equipping Schools With Needed Counseling and 
Mental Health Services
The existing evidence suggests that many schools may lack the appropriate mental health supports that 
are key to the BTA approach, especially access to mental health counselors and services. The American 
School Counselor Association recommends a student-to-counselor ratio of 250:1, but nationally, schools 
average a ratio of 408:1.79 The National Association of School Psychologists recommends a student-to-
psychologist ratio of 500:1, yet in 2021–22, the national average ratio was 1,127:1.80

Students of color and students from low-income families are more likely to bear the brunt of these 
shortages. One or both of these student groups have unequal access to school counselors in 38 states. 
In high schools serving predominantly students of color, school counselors serve 34 more students a year 
than counselors in schools with fewer students of color.81 Likely due in part to insufficient staffing, many 
schools lack the ability to provide diagnostic mental health assessments to evaluate students for mental 
health needs. During the 2019–20 school year, only 55% of public schools reported providing diagnostic 
mental health assessment services, and 42% offered mental health treatment services to students.82

Without links to supports—including the counseling and mental health resources students may need 
the most—schools may be operating a BTA system that fails to understand why young people make 
threats and that cannot adequately intervene when threats are made. Evidence supports the notion 
that schools should aim to prevent violent acts through careful assessment of individual threats and by 
connecting students to needed support services. Therefore, BTAs should not be considered without also 
understanding the broader landscape of available mental health professionals and supports that are 
critical to properly carrying out BTAs.
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Consideration 5: Collecting and Reporting Useful BTA Data to 
Support Continuous Improvement
As seen in Texas, early research indicates that BTA data, even when mandated by law, are not necessarily 
being collected in a consistent manner. In total, 7 of the 20 states that mandate school BTAs include 
language in legislation requiring data on BTAs to be collected and reported in some capacity. However, not 
all of these states require the full breadth of data (i.e., number of students referred for BTAs disaggregated 
by student demographic, number of threats deemed to be serious, actions and outcomes of BTAs). 
Moreover, of the states that require schools to collect the full scope of data on BTAs, none mandate 
that those data be made publicly available. Transparency would be one way to ensure BTAs are regularly 
reviewed and engaged in continuous improvement efforts. The lack of these data means the mechanisms 
for understanding BTA implementation are nearly nonexistent outside of specific research studies.

It is critical that data be reported accurately so that education leaders and researchers can understand 
the implications that exposure to BTAs has on students. Data should be reported not only on the discipline 
outcomes of BTAs but also on all interventions students receive. Having a wide breadth of data on the 
implementation of BTAs is also essential for knowing how these systems actually work in schools and 
whether they are leading to increased or reduced discipline disparities.

Data should also include disaggregated information on which students are referred for BTAs in the first 
place, given the research showing that Black students and students with disabilities are disproportionately 
referred. To identify bias in implementation of BTA systems, schools, districts, and states can review BTA 
data to track whether specific student groups are being referred and potentially receiving differential 
discipline outcomes compared to others.83 States and districts can also support schools to conduct equity 
reviews so they can track whether BTA systems have unintended consequences for students.
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Conclusion
In an environment in which resources, time, and capacity are in limited supply, states and school districts 
benefit when they invest in evidence-based strategies and research-backed supports that promote 
physically and psychologically safe school environments. Evidence on the Comprehensive School 
Threat Assessment Guidelines model indicates that well-designed and well-implemented behavioral 
threat assessments (BTAs) can become a successful violence prevention strategy that also enhances 
student well-being.

However, given how many schools and districts use less-structured and less-supported BTA approaches, 
more research is needed on how well those are being implemented and the impacts they have on 
students. Given concerns around inadequate training and support, demographic disparities in referrals, 
and the impact of law enforcement involvement in schools that are using BTA approaches, there is much 
for policymakers to consider when it comes to BTAs.

First and foremost, schools should be well equipped to provide intervention supports, especially access 
to mental health professionals and services, to students receiving BTAs. State and district leaders should 
also ensure that BTA team members, particularly those not well-versed in youth development, are highly 
trained and that the broader school community is educated in BTAs and threat reporting.

It is important that schools be supported in creating positive school climates, which are the backbone of 
BTAs and of school safety strategies in general. And in order to have an accurate picture of how BTAs are 
being implemented and how they are affecting students, it is critical for data reporting and collection to be 
required and supported by states. Without prioritizing these core aspects of BTAs, these systems run the 
risk of being ineffective at best and mechanisms for the criminalization of young people at worst.
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