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About This Working Paper

This paper documents one component of a research effort on the implementation of
behavioral threat assessment and management (BTAM) in kindergarten — 12 grade (K-12)
schools in the United States. By bringing together information from the research and policy
literature, the results of a national representative survey of K-12 principals, and interviews with a
sample of those survey respondents to more deeply explore how their schools implement BTAM,
the effort is designed to inform strengthening of school violence prevention efforts across the
nation. These findings should be of interest to policy makers at all levels, school officials,
parents and guardians, and community members who are concerned about the prevention of
school violence in a fair and effective way. Papers produced by this project explore different
components of BTAM implementation from building programs initially, identifying and
assessing behaviors of concern, effective intervention to prevent violence, and sustaining and
improving violence prevention programs over time.

This research was sponsored by the United States Secret Service/National Threat Assessment
Center and conducted in the Infrastructure, Immigration, & Security Operations Program of the
RAND Homeland Security Research Division (HSRD), which operates the Homeland Security
Operational Analysis Center (HSOAC).

About the Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center

The Homeland Security Act of 2002 (Public Law 107-296, § 305, as codified at 6
U.S.C. § 185) authorizes the Secretary of Homeland Security, acting through the Under Secretary
for Science and Technology, to establish one or more federally funded research and development
centers (FFRDCs) to provide independent analysis of homeland security issues. RAND operates
the Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center (HSOAC) as an FFRDC for the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) under contract 70RSAT22D00000001.

The HSOAC FFRDC provides the government with independent and objective analyses and
advice in core areas important to the department in support of policy development, decision
making, alternative approaches, and new ideas on issues of significance. HSOAC also works
with and supports other federal, state, local, tribal, and public- and private-sector organizations
that make up the homeland security enterprise. HSOAC’s research is undertaken by mutual
consent with DHS and organized as a set of discrete tasks. This report presents the results of
research and analysis conducted under 70US0924F1DHS2132, Behavioral Threat Assessment
and Management Implementation Research. The results presented in this report do not
necessarily reflect official DHS opinion or policy.

For more information on HSRD, see www.rand.org/hsrd.
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Summary

Schools across the United States are increasingly relying on behavioral threat assessment and

management (BTAM) as a primary strategy to address and prevent potential violence while also

supporting students” well-being.! At the core of these programs is behavioral threat assessment—

a structured process by which multidisciplinary school teams evaluate students’ behaviors of

concern to make judgments about potential risk before determining appropriate interventions.

This paper synthesizes the latest evidence, guidance, and practical lessons for implementing

rigorous, fair, and effective threat assessment practices in K-12 school settings. The main

takeaways are outlined below:

Thorough and consistent assessment processes are essential for school safety and
student support. The effectiveness of a school’s BTAM program depends on its ability
to consistently and accurately assess behaviors of concern. Without a rigorous process,
schools risk missing warning signs of potential violence or, conversely, over-responding
to behaviors that do not actually pose a threat. A well-implemented threat assessment
allows teams to allocate resources appropriately and respond with both protective and
supportive measures for students and the broader school community.

Multidisciplinary teams with relevant expertise and sufficient time drive rigorous
and fair threat assessment. Successful threat assessment hinges on team members
having the knowledge, skills, and dedicated time to gather information and weigh it
appropriately. Teams should be composed of diverse professionals equipped to analyze a
range of data and perspectives. Ongoing training ensures that members remain current in
best practices and are capable of making informed decisions in dynamic situations.
Effective data collection, use, and documentation support sound decision-making.
Comprehensive threat assessments require collecting relevant data from multiple sources
and systematically using it to render judgments about risk. Standardized documentation
not only supports deliberations and continuity in case management, but also provides
evidence that assessments are conducted in compliance with laws and policies.
Maintaining organized records allows for more effective case monitoring and program
improvement over time.

Triage and decision criteria must be clear, context-sensitive, and guided by policy.
The initial triage of reports enables rapid judgments about urgency, but must be
supported by clear criteria that take into account the specific context. Teams need
guidance for distinguishing between cases that require immediate intervention,
coordination with law enforcement, or can be resolved through alternative channels. This
clarity is crucial to ensure measured, appropriate responses to student behavior.

! The definition of BTAM used by the U.S. Secret Service’s National Threat Assessment Center is: “A behavioral
threat assessment is a proactive approach to identify, assess, and provide appropriate interventions and resources for
students who display a behavior that elicits concern for the safety of themselves or others” (NTAC, 2022).



Schools should establish clear but flexible thresholds for involving law enforcement
in referred cases. BTAM models emphasize the importance of establishing clear criteria
for when law enforcement should become involved—typically in situations where there
is an imminent threat to self or others, such as when violence is likely or already
underway. Due to variations in local laws and community context, schools should
maintain a collaborative relationship with law enforcement and document decisions
carefully, ensuring their approach balances safety, legal and privacy obligations, and the
importance of school leadership confidence in managing most incidents internally.
Threat assessment processes should thoughtfully balance the use of structured risk
scoring tools and expert judgment. While structured risk scoring tools—such as rubrics
and rating scales—can enhance transparency, support consistency, and add weight to
decision-making within BTAM teams, their use does not guarantee objectivity or
eliminate biases. Assessing the level of risk in individual student cases should also
integrate subjective judgments based on careful, context-sensitive analysis of
information. Schools should seek to pair quantitative tools (like scorecards or electronic
tools to support threat assessment) with professional expertise, using scores to inform but
not solely determine final risk assessments. Ultimately, a combination of structured tools
and multidisciplinary team deliberation is most likely to yield fair, defensible, and
effective assessments.

Transparent communication and stakeholder engagement facilitate safer, more
accepted implementation. Openness with staff, students, parents, and the broader school
community about how threat assessments are conducted can ensure greater acceptance
and effectiveness of BTAM programs. Sharing information about processes and decision
criteria reduces miscommunication, fosters trust, and supports a positive transition when
new or revised BTAM measures are introduced.

Continuous improvement and fidelity monitoring of threat assessment practices
elevate BTAM effectiveness. Implementing tools to monitor the fidelity of threat
assessment procedures and regular team reviews enhance the effectiveness and fairness
of BTAM programs. Reviewing case outcomes and processes helps teams refine criteria,
identify training needs, and respond to evolving challenges, supporting sustained
improvement in safeguarding both students and the school community.
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Best Practices for Rigorous and Fair Behavioral Threat
Assessment in K-12 Schools

Introduction

As part of their efforts to maintain safety, schools seek to identify and respond to students
whose behavior suggests they may pose a threat to themselves or others. While many school
initiatives and programs contribute to meeting this goal, BTAM is a broadly adopted approach
across K-12 schools specifically designed to do so.? Indeed, in a national survey of K-12 school
principals fielded in January 2025, more than 80 percent of principals said their school had a
BTAM team; the majority of those who indicated their school did not have a BTAM team
confirmed that they had a team that performed the same function as a BTAM team (Diliberti et
al., 2025).°

At the center of the BTAM approach is a multidisciplinary team (MDT) of school and
supporting professionals who

1. serve as the referral point for students whose behavior raises concerns about whether they
pose a threat of violence;
2. have the knowledge and skills to perform a rigorous threat assessment to make a
judgment about the level of concern a student poses;
3. have the knowledge and resources to develop and implement an intervention and support
plan to protect the school community and respond to student needs; and
4. monitor the progress of students over the course of an intervention plan to ensure that the
support effort is successfully meeting its goals, and make adjustments when needed.
Since BTAM has been a prominent K-12 school and community-wide safety strategy for
some time, a variety of models and approaches exist across government, academic research,
professional, and school consulting organizations. Available models range from overarching
frameworks that define the key elements of BTAM through detailed protocols and processes that
support implementation of specific approaches, to more loosely-defined models that allow for
adaptation based on contextual and other needs.
While at some schools BTAM may be a standalone element of school safety efforts, in others
a BTAM MDT may be one team among a number of teams focused on responding to student

2 The definition of BTAM used by the U.S. Secret Service’s National Threat Assessment Center is: “A behavioral
threat assessment is a proactive approach to identify, assess, and provide appropriate interventions and resources for
students who display a behavior that elicits concern for the safety of themselves or others” (NTAC, 2022).

3 This paper uses selected survey results relevant to the specific topic of this discussion, cited throughout this
document as (Diliberti et al., 2025). Complete results from the survey are reported in Diliberti, et al., 2025.



behavioral concerns at school.* For example, the types of situations and concerns to which
BTAM is designed to respond have much in common with the most serious student behavioral
concerns that broader systems like positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) or other
multitiered systems of support (MTSS) are also designed to address. As a result, some schools
implement BTAM in coordination with other school teams and behavioral management systems,
rather than as a standalone process. Other schools assign BTAM as a distinct function of an
existing team that addresses other student social, emotional, and behavioral needs. In all cases,
the fundamental goals of these teams are the same: identify students needing intervention; collect
information and data that can guide decisions on what to do; implement interventions and
supports; and ensure that the management plan is successful.

This paper is the third in a series of publications developed to support the effective
implementation of BTAM as a violence prevention practice in K-12 schools.’ The series draws
on the practitioner and research literature, the results of a national survey of K-12 school
principals about violence prevention in their schools, and interviews with a sample of K-12
principals involved in BTAM efforts.’ Papers in the series include:

1. Building Effective Multidisciplinary Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management
Teams (WR-A3658-1)

2. Implementing Effective Reporting Programs for K-12 School Safety Efforts (WR-A3658-
2)

3. Best Practices for Rigorous and Fair Behavioral Threat Assessment in K-12 Schools
(this paper, WR-A3658-3)

4. Building Strong Threat Management, Intervention and Support Systems for K-12 School
Safety (WR-A3658-4)

5. Ensuring the Continuous Improvement of Behavioral Threat Assessment and
Management Programs Over Time (WR-A3658-5)

4 Varied models for multi-tiered, flexible support to meet students’ needs and respond to behavioral and other
concerns have arisen across many fields, including school psychology, special education, social work and
psychiatry. Different models have their own names and acronyms including Response to Intervention (RtI), positive
behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS), social and emotional learning (SEL), and multiple models for school-
based delivery of mental health. Most of these different models also rely on MDTs of practitioners with knowledge
from different fields and access to different types of resources to assess needs, make intervention decisions, and
manage those interventions (see discussion in Bohanon, Love, and Morrissey, 2021). Similar approaches have been
adopted in responding to crime victims (e.g., responding to child and elder abuse or human trafficking) and justice
involved individuals (e.g., MDTs to manage service delivery in juvenile justice systems). In this broader context,
BTAM can be understood as the contribution of the public safety field to the school-focused family of MDT-based,
tiered interventions to respond to individual needs while also remaining cognizant of the needs of the school
community more broadly.

3 This paper series focuses on BTAM implementation at the level of K-12 schools and school districts. Although the
papers make reference to and cite BTAM models and frameworks developed by federal government agencies that
are available to schools, they do not include a review of how federal law or policy, or any changes therein, might
affect BTAM implementation at K-12 schools.

®Fora comprehensive description of the research methods and data that provide the foundation for this paper,
please see our Technical Annex (WR-A3658-6).



A common Technical Annex (WR-A3658-6) with details about the methods used in this broader
project supports all of these papers.

What Is Required for the Threat Assessment Component of BTAM to Be
Effective?

To prevent potential violence and effectively address the needs of students and the broader
school community, schools must be able to correctly assess behavior so that they can implement
appropriate and effective responses that both protect schools and support students. The threat
assessment step in the BTAM process is, at its heart, a process that makes a judgment about the
immediacy and level of violence risk posed by specific behavior. In other words, how serious a
concern is a student’s behavior and does the student pose a threat to themselves or others?
Without a rigorous and well-implemented threat assessment process, a school BTAM team may
be unable to accurately or consistently assess potential threats or behaviors of concern. Such
gaps could lead to missed warning signs of potential future violence and missed opportunities to
intervene. Conversely, the lack of a rigorous and well-implemented behavioral threat assessment
process might lead to the unnecessary allocation of resources for a student who did not actually
pose any threat to themselves or others. In sum, ensuring that a BTAM team has what it needs to
perform accurate and consistent behavioral threat assessments is critical. The required
ingredients for this to happen are:

1. People: team members with the available time to gather and evaluate the range of
information required to determine the level of concern posed by a student’s behavior.

2. Expertise: the knowledge needed to weigh available information on risk and protective
factors for violence, understand the meaning and potential drivers of student behavior,
and make a defensible and appropriate assessment regarding the level of concern posed
by a behavior.

3. Policies: teams need a policy framework under which to operate, including policies that
allow members access to key information or expertise that is not available on the BTAM
team and enable information sharing and collaboration with organizations outside the
school including public safety, healthcare, and other agencies.

4. Processes: teams need established processes by which they collect information to ensure
that all necessary and available data can be considered during assessments for all referred
cases. Teams also need defined and repeatable processes for assessing cases and making
judgments about levels of concern and risk for harm to self or others. Having processes
that ensure that students with similar behaviors are assessed consistently ensures both the
rigor of the behavioral threat assessment and that the process is fair and defensible.

5. Infrastructure: teams need a place to meet, and they need to be tightly connected to the
systems through which cases are referred to them. Teams also need time to meet
regularly enough to handle their caseloads, and so that they can consider all referred
student behavioral concerns and address them in a timely way. Established systems
should help teams manage the data involved in the behavioral threat assessment process.



6. Resources: resources to support a systematic and data-driven behavioral threat
assessment process including data collection tools, rubrics, worksheets, and scoring
approaches that support teams as they perform their assessments.

In thinking about what appropriate and consistent implementation of behavioral threat
assessment looks like as part of the broader BTAM process, it is useful to consider two distinct
yet related and sequential judgments that BTAM teams are asked to make: (1) a triage judgment
that assesses an initial report to determine if it should be assessed and managed by the BTAM
team or if some other action should be taken and (2) for reports that are going to be assessed and
managed by the BTAM team, as part of their assessment of the case the team will make a
threat/risk judgement about the severity of the case to inform planning to manage it:

e Triage. Teams (or subsets of the BTAM team) will be asked to make a triage judgment
to decide whether a case that has been reported to the BTAM team:’

— Is so minor that it can be resolved with no or minimal intervention by the BTAM
team and is best left to other school staff or other school behavioral management
systems (see footnote 2 for additional information) to address; or

— Is so serious that it requires immediate action by the BTAM team to protect the
school, specific members of the school community and/or the broader school
community, and the involved student(s) themselves.

Triage may be based on a relatively narrow body of information that is quickly available
to the BTAM team. If the triage judgment is that the situation is so serious as to pose an
imminent risk of violence and requiring immediate action, at that point the school will
likely involve law enforcement in responding to concerning student behavior. Such
decisions can at times, though not always, result in criminal justice actions like arrest or
prosecution if a student has broken the law.

e Full Assessment. Assuming that neither of the above two triage paths apply (each of
which in essence define the situation as “inappropriate for BTAM risk management”
either because it is unnecessary or would be insufficient because the imminent risk is too
high), the BTAM team will proceed to its more extensive process to fully assess the
student and their behavior to support planning its risk management approach. This will
include collection of information and evaluation, including some type of threat/risk
Jjudgment about the severity of a student’s communication (including, but not limited to,
explicit threatening communications), activities, or behavior in terms of the risk of
violence that they pose to the school and school community. This second judgment
depends on the outcome of a more extensive behavioral threat assessment process, which

7 Note that, depending on the school and how they have implemented their reporting program, there may be another
path for reports: routing to a different student support / intervention team (e.g., a PBIS or MTSS team) or to an
alternative type of response. Here, we treat that option as something that would happen before BTAM-relevant
triage, although cases that a BTAM views as minor that its involvement is not required might also be rerouted to
another alternative response as well.



is carried out by the multidisciplinary team using a much wider range of data and
information about the student and their behavior.
Figure 1 depicts these different judgments and their implications as the BTAM team assesses
where a particular case falls along the spectrum of concern and its appropriate initial path —
though particularly for cases of high concern, the BTAM team might have some continued
involvement even if the primary response is by the criminal justice system.

Figure 1. Three Triage Paths for Managing a Report to BTAM

Triage Low Concern Path Triage Decision Triage High Concern Path

“Behavior doesn’t Indicate “Student’s Behavior

Need for Management and If neither triage path applies, Poses Too Serious a Risk
Support” behavioral threat assessment to Manage in the School”
and management is likely
appropriate
Spectrum of Student Behavior
1
1
i
i
Threat Assessment

* Mayinvolve Public Safety/Law
Enforcement Consultation

Case Resolved Handoff to Law
with Minimal Intervention and Support by Enforcement, Child/Social
Intervention School BTAM System Services, or Criminal

Justice System

What Do We Know That Can Help Schools Implement Behavioral Threat
Assessment Effectively?

A number of the requirements for effective behavioral threat assessment relate to the make-
up, training, and functioning of the BTAM team performing the assessment. Similarly, the threat
assessment component of BTAM receives support from the same policy, practice, and other
infrastructure that supports the BTAM team’s functioning more generally. These common
ingredients and requirements are discussed in a companion paper.® Here, we focus on the
elements that are specific to behavioral threat assessment, providing space for more detailed
discussion.

Because the process of behavioral threat assessment has always been central in the
development and framing of BTAM models, a significant practitioner and academic literature
frames options and examines the types of data that are useful for informing a BTAM team’s
assessment of the level of concern posed by an individual’s behavior. However, particularly in

8 Building Effective Multidisciplinary Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management Teams, WR-A3658-1.



the K—12 school context, BTAM is only one of many areas of practice where assessments of
student behavior are made. Other behavioral intervention systems like PBIS or MTSS, SEL-
focused assessments, and others often include rubrics and processes for collecting and weighing
different types of information to understand a student’s disruptive or even violent behavior. As a
result, work from those fields can inform thinking about BTAM implementation, and how
schools can establish solid threat assessment processes to ensure school safety.

The remainder of this section is divided into three subsections that discuss:’

o Triage processes and decision criteria, focusing specifically on the initial judgment
about whether any action by the BTAM team appears to be warranted (or that the level of
safety concern associated with a newly reported case is so great as to warrant immediate
action);

o The decision to involve or handoff cases to law enforcement, which can be made during
the initial triage phase for cases posing immediate, serious concern, as well as part of a
complete behavioral threat assessment process; and

o Comprehensive threat assessment processes, in which BTAM teams collect data from
many sources and systematically use that data to make a judgment about the level of
concern associated with a student’s communication or behavior. These processes
ultimately support subsequent decisions about appropriate intervention and support
efforts, which are discussed in a separate paper in this series.

In each of the sections, we bring together information about or relevant to the threat
assessment component of BTAM from (a) existing BTAM models and guidance, (b) academic
studies of BTAM and violence prevention, (c) selected findings from a 2025 national survey of
principals on BTAM use and practices, and (d) information from in-depth interviews with school
leaders involved in school BTAM teams. We supplement that information with key findings and
lessons from academic and practitioner literature that engages more deeply on behavioral
management systems and MDTs managing other types of complex interventions, many of which

involve their own assessment processes for case decision-making.

Triage Processes

When a case is referred to a BTAM team, triage is the process of evaluating that case
immediately based on the information available at the time, and making a determination about
whether the team (or a subset of the team with this responsibility) believes that enough
information is available to determine that the risk is definitively very low or very high. The
former judgment would trigger immediate safety actions, while the latter could lead to the
immediate resolution of a case judged as not requiring further BTAM team attention (though

? Though triage and comprehensive assessment processes are separate in time (triage is done initially, and
comprehensive assessment then done if warranted), the decision to involve or handoff a case to law enforcement is
not separate from these other two distinct steps. As framed in Figure 1, that decision might be made initially as part
of triage. It could also happen subsequently as a result of information gathered (or the need for police involvement
to gather information) during a comprehensive assessment.



could involve action by another behavioral or student service team or individual personnel at the
school, see footnote 2 for examples). The frequency at which cases are triaged as “low risk” and
immediately resolved relates to the types of behaviors and thresholds the school has defined for
reporting to the BTAM team. If a definitive triage judgment cannot be made or there is not
enough information available to make any initial assessment, the case would proceed into the
BTAM team’s comprehensive behavioral threat assessment process.

The majority of BTAM models and frameworks involve some type of triage or rapid
evaluation step for when cases are initially referred to the BTAM team. Depending on the
framework, these steps can range from immediately setting up a review to assessing a referred
case within one day. Most frameworks place the greatest emphasis on triaging to identify cases
that immediately present as high risk (NTAC, 2018; ASIS, 2025; NABITA, 2024; Colorado
School Safety Center, 2021). Other frameworks offer both low- and high-risk triage branches
(Maryland Center for School Safety, 2023; Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services,
2023; State of South Carolina, 2023; Van Dreal and Okada, 2021; FBI, 2016).

Notably, the triage phase is not always referred to as such. For example, the Comprehensive
School Threat Assessment Guidelines (CSTAG) model developed by Cornell and colleagues
includes a step to distinguish transient threats (that can essentially be dismissed with minimal
action) from substantive threats that require intervention and management (Cornell, 2018). The
Salem-Keizer/Cascade model includes a triage branch for what are referred to as “unfounded
concerns” (Van Dreal and Okada, 2021). Both of these steps essentially allow filtering of
apparently very low risk cases, so that BTAM teams can focus on the more serious ones. From
their work with schools implementing the CSTAG model, Cornell and colleagues cite a statistic
that about two thirds of threats made by students are transient (i.e., triage-able), and one third are
substantive (Stohlman, Konold and Cornell, 2020, p. 5).'°

In addition to emphasizing that initial triage decisions should be made rapidly, some BTAM
models also provide more specific guidance on what a triage process could or should look like.
Some models frame triage as an activity that does not require the whole BTAM team, but can be
completed by a subset of the team. In most cases, models specify that more than one team
member should be involved in that initial process (Virginia Department of Criminal Justice
Services, 2023; Maryland Center for School Safety, 2023; State of South Carolina, 2023). Some
also point to the specific expertise that must be involved in triage: for example, the Maryland
model requires a staff member with expertise in school mental health to be part of a triage sub-
team. The South Carolina model requires that both a mental health professional and school
administrator be involved (and recommends that law enforcement also be part of triage
decisions). Many models require that triage decisions be captured in writing so they could be

19 While its model does not include an explicit triage step, data reported of an assessment of the Dallas threat
assessment system from more than 20 years ago had a similar breakdown with 63% of assessments finding the
student at low risk of violence (Van Dyke and Schroeder, 2006).



reviewed at a later point by other BTAM members. Some models (e.g., Maryland Center for
School Safety, 2023; Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services, 2023) explicitly require
that the results of triage be shared with the whole BTAM team for their information and review.

Although BTAM models are quite clear on how triage is intended to work, it is not clear how
this process plays out in practice and to what extent there is widespread use of triage in schools’
threat reporting processes across the United States. Though a BTAM team may be notified of
cases through a variety of channels or means,'! a study that specifically examined school use of
tip lines is instructive, since such systems represent a standard receiving mechanism that could
receive a mix of anonymous and non-anonymous reports of divergent levels of seriousness or
concern. As a result, it might be expected that a triage-type process to sort and prioritize tips
would be a necessity for a tip line to function and, as a self-contained system, a case where a
systematic triage process could be readily implemented. However, in a national study of tip lines,
Planty et al., 2020 reported that “only about a quarter (24%) of respondents reported that they
had a formal, written policy detailing the process for triaging tips (i.e., prioritizing or
categorizing them based on level of urgency) when the tips first get submitted. Slightly more
(35%) said that they had a formal, written policy detailing the process for acting on tips when
their school gets them” (p. 9). Indeed, the authors reported that some schools did not do triage at
all, acting on tips through a “first come, first served” approach while in other cases tips were
triaged by law enforcement before even coming to the school (p. 10).

Though triage was not explicitly covered in RAND’s 2025 survey of K-12 school leaders,
respondents were asked if their school used a named BTAM model. Between 10 and 15 percent
of respondents identified that their school does in fact use one of the models cited above that
explicitly includes a triage step. However, a much a larger fraction of schools (about 30 percent)
indicated they use a locally developed BTAM model, which might or might not include a triage
step (Diliberti et al., 2025).'> However, in considering a variety of scenarios of potentially
concerning student behavior, our respondents indicated that school administrators would most
often be the initial decisionmaker about the situation (i.e., making the initial assessment and
choice about what to do, effectively triaging the case) rather than the BTAM team. This suggests
that in many schools, triage may be more a function of school administration rather than the
BTAM team, though most responding principals indicated they were a member of their school’s
team (Diliberti, et al., 2025). In interviews, most of our respondents did not report a specific
triage process, instead talking about the process they used to fully assess the comparatively

T See Implementing Effective Reporting Programs for K—12 School Safety Efforts, WR-A3658-2.

12 Though unique among models, the FBI’s BTAM guidance includes a different facet in triage: the team making a
judgement about whether it is capable—has the needed knowledge and expertise—to assess a case or “should the
case be referred to an outside resource” (FBI, p.75). Our survey data suggests this path is likely comparatively
uncommon for K—12 schools, as only 9 percent of principals indicated that their school was served by a BTAM team
external to the school or district and, of these, only 2 percent said this external team was one managed by a federal
agency (e.g., FBI) (Diliberti et al., 2025).



manageable flow of cases that came to them. The exception was where interviewees talked about
tip lines or other technological systems (e.g., monitoring of school devices for electronic
communications of concern) where there was more of a need to assess a larger number of
reports.

Deciding to Involve Law Enforcement in BTAM

The knowledge and expertise of people with public safety and security experiences may be
particularly important in weighing the level of concern posed by a student’s behavior, and
whether that student or others are at risk of harm. While individuals with public safety expertise
are not necessarily members of law enforcement organizations, it is often assumed that police
agencies may be the most available source of such expertise for schools. Beyond the
involvement of police in behavioral threat assessment, there is also the question of cases where
the level of concern associated with a case is so high that a case should be handed off to law
enforcement and managed by the criminal justice system, rather than the school. The following
sections take on each of these thresholds in turn.

Law Enforcement Involvement in the BTAM Process

As discussed in the companion paper on building and running BTAM teams,'* many BTAM
frameworks and models recommend that a law enforcement officer be a member of a school’s
BTAM team; in some cases, their membership is required by state law or policy. As a result,
most models assume close law enforcement involvement in BTAM. However, RAND’s survey
of school leaders indicates that a law enforcement representative is a member of about 59 percent
of school K-12 BTAM teams, more often at the middle or high school level. However, even
when a law enforcement officer is not a permanent member of the BTAM team, they may be
consulted as a subject matter expert during threat assessment.

The question of when to involve law enforcement in the BTAM process as a source of
information and expertise, however, remains relevant whether or not a sworn law enforcement
officer is explicitly on the BTAM team. For example, some BTAM models (e.g., ASIS, 2025;
Cornell, 2018; FBI, 2016; SIGMA, no date; State of South Carolina, 2023) suggest consulting
criminal justice records as source of relevant data to assess the level of risk posed by an
individual; such records can generally only be accessed by police. RAND’s survey asked
principals about the major role played by law enforcement members of their BTAM teams.
Respondents (see Box 1) much more commonly cited law enforcement members as sources of
public safety perspectives (58 percent) and contributors to decision-making about safety- and
security-related actions (64 percent), than as sources of information from court records (18
percent) or as initiators of public safety responses like arrest or prosecution (33 percent).

13 Building Effective Multidisciplinary Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management Teams, WR-A3658-1.



Box 1. What Role Does Law Enforcement Play on K-12 School BTAM Teams?

Of the 854 respondents who indicated that law enforcement was a member of their official BTAM team, we asked
what role they played on the BTAM team. Respondents could select only up to two of the five options provided,
forcing them to identify one or two of the most important roles for the law enforcement BTAM member.

Role Percent of Respondents
Law enforcement provides a public safety perspective about school dynamics and 58

student behavior to help assess and manage behavioral concerns

Law enforcement provides information from police and court records so the team 18

can understand past student behavior

Law enforcement helps with decisions about when safety- and security-related 64

actions are necessary (e.g., searching student belongings, implementing schoolwide

lock down)

Law enforcement consults on the potential legal repercussions of student behavior 19

Law enforcement participates to initiate public safety responses when necessary 33

(e.g., arrest or other criminal justice intervention)

SOURCE: Diliberti et al., 2025

In interviews, K-12 school leaders discussed a range of different roles that law enforcement played in their threat
assessment efforts beyond cases where threats were viewed as so intense there was no alternative to criminal
justice action:

“We have a good connection with law enforcement. | can easily call the chief of police and ask for any
history.”

“Law enforcement is typically not part of the assessment itself, but may be part of the plan afterwards in
terms of following up with the student or the family as part of intervention.”

“We have [school resource officers] SROs at all of the schools. They aren’t on the team but are consulted.
We interview them.”

“SROs [in our school] are very proactive. They are [connected to] local police agencies, so they’re
embedded right into the community, so they know a lot of things that we may not know of that happened the
night before.”

“Members [of the BTAM team] might... talk to local law enforcement to determine if there are any external
concerns we need to be aware of, like a history of temper, if the student’s family is experiencing spousal
disagreements, other external concerns.”

“We have a system [in our state] where we have a ‘handle with care’ protocol where if there is a police
response or something happens in the community, law enforcement will notify school district saying that
something happened with this child, just fyi, handle with care. Will always talk about this at the next team
meeting.”

The broader research literature offers a number of insights about defining when and how law

enforcement should (or in some cases must) be involved in assessing and potentially responding

to concerning student behavior. If a school does not have school-based police present on a daily

basis (i.e., does not have an SRO), the question of defining the line for law enforcement

engagement essentially becomes “When should schools call police for assistance?”” Because

10



school-based police have become very common at U.S. schools,'* it is somewhat difficult to find
nationally representative data examining how schools are defining law enforcement participation
on their BTAM teams. We identified only one study that tried to address this question,
leveraging a decision to remove police officer from schools and then analyzing what types of
situations led the school to call 911 for police response. That study showed that police were most
commonly called to schools to investigate crimes, and that abandoned calls (calls to 911 that
were made but the caller hung up) were relatively common. Calls for aggravated assault made up
approximately 7 percent of the call total, while 6 and 12 percent of calls were related to an
“emotionally disturbed person” at secondary schools and elementary schools, respectively. Calls
related to larceny, triggered alarms, or non-specific disturbances were relatively rare (Morabito,
et al., 2023). Nevertheless, this study does not address how schools could use law enforcement as
a source of information or expertise in assessing a situation that does not subsequently become a
police matter.

For schools where law enforcement is present (i.e., an SRO is assigned to the school), the
question of defining a point for police involvement in the BTAM process is one part of the larger
discussion about the roles and activities of school-based police. There is broad-based concern in
the literature that police presence in schools increases exclusionary discipline and criminal
justice involvement, essentially implying that — through a number of potential mechanisms—
police presence “moves the line”” where greater numbers of incidents are referred for arrest
(Viano, et al., 2023, p. 6). Since one goal of BTAM is to limit such referrals, such findings are
concerning. However, because law enforcement is almost always a recommended or even legally
required member of BTAM teams (see above), not involving police may be impractical for
schools in many locales. As a result, the challenge for BTAM implementation is determining
how to draw the line in a way that works for all involved.

As noted previously, in some cases the line for police involvement is defined by law; such
requirements would essentially supersede any efforts to define law enforcement involvement in
BTAM based on school or other local preferences. In their review of relevant literature, Heise
and Nance (2021) summarized that “many states have enacted statutes that require schools to
report students to law enforcement for engaging in various types of criminal activities at school,
including possession of weapons, assault, theft, vandalism, possession of drugs or alcohol, and
sexual assault”!® (p. 218). Kim (2022) reviews the array of laws at all levels that shape the
involvement of the criminal justice system in schools. A systematic review conducted in 2021 by
the Education Commission of the States also catalogued the different types of incidents and

14 As of the 2021-2022 school year, 80 percent of public schools reported having one or more full- or part-time
security staff present at their school at least once a week (55 percent had either an SRO or other sworn law
enforcement officer) (see Burr et al., 2024).

15 The authors note that it is not entirely clear how much state statutes actually affect reporting behavior of schools:
“empirical evidence suggests that state reporting statutes overall do not influence school authorities to report
criminal actions to law enforcement.” (Heise and Nance, 2021, p. 233)
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offenses for which state laws required schools to involve law enforcement. State laws varied
from not having any required offenses to including an array of general to very specific types of
events, including offenses aimed at school staff; bullying or hazing; and misuse of technology.
Their results are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Incidents Where Law Enforcement Involvement is Mandated by State Law, 2021 Review

Count of State Law Requirements

Incident (including District of Colombia)
Weapons or Firearms Offense/Possession 30 (of 51)

Commission of a Crime 14 (broadly defined) + 2 (specific crimes)
Physical Harm or Threats of Physical Harm 10 + 1 (if incident cannot be handled by

school officials)
Drugs/Alcohol/Controlled Substances 9
Hazing or Bullying 5
Destruction of Property 3
3

Crime or Violence Toward School Staff (including
False Accusation)

lllegal Use of Technology 1
None Specified in Statute 8

Source: Tabulation of data from https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/school-discipline-policies-06

Where no line exists in either law or policy, broader guidance related to school policing
highlights the need to define it; specific guidance on where the line should be placed, however, is
largely lacking. Some BTAM models (e.g., the South Carolina model) also recommend
developing an explicit memorandum of understanding (MOU) defining the school’s relationship
with law enforcement. Other U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) resources define the line more
narrowly, stating for example that “law enforcement actions ... are to be used only as a last
resort for incidents that involve criminal behavior or when it becomes necessary to protect the
safety of students, faculty, and staff from the threat of immediate harm” (Sterling, 2016, p. 19).
Guidance from professional organizations like the National Association of School Resource
Officers (NASRO) similarly emphasize defining roles for school-based police, but stop short of
defining specific lines (beyond stating that as the seriousness of incidents in schools increases,
the discretion for law enforcement officers to avoid arrest and prosecution decreases) (NASRO,
2012, p. 46).

Handoff of Student Threat Cases to Law Enforcement

There is a relatively limited academic literature that focuses on the specific question of when
a school should essentially stop trying to manage a student’s behavior and hand responsibility
over to law enforcement. A study in Texas that interviewed both school leaders and police
reported the following:
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School administrators, in particular, expressed a need to better understand the

circumstances under which they are expected to turn their authority over to law

enforcement. Administrators are responsible for the well-being of their student

body, so if they do not feel fully confident that they should allow law

enforcement to take over that responsibility, they find themselves in an

uncomfortable, compromised situation (White and McKenna, 2020, p. 518).
This framing of “when school leaders are expected to turn over authority” is qualitatively
different from an explicit component of a school’s BTAM program defining which cases should
be taken over by the justice system.

In BTAM models, the concept of handing off a case to law enforcement is frequently
connected to the case triage process—i.e., the decision is often made during the initial step of the
assessment process, if the level of risk a student poses is viewed as serious and imminent enough
for police to be called. The state of Colorado’s behavioral threat assessment model, for example,
specifies that any judgment that there is an “immediate threat/act of harm to self or others”
should trigger actions including calling 911 for police response (Colorado School Safety Center,
2021). The FBI’s model also states that an initial assessment indicating a high level of threat
with “indications of potential imminence” should trigger “law enforcement response ... to
disrupt behaviors that may be leading to violence” (FBI, 2016). The Salem-Keiser/Cascade
model’s first branch point in its assessment framework includes a split for imminently dangerous
situations where law enforcement should be called immediately (Van Dreal and Okada, 2021).

While a relatively common point in various BTAM models, data from RAND’s 2025 survey
of K-12 school leaders suggest that handoff of cases to law enforcement is viewed as relatively
uncommon at schools around the country. When asked “when your BTAM team assesses
students, how frequently are students arrested or prosecuted for their threatening or concerning
behavior?” the vast majority of respondents indicated “never” or “rarely” (see Figure 2), with
different distributions depending on school grade level. However, in the words of one
interviewee, schools getting to that point is a question of building confidence in their own ability
to assess and manage threats: “The biggest issue initially was letting people know ‘we can do
this.” School-based professionals can and should do this. People wanted to either do nothing or
call the police every time there was a concern.”
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Figure 2. Among schools with BTAM teams, frequency with which students are arrested or
prosecuted for threatening or concerning behavior, by grade level
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NOTES: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question: “When your BTAM team assesses
students, how frequently are students arrested or prosecuted for their threatening or concerning behavior?” (n =
1,378). Includes only those who said their school has a school- or district-level BTAM team. Categories may not sum
to 100 percent due to rounding.

In interviews, K-12 school leaders talked about the importance of good relationships with their local law
enforcement for when they had to call them due to cases of major concern — or for when the police were involved
by concerned parents:

e “In terms of a hard threshold of when we want to call the police, it's very fluid. We called them after our
interview with [a student who made a bomb threat] a few weeks ago. We conveyed our concern, they used
whatever decision tree they had, they decided to check both households.”

e “If they have a plan and we believe they have the means, that's when we’re calling law enforcement.”

o ‘| think if it was an older student, if it was a very severe threat, if they brought a weapon to school — law
enforcement would step in, even on the first day, to arrest them. Major stuff would go to law enforcement and
be gone.”

e “My age range is K-5, so we don’t usually involve the police. ... We have had online things where police
have been involved by parents, not the school. None of our schools have SROs, so involving police is a
pretty big escalation.”

e “At the elementary school, unless it's a [Child and Protective Services] situation, law enforcement is not
contacted. But this year we’ve had parents go to law enforcement to file reports on elementary age students.
So that’s been strange. At the high schooal,... if there was a weapon that automatically led to law
enforcement involvement, or if it was a high scale of physical aggression that staff couldn’t handle on their

own.

This tension between when schools versus law enforcement agencies make the decision
about how to respond to student behavior is apparent in other literature examining school-based
law enforcement, particular SRO programs. In this literature, the decision about whether or not
to prosecute is often treated solely as the remit of the police officer or their agency. In that
framing, the decision to arrest or prosecute could in principle be made independent of whether or
not the school or BTAM team believed doing so was correct — or even in the interests of school
safety. Put another way, not arresting and prosecuting a student is framed as an “SRO showing
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discretion” (Javdani, 2019 and references therein), implying that final authority resides with the
police. Some state or local policies are also explicit in this regard, essentially transferring
decision authority from school leaders to law enforcement for specific types of cases. An
example is the “Uniform State Memorandum of Agreement” in the State of New Jersey, which
defines seven offenses where schools have no discretion in reporting to law enforcement; these
include situations involving drugs, firearm or other weapon incidents, threats of violence, sexual
assault, assault on a school staff member, bias crime, or child abuse/neglect. Once reported, “the
law enforcement agency retains full discretion to investigate the act and decide that no further
action is needed, or recommend a stationhouse adjustment.... whenever appropriate to avoid the
stigma of a formal juvenile delinquency record” (State of New Jersey, 2023, p. 16, p. 33). The
policy effectively transfers decision making authority around whether to pursue criminal justice
sanctions for covered incidents away from schools and to the law enforcement agency. Such
laws and policies, however, may also constrain SROs in exercising any discretion: “Arguably
behaviors related to carrying weapons and possession of substances may warrant arrest as
dictated by legislation; however, in some cases, it is possible that discretion may be used. SROs,
however, may not be able to exercise alternatives to arrests or issuing citations” (Stevens, et al,
2021, p. 339). In this sort of situation, the decision of (or a legal responsibility to intervene by)
the police agency may essentially “short circuit” both the triage and BTAM threat assessment
process by removing the evaluation and response to a student’s behavior into the criminal justice
system from the start.

Even in the absence of blanket, school-specific policies that transfer decision-making
authority about student cases to law enforcement, officer discretion to not act may be limited.
Just as schools may have requirements by law to involve law enforcement in specific types of
incidents, police officers may have legal obligations to take specific actions when they are made
aware of specific types of incidents (e.g., a requirement to make an arrest in situations of
particular types of abuse or domestic violence; see, for example, discussion in Cawood and
Corcoran, 2019, Chapter 12). Work that probed how use of discretion differed across SROs in
similar roles demonstrated how such decision-making could lead to very different outcomes from
school to school:

e Survey work in Delaware of 31 SROs (which represented more than half of the SROs
employed in Delaware schools at the time) showed great variation: “All but five of the
respondents indicated that they did not make arrests every time that they were presented
with strong evidence of an arrestable offense, with 15 responding that they made arrests
80% of the time, 7 responded that they made arrests only 60% of the time, 2 respondents
indicated they made arrests 40% of the time, and 1 respondent answered that he made
arrests only 20% of the time” (Wolf, 2013). In questions about the reasons driving an
arrest decision, “the wishes of the victim’s parent/guardian” were more important than
“the wishes of school administrators” or teachers, indicating that the definition of the
threshold for arrest was not something determined collaboratively between the school and
SRO. The analysis noted that there was a legal requirement for police involvement in a
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range of types of misbehavior but required criminal complaints in relatively few types of
incidents.

e Surveys of SROs in Nebraska, Kansas, lowa, and Missouri (fielded in April 2013)
explicitly asked officers about the number of days in the past month in which they had
completed specific law enforcement and other activities, including issuing citations and
making arrests. Across the 182 returned surveys, the frequency of responses varied
considerably.

— 36.3 percent said they had not issued any citations, 16.2 percent said they had only
done so on one day, 26.8 percent said they had done so on 2 to 4 days, 12.8 percent
said they had done so on 5 to 10 days, 5.6 percent said they had done so on 11 to 19
days, and 2.2 percent said they had done so daily.

— 18.5 percent said they had not made any arrests, 19.1 percent said they had only done
so on one day, 38.8 percent said they had done so on 2 to 4 days, 18.5 percent said
they had done so on 5 to 10 days, 4.5 percent said they had done so on 11-19 days,
and 0.6 percent said they had done so on 20 to 29 days. None indicated arrests were
an everyday occurrence.

The variation in responses indicates that, in some schools, law enforcement action is the rare
exception when it comes to responding to incidents. In other cases, it is more common. While
conditions at different schools can vary significantly, such broad variation suggests significantly
different implied thresholds for intervention across different schools (Rhodes, 2019 and personal
communication with the author).

Other studies also demonstrate that an SRO’s perspective can have real effects on their
decision to arrest or not arrest students. In an older study, Robles-Pifia and Denham (2012)
interviewed SROs that were either part of an independent school district police force or were
contracted from outside law enforcement agencies about the approaches they favored in
responding to bullying behavior. SROs who were internal to the school reported using punitive
law enforcement interventions much less frequently than SROs contracted from outside agencies.

The literature also offers several possible additional approaches for deciding whether to hand
a student case off to law enforcement. Some analyses based on data from specific schools and
police departments essentially frame the answer as “talking things through” and coming to a
consensus about where the line should be drawn: “Student discipline has the distinct possibility
of crossover between what is considered a school matter and what is considered a violation of the
law. In these cases, it is crucial to discuss which cases will be handled through school discipline
or the court system” (Lopez, et al., 2020, p. 483). This framing is fundamentally informal, as the
line is essentially “negotiated” between the specific people involved, rather than being explicitly
defined in policy. This makes arrangements and decisions about handoff to law enforcement
vulnerable to staff turnover over time (Lopez, 2019, p. 153). Other studies echo this concern.
Valerio et al. (2024), for instance, observed that “there are few standardized guidelines to
determine what activities or qualifications delineate an SRO [and] only around half of states
explicitly define the role of SROs in state statutes or regulations” (p.2). The authors similarly
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observe that roles may “change frequently” as the preferences of local administrators change and
as the role of police in schools is challenged in court. They also cite the role conflict between an
“SRO as member of the school community” and an “SRO as law enforcement officer,” and
conflicts between school and police department policies as other sources of ambiguity.

These ambiguities can be resolved through formal policies that govern school disciplinary
and safety practices, as well as the relationship between a local police department and the school.
For the latter, organizations like NASRO generally recommend establishing memoranda of
understanding (MOUs). In a systematic review of the literature on school-based police, Javdani
(2019) observed that “across studies reviewed, scholars suggest that schools ... should create
standards that outline when [SROs] can respond to behavioral issues, what constitutes an
effective response, and the circumstances under which [SROs] will intervene using particular
strategies (suspensions, expulsions, arrests, reported crimes)” (p. 265). They also emphasize the
need for MOUs that formally define “boundaries and scope” for what SROs can do in a school,
and explicitly recommend that such MOUs include a “standard operating procedure that provides
guidance to [SROs] about the offenses that require legal versus in-school procedures [and]
delineates the chain of command for officers” (p. 266).'® Defining such lines would help to
minimize situations where an SRO intervenes with criminal justice tools in a way that the school
(and its BTAM process) believes is premature or unnecessary, but also would clearly lay out for
the BTAM team and the larger school community where state or local laws or police agency
policies mean that the SRO has no choice but to do so.

Ghavami et al. (2021, p. 8) also examined an example set of policies with clear definitions
about school-law enforcement relationships. The policy prohibited “the arrest of students under
the age of 12 (except for felonies),” which reflects both an understanding of youth
developmental stages while also defining the seriousness of behavior when arrests were required
(e.g., in instances of violence or sex trafficking). While incidents like fighting were considered
“citable offenses” (and therefore a police matter), the new policy established a diversion path and
explicitly shifted responsibility away from the school police (Ghavami et al., 2021, p. 9).

Courts systems have also taken the lead in developing alternative approaches to reduce police
involvement. Teske, Huff and Graves (2013), for example, describe the development of MOUs
in one Georgia county that explicitly defined “misdemeanor offenses [as] no longer eligible for
referral to the juvenile court unless the student has exhausted a two tier process that includes:
warning on the first offense to student and parent; referral to a conflict skills workshop on the

16 But just having an agreement is not enough: Valerio et al. (2024) analyzed a sample of MOUs from Texas and
coded them based on duties they included. While including many different duties, the analysis suggests that many
MOUs do not include elements “drawing this line” for when law enforcement (rather than school) action should be
taken. Only forty-one percent directed the SRO to focus on specific crimes and less than half directed that the SRO
not be involved in enforcing school rules (the two elements coded by the authors most related to defining the
threshold for law enforcement action). Furthermore, the authors also observe that MOUs will only do so effectively
if they are “referenc[ed], disseminat[ed, and] regularly enforce[ed].”
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second offense” (p. 422). A second MOU established what is effectively a BTAM program
managed at the county level. In a different effort in Connecticut, a Juvenile Probation department
convened an effort to limit arrests for in-school behavior, giving the court the power to “return
inappropriate court referrals to the schools for an alternative response” (Bracey, et al., 2013, p.
428). The criteria for what would be returned, which defined a line for appropriate police
involvement, led to an overall reduction in referrals. Having courts define the boundary between
what police should and should not be making arrests or issuing citations for in school, potential
for decisions by individual officers conflicting with school approaches to safety are reduced.

The Threat Assessment Processes

At its heart, the threat assessment component of BTAM involves a group of people making a
critically important judgment that will have significant implications for the student(s) involved
and for the school and community more broadly; getting that judgment right is extremely
consequential. Including the right people as part of that group and ensuring that they have the
knowledge and training they need is also highly consequential,!” as is sow that group goes about
their task of assessing a specific case and making decisions. The value of even a group of
knowledgeable people making a snap judgment about a case based only on the most readily
available information is very different than that same group systematically collecting all the
relevant data they can, weighing it, and coming to a deliberative decision. The literature specific
to BTAM as well as other literatures addressing school behavior management systems often
include guidance for how to conduct assessments. The guidance ranges from providing very
general—even philosophical—advice to offering much more specific recommendations about
what data to use during a behavioral assessment and how to use it. While the philosophical
advice is broadly applicable to any school as it considers implementing or improving its BTAM
program, the more specific recommendations provide a range of options that schools can draw
from to implement a program that works for them.

Behavioral threat assessment models and frameworks often frame the threat assessment
component as a process that involves asking questions and seeking answers, sometimes shaped
by a public safety perspective. For example, the idea that teams should have a skeptical,
analytical, or inquisitive mindset emerges as a theme across models. The categories to guide
what data teams look for and what to consider in assessing the level of risk posed by a student’s
behavior are sometimes labeled as investigative questions. Various models also emphasize that
individual team members and the team as a group need to be open and willing to consider varied
perspectives to ensure that they can effectively assess and evaluate cases based on the facts of the
situation and behavior exhibited by the student.

17 See Building Effective Multidisciplinary Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management Teams, WR-A3658-1
for additional discussion.

18



The threat assessment component of BTAM is essentially an effort to diagnose a problem to
identify the right solution. As a result, other school-based efforts that perform similar roles (e.g.,
MTSS/PBIS) are framed in ways that can also apply to BTAM: “people engaged in problem
solving collect and analyze information, identify strengths and problems, and make changes
based on what the information tells them; and, doing it well [requires] systematic focus and
perspective, precision, and persistence” (Algozzine, et al., 2015, p. 212) For example, functional
behavioral assessment (FBA) involves developing hypotheses to explain disruptive or
problematic student behavior and then using information on the success of efforts to solve
behavioral problems to test those hypotheses. Testing should ultimately lead to the adoption and
implementation of improved approaches to addressing a particular behavior.!®

While the expertise of BTAM team members is a major driver of successful behavioral threat
assessment, the quality and consistency of school safety efforts may be at risk if key team
members are unavailable. Consistent and quality assessment that relies solely on the specific
people involved can also raise questions about the fairness of the process. Effective BTAM
implementation is therefore not only about getting the right people on the team, but also about
building a system to support them when it comes to:

e collecting data systematically;

e assessing data accurately, consistently, and fairly to reach accurate conclusions about the

level of concern associated with specific behavior; and

e documenting the threat assessment process so that information can support the design of

an intervention plan tailored to the specific needs of a particular student and also support
the longer term efficiency and effectiveness of the BTAM program over time.

Focusing on these three elements helps ensure that the remaining phases of the BTAM
process are effective (specifically, intervention planning and subsequent implementation and
monitoring of intervention efforts to ensure they are working as intended). Indeed, many BTAM
frameworks emphasize that implementation requires that schools establish explicit assessment
procedures as a framework for success (NTAC, 2018; NABITA, 2024).

Collecting Data

Decisions can only be as good as the data on which they are based. As succinctly noted by
Algozzine et al.: “All data are not equal. Effective problem solving requires access to the right
data, in the right form, at the right time. Too often educators are asked to engage in problem
solving with inadequate information” (2015, p. 213, emphasis added). The threat assessment

'8 1n the words of Algozzine et al., 2015: “The problem-solving process is iterative, involving cycles of activities
that are observable. The process typically involves iterative steps (e.g., collecting information from a variety of
sources; transforming the information into testable hypotheses; selecting, implementing, and evaluating
interventions that test the hypotheses; and adapting or revising the interventions based on fidelity and impact data.”

(p. 213)
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literature places a similar emphasis to the importance of adequate information, as evidenced in
the following quotes:

The decisions a BTAM team makes are only as good as the data gathered, and

data must be corroborated as much as possible. Thus, a multimethod and

multisource approach is needed to look at the context and the interaction among

the subject(s) of concern, potential target(s), and environmental stressors and

precipitating factors that can increase or mitigate risk (NASP School Safety and
Crisis Response Committee, 2021, emphasis added).

Every case is unique, but certain practices have to be completed in the vast
majority of cases, including the in depth gathering of information and the use of
appropriate assessment tools. Without that consistency at the front and of the
process, the intervention strategies will also be weakened (Cawood and
Corcoran, 2020, p. 434).

An assessment is only as good as the information upon which it is formulated.
The quantity and quality of information collected will likely dictate the
assessment's degree of accuracy and utility” (FBI, 2016, p. 23).

Threat assessment models and the broader literature on best practices in violence risk
assessment provide extensive guidance on the kinds of data that are relevant and useful for
performing threat assessments. The USSS NTAC, for example, recommends that “Teams should
organize their information gathering around several themes or areas pertaining to the student's
actions, circumstances, and any other relevant threat assessment factors” (NTAC, 2018, p. 9).
These themes are common across different threat assessment models, even if the specific pieces
of information that different models flag vary. We summarize in Figure 3 the various categories
of risk and protective factors, behavioral and incident characteristics, and other elements related
to an individual’s capacity to carry out an attack, assembled from multiple threat assessment
models.
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Figure 3. Risk and Protective Factors Related to Potential Violence
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Information and data that provide insights into different risk and protective factors,
behaviors, and capacities for violence can come from many different sources. Much of the
critical information about students comes from people: a student’s teachers, peers, parents, staff
they are close to, or counselors or others who have known them for many years. Indeed, in
interviews conducted for this research, many K-12 school principals emphasized that their
BTAM processes depended on the relationships their teams had with staff and others who knew
students well. Reflecting this reality, NTAC recommends that schools “use a community systems
approach.... This involves identifying the persons with whom the student has a relationship or
frequently interacts and the organizations or platforms that may be familiar with the student's
behaviors” (NTAC, 2018, p. 7). How to effectively collect data from people is therefore a
question of good interview practice, so that the BTAM member conducting the interview covers
all relevant factors and does not miss key information in the flow of conversation. The nature of
that key information depends on the person being interviewed: the information gathered from
someone who is the target of a threat is very different from the information that might be sought
from the student being assessed or a staff member who knows that student well. Some sources
recommend that the interviewer come from a profession that receives specific training in
interview techniques, such as a mental health professional, and that the interviewer not be a
person who is usually involved in disciplinary processes at the school, since their presence could
limit the extent to which students are forthcoming during the interview (e.g., NASP School
Safety and Crisis Response Committee, 2021).
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Other sources of key information can include school records (e.g., past discipline records,
academic data, special education records'®), criminal justice records (e.g., police or court records
for students who have previously been involved with the justice system), or medical records
(e.g., from counseling sessions). It is also worth noting that some information can only be
collected via direct observation; an example would be information about access to weapons in a
student’s home, which would need to be verified via a home visit by school staff member of law
enforcement personnel.

Given its centrality in modern life for both adults and youth, social media data may be an
important source of information. For cases where students have made an explicit threat of
violence (whether or not they have an intention to follow through on that threat), social media is
often where those threats are made (Moore, et al., 2024). More generally, however, the
information that students choose to share in online communications can provide insights into a
number of the key risk and protective factors that are part of assessment (Figure 3). In addition to
things that the individual has communicated themselves on social media, engagement with
specific content (e.g., with communities that support violence or lionize individuals who
committed school-based violence in the past) is relevant (see, for example, discussion in FBI,
2016, p. 49-50). Access to social media data that is not publicly searchable may require
involvement of the student’s parent/guardian or through law enforcement.?

Various barriers exist to collecting some of this information. For example, understanding
whether a student is being treated by a community-based or non-school-based mental health
professional, whether they have been prescribed medication, and whether or not they are taking
that medication could help a BTAM team understand the student’s behavior. However,
confidentiality requirements may mean the team cannot access that information unless families
provide consent for providers to share it or share the information themselves. Criminal justice
data has similar access limitations, which is core reason for law enforcement consultation as part
of a BTAM process.

19 The intersection between BTAM and the requirements of special education processes and supports must be
considered in the assessment process. In a study specifically looking at this issue, Kaplan and Cornell (2005) flagged
that students in special education programs may be the source of a significant number of threats of violence but that
requirements that schools balance the right of such students to education can make assessment (and subsequent
intervention) more challenging. In some cases, special education resources can enable some types of responses
compared to general education students (e.g., through the use of an Individualized Education Program, or an IEP as
it is frequently referred to, including alternative educational settings or approaches.) Some actions schools can take
may have other requirements when special education students are involved (including parental involvement/consent
or other required steps, see Reeves, 2023). Navigating these requirements could be one rationale for involvement of
special education professionals in a BTAM team, though recent survey results indicated that less than half of schools
have such specialists as regular members (Diliberti, et al., 2025).

20 Interpreting social media data — due to the nature of communication in the medium — can be difficult, however,
and requires members of the BTAM team to maintain familiarity with sometimes rapidly evolving language, memes
and other elements to discern real and concerning information from communication that may appear alarming but is
less concerning in context (for a discussion, see Van Brunt, 2016; Van Brunt, Lewis, and Solomon, 2021).
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RAND?’s 2025 survey of school leaders asked them what types of information their BTAM
teams use to assess threats of violence and concerning student behavior. As shown in Figure 4,
they reported drawing on a wide variety of types and sources of data and insights. Specifically,
BTAM teams frequently use information collected via interviews, and — beyond discipline and
special education records — rely comparatively less on records searches (survey results show that
BTAM teams rely least on records that are only accessible outside the school like those from law
enforcement or other government organizations).

Figure 4. Among schools with BTAM teams, percentage that use various sources of information to
assess a student’s risk level, by frequency
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NOTES: This figure depicts response data from the following survey question: “When a student is referred to your
BTAM team for concerning behavior, how often does your team use the following sources of information to assess
the level of risk posed by the student?” (n = 1,395). Includes only those who said their school has a school- or district-
level BTAM team. Rows may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

sometimes,” or “frequently.” We collapsed these three categories into
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The effective implementation of BTAM requires that schools build the processes,
relationships, and other elements necessary to support teams in collecting comprehensive, quality
data quickly to support the rapid assessment of a concerning incident. For some types of data,
this requires the team knowing what data sources are relevant and how to access them (i.e., a
“checklist” of school-based data sources; which school systems contain the data; or which staff
need to be involved in gathering specific data). Collecting other types of data could be a question
of identifying existing or establishing new relationships (including formal relationships) between
organizations to allow data sharing (e.g., putting an MOU in place between the school and local
law enforcement for records access, or acquiring needed permissions from parents and medical
providers to allow the school to consult with a student’s mental health counselor).2!?? The extent
to which information will flow from the school to others (and vice versa) may also be
constrained in ways that make both threat assessment and intervention more difficult (e.g., just as
information from a student’s private counselor might help a BTAM team make an assessment,
sharing the outcome of that assessment back to the counselor could help support treatment
decisions). Multiple BTAM models flag this issue of information sharing both to and from
BTAM teams as an implementation challenge, and something that teams should address during
implementation by developing appropriate policies, building relationships between
organizations, and developing legal tools like MOUs or information-sharing agreements (e.g.,
NABITA, 2024).

Various BTAM models support teams in different ways when it comes to actual data
collection. Some, for instance, provide extensive “fill in the blank” type worksheets that
simultaneously act as checklists for the types of information relevant to threat assessment and a
structure to capture that information as a case is reviewed. Both the CSTAG and Salem-Keizer
models include such worksheets to guide structured data collection. Other options include
information technology-based modules that guide information collection according to the
structure of the case management system itself (which may or may not have integrated support
for making threat judgments, discussed below) and simultaneously document the information
going into an assessment.

Finally, some models do not cover the details or provide explicit guidance or tools for data
collection, stopping instead at listing the types of information that could be relevant to threat
assessments. Such cases leave more of the specifics of implementation to the school BTAM
team, since any lists need to be integrated into processes for them to be actually put into practice.

21 Depending on the size of a school and the number of outside organizations involved, managing MOUs with
outside organizations could become labor intensive in and of itself.

22 Note that close relationships between schools and outside providers may also be critical to enable rapid
intervention with students at risk, which is discussed in the next paper in this series, Building Strong Threat
Management, Intervention and Support Systems for K—12 School Safety, WR-A3658-4.
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In talking about the types of data that their BTAM teams relied on to assess cases, K-12 school leaders mentioned
many of the kinds of data included in Figure 4. In addition, they flagged data collection challenges they faced
when considering cases, particularly getting information from outside the school:

e “The only information that’s hard to get is info about the child’s home, especially for newer students. We
don’t know what someone has in their house.”

e “We try to obtain family history, and transparency about this is difficult. Especially if things are not going well,
if there's substance abuse in the home, if there's a divorce going on in the home, ... a lot of times adults will
not want to disclose that, nor will they want the children to disclose that.”

¢ “We haven't had experience with difficulty getting information, but there is a trust issue since they are based
on interviews: people don’t have to give a lot of detail, so [we] have to trust what they are saying is accurate.”

e “Outside information can be difficult to get, depends on the [medical] provider. Some providers are great,
with others it's like pulling teeth to get information — and this is time-sensitive.”

¢ “On the spot psychological evaluations could be very helpful but I'm not sure we've figured out how to do
that, unless you’re going to the hospital.”

¢ “Mental health information is hard to get, if the student is in treatment or has had past issues. Unless the
student is getting help in house from our school therapist, we have to rely on the parent to let us know if the
student has had past issues.”

Based on the results of the 2025 survey of school leaders on their schools’ BTAM practices,
there is considerable variation in how standardized the data collection (and other components) of
threat assessment are from school to school. The survey asked a series of questions about how
standardized BTAM meetings were in structure and process, whether assessments used similar
data from case to case, and whether a standardized process was used for doing the assessment
itself (Diliberti et al., 2025). The more of these three questions to which respondents answered
“yes,” the more structured and consistent their use of information and assessment practices were.
Table 2 presents the results of those three questions. For this discussion of data, the first two
columns are the most relevant ones: 21 percent of respondents indicated their BTAM processes
were basically unstructured, creating risk that not all relevant data would always be considered
for a given case. Another 28 percent indicated said they had a common structure and process for
their BTAM meetings but did not say they used similar data in considering each case. Only about
half of respondents (the bottom two rows of the table) said that their threat assessments were
based on similar data for each case.
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Table 2. BTAM operational types and percentage of schools with BTAM teams using each type

Do threat
Are threat assessments use a
Do BTAM Meetings assessments standardized

use a common based on similar process for Percentage of

structure and data for each conducting each schools using
Operational Types process? case? assessment? format
Unstructured BTAM 21
Individualized threat Yes 28
assessment
Threat assessment with Yes Yes 20
standardized data
Highly standardized BTAM Yes Yes Yes 31

NOTES: This table depicts response data from the following survey question: “Which of the following statements best
describes how your BTAM team operates when it is assessing the seriousness of a particular student's behavior or
potential threat during a team meeting?” (n = 1,394). To view the complete set of response options, see Diliberti, et
al., 2025, Appendix Table A.37. Includes only those who said their school has a school- or district-level BTAM team.

PBIS and MTSS systems also often provide strong examples of structured data collection as
the foundation for assessments of student behavior (and subsequent intervention decisions). For
example, some of these approaches use behavior rating scales that combine information about a
student’s current and past behavior to provide the basis for evaluation. However, just as with
BTAM, these frameworks also caution that tools need to be implemented in a way that supports
objective assessment and avoids assuming that individuals using them know information they
likely would not have available (Chafouleas, et al., 2021, p. 104). Similarly, processes from
MTSS and other student support approaches like Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA) also
structure data collection to understand student behavioral problems in a way that helps determine
how to best respond. These approaches also often offer rubrics and forms that structure necessary
data collection (e.g., Scott et al., 2003, Goodman-Scott, Betters-Bubon, and Donohue, 2019).
Studies focused on the implementation of such systems have also emphasized the value of
structured aids to help teams with data collection (as well as other activities):

Checklists help because they remind us of the minimum steps needed and make

them explicit. They prevent us from these “errors of omission” or memory

failures and increase the accuracy, integrity, and fidelity of the task at hand. As

Lauren Molloy and her fellow researchers have found, tracking what needs to be

implemented can become even more important in larger settings, like secondary

schools. ... [since] These schools typically include more staff and students.

(Bohanon, Love, and Morrissey, 2021, p. 133)
While such systems may employ frameworks different from the risk and protective factors often
used to organize data collection in BTAM, for instance focusing on “the antecedent events that
occasion the problem behavior, ... operational descriptions of the problem behavior(s), and ...
the specific consequences that maintain the problem behavior(s)” (Benazzi, Horner, and Good,
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2006, p. 161), they do draw on similar sources of insight to understand the drivers of student
behavior.

The data collected by these other systems about past student behavior and how a student
responded to different interventions can also be inputs for BTAM team assessment and case
planning processes. In interviews conducted for this research, principals noted that having key
individuals involved in multiple teams helped manage the linkage between BTAM and such
other teams (e.g., school level MTSS or PBIS teams). These key individuals, often school
counselors or psychologists and administrators, provide a “human knowledge bridge” between
various behavior management systems.

Whether a school benefits from existing knowledge and “data collection infrastructure” (for
instance via established MTSS or PBIS systems), or whether it builds that infrastructure
specifically for its BTAM team, the goal of successful implementation should be to have
processes that ensure that a BTAM team will have the best information available when they are
assessing the level of concern associated with a student’s behavior. NTAC guidance is that these
processes should be specific: “[BTAM teams] should establish protocols and procedures that are
followed for each assessment including who will interview the student of concern, who will talk
to classmates, teachers or parents; and who will be responsible for documenting the team's
efforts” (NTAC, 2018, p. 3). Ultimately, the goal is systematic and consistent data collection,
so that key information for a case is not unavailable because it has either been forgotten under
the pressure of managing a potential threat to the school; the staff member who usually brings a
specific type of information to the team is absent; or other unexpected breakdowns in practice.

Key components for the implementation of school BTAM programs include:

¢ Inventorying available data sources so that a BTAM team knows what data they can draw on to address
referred cases, and what they need to do to access the data (who must be involved, which data systems
house specific data, etc.).

e Checklists, tools, worksheets, or other forms that structure data collection to help ensure that no key
data source is forgotten, and that individual datasets or reports are effectively brought together during the
time-pressured process of initiating a threat assessment.

Assessment

The fact that a BTAM team has collected the right data to assess a student’s concerning
behavior does not automatically mean that those data will be used or weighed correctly. Even
when in possession of all the correct data, a team might not correctly assess a case and assign it
the warranted level of concern. A key part of the BTAM implementation process is therefore
ensuring teams have the knowledge (through training) and supports (e.g., risk assessment rubrics
and decision tools) to make them confident in their capacity to utilize data effectively while
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performing threat assessments.?* From the 2025 survey of school leaders, it is clear that the
majority of BTAM teams do not use a standardized approach to completing the actual
assessment at the heart of this step of BTAM (Table 2 [above], and additional discussion in
Diliberti et al., 2025).

Going from collecting data about a student’s risk and protective factors (Figure 3), behavioral
characteristics of concern, and potential capacity to commit violence to a final assessment that
the student presents “medium risk” to school safety is a difficult endeavor. School principals
interviewed for this research described the difficulty inherent in making decisions about risk in
their BTAM processes and the concern that their teams might have missed some important piece
of data or did not make the right decision based on the data that they had available. Moreover,
the relative weight of different factors can be very context dependent. Consider as an example a
student talking about firearms during school. In some communities, the behavior could be
concerning; in others, however, such as rural communities where hunting wild game is common,
talking about firearms could be ordinary behavior that does not raise any concerns.

The stages of development that students go through from kindergarten through high school
also represents another challenge that members of a BTAM team must navigate (see discussion
in Guy, 2021). The same threatening words or behavior by a first grader may only be an
inappropriate expression in anger but coming from a high school student may reflect a genuine
intent to commit violence. As a result, multiple BTAM models recommend considering a
student’s age in their assessment of threatening statements or otherwise concerning behavior
(e.g., Cornell, 2018; PA COCD, 2022).

While context specificity and the need for nuance are inescapable, BTAM processes must
also be fair across assessed students (i.e., “context dependence” cannot be a blanket justification
for BTAM teams treating students with similar behavior and circumstances differently). To
support the need for consistency, standards for K-12 BTAM developed by NABITA require that
“BTAM officials use an objective risk rubric during all case discussions to determine risk ratings
and appropriate interventions. This objective rubric is used to assess every report, including, but
not limited to, emotional health concerns, adjustment difficulties, threatening or aggressive
behavior, and actual threats to self or others” (NABITA, 2024, p. 9). The other available standard
that describes BTAM implementation also recommends that BTAM be based on “applying one
or more formal behavioral threat assessment instruments” (ASIS, 2025, p. 82).

23 This concern is far from unique to responding to risk of targeted violence. Addressing implementation of school-
based problem solving teams more generally, Algozzine et al. (2015, p. 213) emphasize both that “Giving people
data does not ensure that they will actively use them to solve problems; the actions of problem solving can be and
have to be carefully taught.”
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Across our interviews of school principals, the level of formality and standardization they reported varied
considerably, often tied to their perception of how frequently they had to assess threats:

e “We do have a suicide assessment form that the counselors will walk through. Do we have another like
assessment that we use for if we think a child's going to become violent? No.”

e “[There’s] no formal guide, it's a team decision based on the info we collect.”

e “lttruly is individual. We do look at it case by case. | don't know that we have a set level of questions, but |
mean the main thing is you know how much of a threat is this child to themselves or others?”

e “[Our] school level threat assessment asks questions of credibility, what was the threat, how detailed is it,
was it just a stupid comment. ... This assessment form came from some resource, like an exemplar, that we
have copied. ... We have no decision trees.”

¢ “We have a threat assessment protocol document. It's the one that's provided in the [state] toolkit, so we
didn't make it up. We're just using that document and we follow that through and fill out all the relevant
areas.”

e “We put all threats through the same screener. ... Flow charts guide this process, which were created for our
district, based off a lot of comparable tools but [our] forms/website itself is internally generated.”

Reliance on Team Member Expertise and Consensus

Due in large part to the context dependence of risk factors and behavior, many existing threat
assessment models provide relatively little specific gunidance on how BTAM teams should weigh
the data they collect to make a judgment about risk level. Most frameworks emphasize the need
to approach the behavioral threat assessment process as a search for as complete an
understanding about a situation as possible. One study, for instance, notes that “An investigative,
skeptical, inquisitive mindset is critical to successful threat assessment... Key facts should be
corroborated” (Vossekuil et al., 2015, p. 249). Most guidance offers more specificity about the
search for relevant information, rather than about how to come to a decision once all the
information has been collected. The FBI’s threat assessment model provides a clear example of
such framing:

Once the team has gathered all of the available information, to include threat
enhancers, threat mitigators, precipitating events, and other factors, they can
begin to assess a level of concern. No magic or mathematical formula exists.
Reasonable minds may differ about the importance of one enhancer over another
or how many mitigators will outweigh a particularly troubling enhancer. This is
why threat managers work best in teams. The consultative process allows for
discussion and consensus. Ultimately, a team will arrive at a conclusion on a
level of concern and will recommend management strategies based upon the
particulars of the case. (FBI, 2016, p. 40)

Many models lay out questions the team should ask as they collect and consider data (e.g.,
NTAC’s model is structured around investigative themes that include such questions; Calhoun
and Weston (2003) lay out a number of different questions and ways of thinking through a
subject’s behavior, and the Salem-Keizer model (Van Dreal and Okada, 2021) lays out specific
questions in worksheets covering different risk factors, as well as guidance on how to score some
of those risk factors along continua of seriousness). Other BTAM resources go beyond questions,
but are still relatively general given context specificity. For example, the National Association of

School Psychologists’ guidance states that “warning signs in isolation are concerning, but
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warning signs combined with a number of risk factors and stressors are particularly worrisome”
(NASP School Safety and Crisis Response Committee, 2021). Structuring guidance for BTAM
teams in terms of questions to ask during an assessment, or how a combination of factors may be
more important than single factors alone, provides mental templates for thinking about the
relative importance of the wealth of information gathered by the team. However, for a school
concerned about whether or not it is implementing BTAM correctly, the absence of guidance
regarding how BTAM teams should ultimately arrive at a conclusion about level of concern
makes implementation more challenging.

The reason is somewhat simple: across BTAM models and frameworks, addressing context
specificity and making a judgment about the level of risk involved in a case depends on the
expertise of the individual members of the BTAM team and their ability to “fill in the blank” that
exists between data collection and a final assessment. This framing is often explicit in BTAM
models. For example,

A checklist approach to assessment can work to ensure relevant topics are
considered, but not for deciding how much weight to place upon each fact and
circumstance. Assessment of each fact and circumstance must be uniquely
weighted [and the] totality of circumstances versus singular points of assessment
will drive the ultimate level of concern held by a threat management team ...
With experience will come the expertise to identify additional enhancers and
mitigators and evaluate how they fit into an overall case assessment. (FBI, 2016,
p. 21, 29)

While the right combination of experts with extensive local and disciplinary expertise will
flexibly consider the specifics of individual cases, the success of a BTAM program will depend
on those people always being involved and fully engaged in every threat assessment.?* Day to
day variation in engagement, absences of key people, and other similar events could cause
inconsistency in outcomes, and variation from case to case. A review of evaluations looking at
how BTAM teams function underlined that their functionality mattered a great deal for
outcomes:

Multi-disciplinary working can be both a potential facilitator and barrier to
effective risk assessment and management ... Effective multi-disciplinary
working was identified as an important facilitator ... of information sharing,
assessing service users' needs in a structured way, capturing different opinions,
and developing management plans. Barriers linked to multi-disciplinary working
included individuals interpreting risks differently; communication and
information sharing issues; a lack of consistency in how risk assessments were

completed; and differing opinions on the validity and utility of various tools.
(Lewis et al., 2024, p. 84)

24 See Building Effective Multidisciplinary Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management Teams, WR-A3658-1.
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Lacking confidence that the “right people” are on their BTAM team, and that these
individuals are able to work together in a highly effective way, school leaders may experience
substantial uncertainty about how they are implementing BTAM.

A school’s choice to adopt a BTAM approach (whether an available named model or a locally developed model)
that relies solely on team members’ expertise and deliberations to reach a judgement about level of concern puts
a premium on several elements:

e Selecting team members and ensuring that members with all needed expertise participate in all threat
assessments. This approach can put a premium on having alternate members who represent each type of
expertise, and ensuring that these alternate members are well-integrated into the team in the event that a
core member becomes unavailable.

e Training team members both in BTAM processes and other process-specific knowledge.

e Using structured decision aids to guide deliberations (e.g., investigative or assessment questions included in
many models) to ensure that the team systematically considers all relevant data and each potential
contributor to risk.

It is also important to note that the sorts of concerns that have led BTAM models to rely on
the expertise of a multidisciplinary team to address circumstance and context-specific factors is
not unique to threat assessment and targeted violence prevention. For instance, other behavioral
management strategies like FBA also involve a team of experts gathering information to
determine why a student is behaving in a particular way, and then making a judgment about the
seriousness of the issue to determine appropriate responses. Like the behavioral threat
assessment models discussed above, implementation guidance for FBA often emphasizes the
importance of understanding context, and that the outcome of team deliberations may be
uncertain. For example, some FBA models frame the desired outcome as the team developing
hypotheses to explain behavior (rather than determining the drivers of the behavior with
certainty), and then revisiting those hypotheses as new information becomes available (Bambara,
etal., 2015, p. 62). FBA guidance also emphasizes the difficulty inherent to determining the
relative importance of different identified factors or drivers of behavior, and discerning between
causal factors and those that might simply be correlated and therefore less valuable to deciding
how to respond (Knoff, 2012, p. 196). In some respects, and echoing the general framing behind
BTAM, researchers have emphasized that “Assessment blends science, insight, experience,
objectivity, and implementation integrity” (Knoff, 2012, p. 205). That said, accepting uncertainty
in assessments about behaviors like classroom disruption is likely less consequential compared to
accepting a similar level of uncertainty when a student’s behavior may indicate risk of targeted
or mass violence.

Categories of Concern

To provide somewhat more specific guidance to schools implementing BTAM, a number of
models lay out threat assessment guidance based on categories of concern, defining specific
factors that would cause a case to move from lower to higher level of concern categories. The
specific category into which a case falls is often linked to the intensity of response options,
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discussed in a companion paper.?> This set up ultimately helps guide decisions around what and
how much schools should do to manage risk in a specific case. The CSTAG model provides a
useful example of such structure, insofar as it explicitly allows schools to “triage out” what they
consider to be “transient” threats; it then divides remaining cases into two categories: substantive
threats and serious substantive threats. The threshold dividing these two latter categories is based
on the nature of the specific violent threat.?¢ Other BTAM models have adopted the CSTAG
framing of transient vs. different levels of substantive threats.?’

Other models define different risk level categories based on different criteria. The model
published by the State of South Carolina, which integrates information from a number of state
and federal level sources, defines four levels of concern ranging from low concern to imminent
threat. BTAM teams can follow a set of bullets that speak to a range of risk, protective, and other
factors to assign a specific level of concern to a case (see Figure 3) (State of South Carolina,
2023). The State of Pennsylvania’s model defines a five-level scale—Ilow risk threat, moderate
risk, high risk, imminent threat, and direct threat—based on a combination of CSTAG definitions
of transient and substantive threats and other factors (PA COCD, 2022). Still others define
categories of concern for each factor involved in the risk assessment; the final assessment is
based on the number of low, medium, or high scores assigned in total across all factors. An
example of this latter approach is the Cawood Assessment and Response/Intervention Grids.®
The ASIS school safety standard, which includes BTAM as a component, recommends assigning
a likely threat level based on “the likely potential for violence [and] the level of harm associated
with that violence risk” (ASIS, 2025, pp. 82).%

The use of levels of concern in BTAM is not dissimilar from how MTSS and PBIS models
tier student needs and associated responses. In these approaches, how a team assesses a student’s
tier of need shapes the intensity and delivery mode of interventions. The analogy is not a perfect
one, as Tier 1 supports in these systems consist of class- or schoolwide interventions. However,
varied sources of data drive decisions between a student receiving Tier 2 (generally group
programming) or Tier 3 supports (individualized intervention and therefore more analogous to

2 Building Strong Threat Management, Intervention and Support Systems for K—12 School Safety, WR-A3658-4.

26 For example, “A threat to hit, assault, or beat up someone is termed ‘serious’ whereas a threat to kill, rape, use a
weapon, or severely injure someone is termed “very serious’” (Cornell, 2018, p. 15).
27 For example, BTAM models published by U.S. states and reviewed by the research team provide multiple

examples of state-level models that draw on this framing for categorizing threats (examples include the Maryland
Center for School Safety, 2023; PA COCD, 2022).

28 Some models define categories of concern but, based on the information available during our research, they do
not provide specific guidance on how to assign them (Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services, 2023) or
frame their use as optional (SIGMA, no date).

29 The ASIS standard somewhat blurs the line between the assessment and management phases of BTAM by
recommending that threat categorization also include “the types of activities recommended for managing the
violence risk” and “the frequency with which the BTAM team will review the case.” (ASIS, 2025, p. 83).
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the individualized intervention planning component of BTAM)), as is the case in BTAM. For
example, in their discussion of tiered intervention implementation, Splett et al., flag data on
“attendance, discipline problems, universal screening scores, safety issues, climate perceptions,
engagement, bullying” and “individual student needs assessments” as key inputs for team
deliberations about appropriate tiers of support for specific students (2017, p. 348). Like BTAM,
these systems also seek to use everything that staff know about a student to get to positive
outcomes, including information from earlier intervention efforts: “The problem-solving
process... provides a framework for making accurate, targeted, and data-based decisions about
what is needed in interventions... As efforts at each tier are most likely to be effective when
linked to efforts at the other tiers, effective Tier 3 interventions depend on using the problem-
solving process across all tiers of the system” (Young et al., 2012, p, 121).3°

To effectively implement their BTAM program using categories of concern or threat levels as part of the behavioral
threat assessment process, schools should:

e Use an existing named model that provides specific criteria, decision trees, or other tools needed to support
BTAM team members making category assignments when assessing a case

or

o Develop criteria for assigning cases to risk level categories, which could be built into a set of questions
where specific answers define category selection, a flow chart, decision tree, or other decision aid to support
BTAM member case assessment.

Explicit Risk Scoring

To reduce uncertainty as BTAM team members make assessment decisions, some threat
assessment models have built-in methods for numerically scoring different factors. In such cases,
explicit rules (e.g., the total score across factors; scores for different categories of factors; etc.)
place each case into a specific category of concern or correspond to different intensities of
response.

Prominent among these types of models are the risk rubric and Structured Interview for
Violence Risk Assessment (SIVRA) tools made available by NABITA, both of which convert
information about violence risk to a quantified score. The simpler of the two is the risk rubric,
which assigns an individual a risk score ranging from 1 to 4. The tool’s “E-scale” produces a risk
rating from 1 to 4 relevant to externally focused violence, while the tool’s “D-scale” assigns a
score for internally focused risk of self-harm. Both scores are based on a bulleted list of

30 While PBIS/MTSS systems and tiering of support are an analogy for BTAM models that used tiered categories of
concern to guide assessment and intervention, literatures examining those systems also have flagged implementation
challenges similar to those encountered by school BTAM programs. For example, data collection (covered
previously in this paper): “Research suggests that most schools struggle to collect and effectively use different types
of data to determine the most appropriate Tier 2 and 3 interventions to meet the needs of nonresponders to the Tier 1
supports.” (Bradshaw et al., 2015)
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observations focused on intensity and development of internal or externally facing behaviors
(Sokolow, et al., 2019). The SIVRA uses interview questions to guide an assessor through an

9 ¢

extensive set of risk factors, scoring them as “not present,” “partially present” or “significantly
present.” Different versions of the tool have used different decision rules for going from
individual assessments to a judgment of concern. In some cases, the approach was to count the
number of factors that were present (with risk categories defined by the number of either
“partially present” or “significantly present” risk factors). In another version of the tool,
responses to questions corresponded to numerical scores from 0 to 2 based on information
collected and were then used to calculate a total score (which on their tool could range from 0 to
70 points with breakpoints for low [1-20 points], moderate [21-40 points] and high [41+ points]
risk.) (see, NABITA, no date; Van Brunt, no date)

Other examples of threat assessments that use quantitative scoring include the Dallas Threat
of Violence Risk Assessment (DTVRA), developed by the Dallas Independent School District in
Dallas, Texas. The DTVRA has staff assessing a case assign lower, medium, and higher ratings
to each of 19 risk factors. Scores are then weighted (higher ratings are worth 3 points; medium, 2
points; and lower, 1 point) and converted to a final risk score (Van Dyke and Schroeder, 2006).
Looking Glass, a model specifically focused on assessing threats in student writing and
developed by researchers affiliated with the development of NABITA’s other assessment tools,
also has team members assign scores from 0 to 2, in this case to “escalating elements” and 0 to -2
for “mitigating elements” found in a written threat or concerning communication. This results in
a potential score range from -20 to +20, with corresponding recommendations based on the final
calculated score (Van Brunt, Lewis, and Solomon, 2021). There are also a variety of other non-
BTAM specific examples of structured violence risk prediction tools, including the SAVRY,
RISE Assessment, and the CARE-2 Assessment (Roth and Erbacher, 2022).

It is important to flag that the use of quantitative scoring in threat assessment is counter to
some schools of thought about best practices for BTAM. For example, the FBI’s threat
assessment model argues that “The urge to quantify and calculate an assessment like a math
problem must be resisted. Threat assessment envisions a holistic assessment of the person of
concern, the potential target, the situation, and the potential setting for an incident” (FBI, 2016,
p. 29). Similar tensions exist over whether risk or threat assessments should be based solely on
expert professional assessment; use structured professional judgment tools (like the scoring tools
described here); or only be based on actuarial tools where scoring leaves no space for human
subjectivity or decision-making biases. The use of quantitative risk assessment tools to inform
human decision making in the criminal justice system, intended to increase fairness in decision-
making by providing a common measure across individuals considered by, for example, a judge
or parole board), has also been a focus of debate. In this case, the central concern is whether such
tools have biases embedded in their scoring and decision rules based on the data that went into
their design and, therefore, do not achieve their intended goals.
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Returning to the literature focused on school behavioral management systems, examples also
exist of standardized scoring tools designed to assess student need for upper tier supports and
intensive interventions. For example, Lane et al. (2020) discuss both the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ, https://www.sdqinfo.org/a0.html) and their own tool (the
Student Risk Screening Scale - Internalizing and Externalizing [SRSS-IE]
https://www.ci3t.org/screening) as examples of standardized ways to identify students for upper
tier behavioral interventions.

The academic and evaluation literature—for both threat assessment and behavioral
management systems more broadly—also includes key caveats for schools using quantitative
scoring in BTAM. First, reducing factors to numbers does not mean that the process is
“automatically objective,” or necessarily more defensible than other threat assessment processes.
Deciding whether a particular risk factor corresponds to a 1 or a 2 score on a scale still involves
judgments. Breaking down the BTAM team’s task into many individual judgments about risk
factors that then “adding up” to get to an overall risk score can still be valuable, since doing so
may be much more tractable than expecting the team to make a single judgment about whether
risk in a case is high, medium, or low. Nevertheless, the process still involves judgment. As part
of a broader review of case management approaches for violence prevention), Lewis and
colleagues (2024) looked at structured risk assessment tools used in case management processes.
Users were concerned about their ability to draw distinctions in behaviors to appropriately reflect
them in scores. However, users also indicated that such tools can “increase transparency, support
multi-agency working, and support and add weight to decision-making” (p. 84). Some research
on PBIS and MTSS has arrived at similar conclusions, flagging that subjectivity in ratings can be
a challenge, and that “the fields of psychology and education (and certainly educational
psychology) have not reached a consensus about exactly how to respond when two or more
raters use the same measure in assessing the same student and come up with two different
scores” (Chafouleas et al., 2021, p. 104).

All standardized scoring models involve a key decision: what are the thresholds or “cut
points” in scoring between different risk categories? For a named behavioral threat assessment
model, that decision may be baked into the model or framework. That said, a school might revisit
the threshold based on local constraints and conditions. For schools crafting their own models,
this decision is an important one for district and school leaders. If a tool’s scoring rubric ranges
from one to ten, deciding where a case becomes high risk is important; the choice between the
threshold for serious or high-risk cases line being a score of 8 versus 6 will have long term
effects on how threat assessment is done at the school. Furthermore, the more that decisions
about intervention are “hardwired” into the resulting score, the greater the obligation of the
BTAM program to assess its processes over time to ensure that scores are fair and do not distort
what the program is doing for different student populations. In the MTSS/PBIS literature that
discusses the use of behavioral rating scales, researchers have suggested that rather than using
simple cutoff scores, resulting scores should be used in combination with other information to
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guide decision making. Robinson-Link and colleagues (2023), for example, completed one study
identifying groups of screened students that fell into a pervasive risk group (which would be
prioritized for intervention); a well-adjusted group; an average risk group; and one that fell on
the borderline reducing the effect of rigid thresholds. Others have suggested that not using single
scores is important for “high stakes cases,” which is frequently the case for BTAM: “As a
general rule of thumb, ‘high-stakes cases’ (e.g., a serious disruption or potential harm to the
student or others or a consideration of change in placement to a more restrictive setting) should
include a combination of assessment tools” (Chafouleas et al., 2021, p. 6)

When implementing of a score-based threat assessment process, schools should:

e Choose or design a model with a scoring approach that is compatible with local conditions and constraints.

e Adopt scoring thresholds and define what the assignment of specific scores means, but also be prepared to
justify any decisions to stakeholders concerned about the fairness and effectiveness of the BTAM process.

e Assess the outcomes of scoring across cases and over time to ensure that use of the scoring scale is not
producing unexpected or undesirable outcomes.

o Consider whether the scores produced by assessment should be paired with other types of data or
assessments when making judgments about the level of concern for a case.

¢ In policies, procedures, and communications with staff and the school community, avoid overinterpreting
what the use of quantitative scoring means in terms of objectivity or precision of the threat assessment
process.

Documentation

Nearly all existing BTAM models emphasize the importance that threat assessments be “well
documented” (Calhoun and Weston, 2003). For example, NTAC’s guidance emphasizes teams
should “maintain documentation to keep track of when reports come in; the information that is
gathered; when, where, and how it was obtained; who was interviewed; the behaviors and
circumstances of the student of concern; and the intervention strategies taken” (NTAC, 2018, p.
5).

Some models explicitly emphasize the importance of documenting triage decisions
(discussed in the previous section) in addition to documenting any supporting material and final
decisions (Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services, 2023). The state of Colorado’s
model covers triage as part of overarching documentation requirements for the entirety of the
threat assessment process: “Regardless of the outcome of the threat assessment inquiry, the threat
assessment team should document the behavior of concern, the inquiry process, and any actions
taken.” (Colorado School Safety Center, 2021 emphasis added).

Models frequently recommend documenting the specifics of team deliberations about a case,
so that review after the fact could allow someone to understand why a student’s behavior was
assessed the way it was. Models recommend that records include detail about the issues or data
the team found most concerning or important, the team’s judgment of the potential for violence
and the rationale for that judgment, any assessment about the time sensitivity or imminence of
the behavior, as well as any other “case notes” relevant to the incident and the team’s response
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(e.g., FBI, 2016; NABITA, 2024). Others like CSTAG, the state of Pennsylvania’s model, and
the Salem-Keizer model “internalize” documentation by providing standardized forms that
capture information from different sources; rubrics include fields for BTAM team members to
record the outcome of deliberations or team decisions (Cornell, 2018; PA COCD, 2022; Van
Dreal and Okada, 2021). NTAC emphasizes that “documentation requirements, such as forms
and templates, should be included in the plan to ensure standardization across cases” (2018, p.
7).

BTAM documentation also becomes an important resource that can support BTAM
deliberations if the team has to consider the student a second or third time (or more): “A well-
documented record provides baseline information and can be useful if the student comes to
authorities’ attention again, or if, at some point in the future, investigators or school personnel
need to determine whether the subject has changed patterns of thinking and behavior” (Colorado
School Safety Center, 2021, p. 22). In addition, documentation is a key ingredient for a BTAM
team explaining, justifying, or even defending their actions if questions are raised about the
effectiveness, appropriateness, or fairness of their decisions:?!

The school and/or district should have a central ‘vortex’ for the information
record-keeping, such as an administrator and/or team who would have previous

records and information if future concerns are raised. (Colorado School Safety
Center, 2021, p. 22)

This documentation can also be an asset in demonstration that a threat assessment
process was conducted properly and in compliance with applicable laws, policies,
and procedures. (Colorado School Safety Center, 2021, p. 22)

Key Implementation Takeaways

Looking across the literature on BTAM and school-based behavioral management systems
more generally and drawing on the broader knowledge base on program implementation in
schools, several lessons and best practices can help schools build and run behavioral threat
assessment efforts that effectively support student needs and protect school safety. In crafting
these implementation-specific takeaways, we draw on the implementation science literature,*
making use of frameworks and approaches from implementation support more broadly to inform
schools BTAM programs. We divide these lessons into two categories based on whether they
relate most to the process of initially putting in place threat assessment efforts (Readiness and
Implementation) or the sustained operation of threat assessment efforts as part of a school
BTAM program (Operation and Sustainment).

31 Consistent documentation is also important at the program level for assessment and continuous improvement
efforts, which are discussed in Ensuring The Continuous Improvement of Behavioral Threat Assessment and
Management Programs Over Time, WR-A3658-5, the final paper in this series.

32 Note, some of these sources and approaches build on previous discussion, but some also bring in new,
implementation science specific concepts and sources.
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Readiness and Implementation

Select a BTAM model (or develop/adapt one for local needs) that works for the
school and potential team members. There are advantages and disadvantages to models
where the behavioral threat assessment process is more free form and dependent on team
members, versus ones that use structured categories or very structured scoring. Choosing
more free form options puts more of a burden on the team, and also requires
documentation to ensure that decisions are justifiable. By contrast, choosing a very
structured model may mean that applying standard processes to each case requires
collecting more data or spending more time than might have been done otherwise.

Whatever type of model is chosen, prepare team members for what they need to
know to perform effective and accurate behavioral threat assessments. Some threat
assessment models provide relevant case examples, roleplay exercises, or tabletop
exercises that teams can use to get up to speed on how to use the model (e.g., Van Brunt,
Lewis, and Solomon, 2021). The results of the 2025 survey of principals indicated that
there may be training shortfalls for some schools with only about half of teams being
trained at least once per school year (35.7 percent once and 12.2 percent trained at least
twice). Just over 16 percent offered training only at the beginning of a member’s tenure
on the BTAM team. Almost a quarter (23.3 percent) said training was done on an “as
needed basis,” while almost thirteen percent (12.6) received no training at all (Diliberti et
al., 2025). For threat assessment specifically, training is needed to maintain current
knowledge in gathering the needed information to evaluate a case, ensuring all relevant
data is considered appropriately, and reaching a conclusion on the level of concern
associated with the student’s behavior.

Determine if your BTAM team is likely to need a triage process to manage its
caseload, based on the types of behavior and situations you want referred to BTAM.
If needed, design the criteria and determine responsibility for triage. In a small
school that is likely to only have a few cases for BTAM each semester, having a formal
triage process may not be necessary and the full BTAM team could meet to assess each
case. In a school or district likely to have multiple cases referred per day, a triage process
would be essential. Documenting triage decisions — particularly for cases where the
report is resolved without assessment or immediately referred to law enforcement — is
particularly critical to ensure triage decisions are appropriately managing risk.

Determine requirements in state or local law, policy, or regulation relevant to police
involvement in BTAM or response to school-based crime. Within those
requirements, develop a relationship with law enforcement that works for the school
and the broader school community. Because law enforcement has its own obligations
to respond to situations where public safety is at risk, laying the groundwork for
productive collaboration between schools and police is valuable. Particularly where there
are school-based law enforcement officers, whether or not arrests occur as a response to
student behavior should not just be up to the individual discretion of the officer, since
such a situation risks outcomes counter to school goals and potentially to school safety.
Having police as official members of the BTAM team is one approach, though the 2025
survey data shows that many BTAM teams do not do so (Diliberti et al., 2025). Other
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options recommended by some BTAM models and guidance include joint training
between school BTAM members and law enforcement to build relationships and
common approaches to managing potentially threatening incidents (NTAC, 2018).
Explicit MOUs that define boundaries for action that are consistent both with the goals
the school is seeking to achieve with BTAM and other school behavioral management
efforts — while also maintaining consistency with local law — are one way to limit the
potential for different efforts to work at cross purposes.

Operation and Sustainment

e Build processes to support the BTAM team in documenting both triage and
assessment decisions. Documentation is valuable at the case level should any future
incident occur with the same student. It is also critical to supporting the legitimacy of the
BTAM process and continuous improvement efforts. Documentation of a BTAM team’s
assessment of data and the risk judgments they reached is also a key ingredient for
continuous improvement efforts so the team can be made more effective and efficient
over time.*?

¢ Hold regular BTAM meetings and train to maintain team functioning and threat
assessment expertise, even in the absence of cases. In addition to being a key
recommendation across multiple BTAM models, this practice has been identified in
studies of other MDTs at K-12 schools as valuable for sustaining performance and
improving team decision-making (McIntosh et al., 2014).3

e Actively manage the BTAM team’s organizational relationships in order to ensure
access to data. For data provided by outside organizations, ensuring that data sharing
agreements or memoranda of understanding are current is critical to ensuring that
concerns about following data protection requirements (e.g., HIPPA, FERPA) do not
hinder access in time-sensitive cases. Though the reported frequency of using these types
of outside data varied considerably (as reported by principals responding to the 2025
RAND survey), interviewees indicated that they could be very important in specific cases
— and that there could be difficulty getting the data rapidly enough to support BTAM.

e Consider building a fidelity monitoring tool for your school to monitor the
assessment component of your BTAM program over time. As part of some other
tiered behavioral support systems, fidelity monitoring tools such as checklists allow self-
evaluation of meetings or outline steps to evaluate how cases were assessed; such
resources help ensure a program is working as intended over time. An example is the
Tiered Fidelity Inventory published by the OSEP Technical Assistance Center
(Algozzine, et al, 2019). Fidelity monitoring may require standardized data collection

33 This is the focus of the companion paper in this series, Ensuring The Continuous Improvement of Behavioral
Threat Assessment and Management Programs Over Time, WR-A3658-5.

34 See also the more extensive discussion in the companion paper, Building Effective Multidisciplinary Behavioral
Threat Assessment and Management Teams, WR-A3658-1.
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during assessments so the information required to determine whether processes were
applied consistently across BTAM cases is available.
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Abbreviations

AEP
BTAM
CSTAG
DEd
DHS
DOJ
DTVRA
FBA
FBI
HSOAC
HSRD
K-12
MDT
MOU
MTSS

NABITA

NASP
NASRO
NTAC
PA COCD
PBIS

RtI

SDQ

SEL
SIVRA
SRO
USSS

American Educator Panels

Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management
Comprehensive School Threat Assessment Guidelines
Department of Education

Department of Homeland Security

Department of Justice

Dallas Threat of Violence Risk Assessment
functional behavioral assessment

Federal Bureau of Investigation

Homeland Security Operational Analysis Center
Homeland Security Research Division
kindergarten through grade 12

Multidisciplinary team

Memorandum of Understanding

Multi-tiered Systems of Support

National Association for Behavioral Intervention and Threat

Assessment
National Association of School Psychologists
National Association of School Resource Officers
National Threat Assessment Center
Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports
Response to intervention
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire
Social and emotional learning
Structured Interview for Violence Risk Assessment
School Resource Officer
U.S. Secret Service
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