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1. What is it? 
2. Why do we need it?
3. How does it work?
4. How do we know it 

works? 

Behavioral Threat 
Assessment

https://www.cbsnews.com/minnesota/news/south-minneapolis-incident-august-27-2025/

How often do  
our schools 
conduct threat 
assessments? 

When a student seems 
angry, everyone 
engages in some form 
of threat assessment.

The question is whether 
staff rely on their 
intuition or use a 
systematic process. 

In the absence of a formal 
threat assessment 
process, many schools rely 
on zero tolerance, 
automatically removing a 
student from school, 
regardless of the 
seriousness or context of 
the behavior. 
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Removing a student from 
school does not increase 
safety. 

We want to supervise, 
teach, and support a 
student in school. 

Zero Tolerance Leads to a 
Disproportionate Response 

Behavioral Threat Assessment 
and Management (BTAM)

1. Identification: friends, family members, or others seek 
help when concerned about someone in 
distress/threatening violence.          

2.Evaluation: Threat assessment team gathers 
information to evaluate the seriousness of the threat.

3. Intervention: The team initiates assistance to address 
the underlying problem, conflict or need. In the most 
serious cases, protective action is taken.

1. What is it? 
2. Why do we need it?
3. How does it work?
4. How do we know it 

works? 

Behavioral Threat 
Assessment

Traumatic impact 
of school 
shootings 

School shootings are so 
traumatic that they skew 
perceptions of school 
safety and convince the 
public and policymakers 
that there are dramatic 
needs for safety and 
security measures.

All school shooting homicides must 
be prevented, but they are not as 

pervasive as it seems. 

In 2024, 22 schools had a shooting homicide, but in a 
country with 130,000 schools, the average school can 
expect a homicide every 5,909 years.  (130,000 ÷ 22)
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Although school shootings are 
rare, students often make threats. 

12-year-old girl arrested for 
social media threats against a 
middle school in Virginia 

Two groups of students who 
make threats

Students 
who do not pose a 
serious threat to 

commit a shooting

Students who pose a serious 
threat to commit a shooting 

Many reasons why students 
make threats

Angry
Frustrated

Wanting to fight
Joking

Seeking attention
Falsely reported

Threat Assessment 
Steers Between 2 Errors 

Overreaction
Excessive 
punishment for a 
threat that is not 
serious
Underreaction 
Failing to prevent 
a serious threat.           

States requiring 
school threat assessment 

Most states require or 
encourage school 
threat assessment 
(Nat. Assoc. of State Boards of Education)

https://statepolicies.nasbe.org/health/categories/physical-environment/threat-assessment

85% of US schools report using 
threat assessment teams

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/spp/results.asp#sc-safety-apr24-chart-5
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National Center for School Safety 
School Threat Assessment Toolkit

https://www.nc2s.org/resource/school-threat-assessment-toolkit/

Free resource with
generic guidance:
• Training
• Implementation
• Evaluation

ASIS Technical Standards 
for School Security 

• School Security Program Standards

• Physical Protection

• Behavioral Threat Assessment and Management

• Emergency Operations

Approved by the American National Standards 
Institute August 2025 

1. What is it? 
2. Why do we need it?
3. How does it work?
4. How do we know it 

works? 

Behavioral Threat 
Assessment • Developed 2001 at 

University of Virginia
• School-based teams gather 

information
• Follow decision-tree to 

determine whether threat 
is transient or substantive

• Take protective action if 
substantive

• Attempt to resolve the 
problem underlying the 
threat

2024 2nd edition

Virginia Model of 
School Threat Assessment

Use a multidisciplinary 
team.

1. Multiple perspectives and resources
2. School-based team can handle most cases. 
3. District or community team if needed.

No 
Lone Rangers!

Forms Available
https://www.schoolta.com/
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2nd Edition of 
CSTAG Manual

https://www.schoolta.com

- Step-by-step guide
- Case examples
- Legal requirements
- Guidance on 

interventions
- 180 pages

Evaluate the threat.Step 1.

Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

No
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

Yes
Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.Step 2.

Case resolved as transient. 
Add services as needed.

YesAttempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No
Respond to a substantive threat.Step 3.

For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious

Serious means a threat to hit, fight, or beat up whereas 
Very serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious
Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.Step 4.

In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Implement and monitor the safety plan.Step 5.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

1. What happened today when you 
were [place of incident]?

2. What exactly did you say and do? 
3. What did you mean when 

you said/did that?
4. How do you think [person threatened] feels 

about what you said?
5. What was the reason you said that?
6. What are you going to do now?

Standard Questions
Criteria4 

Categories
False rumorNo threat

Expression of anger or 
frustration easily resolved, 
no intent to attack

Transient threat

Intent to fightSerious 
Substantive Threat

Intent to shoot, stab, kill, or 
severely injure

Very Serious 
Substantive Threat

Ben
Two students reported to a 
teacher that a student in the 
library named Ben said that he is 
going to kill another student 
named Caleb. 

You interview Ben in your office.

Ben – Version 1
The two students reporting a threat 
misunderstood what Ben said. Ben was just 
talking about a popular online video game 
called Fortnite where he and his friends can 
fight one another. Caleb confirmed that they 
were only talking about a game. Ben didn’t 
threaten anyone. 

How would you classify this threat?

a) Not a threat

b) Transient threat

c) Serious substantive threat

d) Very serious substantive threat
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Evaluate the threat.Step 1.

Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

No
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

Yes
Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.Step 2.

Case resolved as transient. 
Add services as needed.

YesAttempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No
Respond to a substantive threat.Step 3.

For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious

Serious means a threat to hit, fight, or beat up whereas 
Very serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious
Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.Step 4.

In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Implement and monitor the safety plan.Step 5.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

Ben – Version 2
Ben was angry at Caleb for trash talking about a 
basketball game. When Ben said he wanted to kill 
Caleb, he was just expressing his anger and 
frustration, and his desire to beat them next week 
when they play again. He has no interest in killing 
anyone and he is sorry he said that. The witnesses 
corroborate Ben’s account. If there is no other  
information to contradict this explanation, how 
would you classify this threat?

a) Not a threat

b) Transient threat

c) Serious substantive threat

d) Very serious substantive threat

Evaluate the threat.Step 1.

Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

No
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

Yes
Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.Step 2.

Case resolved as transient. 
Add services as needed.

YesAttempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No
Respond to a substantive threat.Step 3.

For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious

Serious means a threat to hit, fight, or beat up whereas 
Very Serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious
Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.Step 4.

In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Implement and monitor the safety plan.Step 5.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

Two Types of Threats 
SubstantiveTransient
SeriousNot serious

Intent to harm someoneJoke or exaggeration

Not easily resolvedEasily resolved

Protective action needed
Comprehensive assessment 
and safety plan if very serious

No need for protective 
action

Ben is angry and frustrated that he lost a 
basketball game to Caleb. He says he isn’t 
going to kill anyone, but he expects a fight 
if Caleb keeps up the trash talking. If there 
is no other information to contradict this 
explanation, how would you classify this 
threat?

a) Not a threat

b) Transient threat

c) Serious substantive threat

d) Very serious substantive threat

Ben – Version 3
Evaluate the threat.Step 1.

Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

No
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

Yes
Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.Step 2.

Case resolved as transient. 
Add services as needed.

YesAttempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No
Respond to a substantive threat.Step 3.

For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious

Serious means a threat to hit, fight, or beat up whereas 
Very serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious
Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.Step 4.

In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Implement and monitor the safety plan.Step 5.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.
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Very Serious 
Substantive

Serious 
Substantive

Threat to shoot, stab, killThreat to fight

Aggravated assaultSimple assault

Protective actionProtective action

Comprehensive assessment 
and safety plan Mediate conflict

Ben denies saying anything about Caleb. 
However, when your SRO advises you that 
Ben and Caleb belong to rival gangs and 
that Ben is rumored to have a gun.

a) Not a threat

b) Transient threat

c) Serious substantive threat

d) Very serious substantive threat

Ben – Version 4

Evaluate the threat.Step 1.

Not a threat. Might be 
expression of anger that merits 
attention.

No
Obtain a detailed account of the threat, usually by interviewing the person who made 
the threat, the intended victim, and other witnesses. Write the exact content of the 
threat and key observations by each party. Consider the circumstances in which the 
threat was made and the student’s intentions. Is there communication of intent to harm 
someone or behavior suggesting intent to harm?

Yes
Attempt to resolve the threat as transient.Step 2.

Case resolved as transient. 
Add services as needed.

YesAttempt to resolve conflict or threat.
Is the threat an expression of humor, rhetoric, anger, or frustration that can be resolved 
so that there is no intent to harm?

No
Respond to a substantive threat.Step 3.

For all substantive threats:
a. Take immediate precautions to protect potential victims.
b. Warn intended victim and parents.
c. Look for ways to resolve conflict.
d. Discipline student, when time is appropriate.

Case resolved as serious 
substantive threat. Add 
services as needed.

Serious

Serious means a threat to hit, fight , or beat up versus 
Very Serious means a threat to kill, rape, or cause very serious injury with a weapon.

Very Serious
Conduct a safety evaluation for a very serious substantive threat.Step 4.

In addition to a-d above, the student may be briefly placed elsewhere or suspended 
pending completion of the following:
e. Screen student for mental health services and counseling; refer as needed. 
f. Law enforcement investigation.
g. Develop safety plan that reduces risk and addresses student needs. Plan should 

include review of Individual Educational Plan or “child find” procedures if 
appropriate.

Implement and monitor the safety plan.Step 5.
Document the plan.
Maintain contact with the student.
Revise plan as needed.

In very serious substantive cases, the 
team conducts a safety evaluation 
leading to a safety plan.

1. Safety interviews with:
• Student
• Intended victim/witnesses
• Student’s parent
• School staff who know student (including SRO, school 

counselor, teachers)
• Outside professionals who know student

2. Law Enforcement investigation

Step 5. 
Implement and Monitor Safety Plan. 

• Plan is designed to reduce 
risk of violence and meet 
student needs.
• Document the plan.
• Maintain contact with 

student.
• Monitor whether plan is 

working and revise as 
needed.

Florida statewide sample of 3,400 schools (Maeng et al., 2023) 
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1. What is it? 
2. Why do we need it?
3. How does it work?
4. How do we know it 

works? 

Behavioral Threat 
Assessment How do we know that 

CSTAG works?

An evidence-based practice is 
one that has been tested with 
scientific studies demonstrating 
that it works. 

Research on 
Threat Assessment

1. Cornell, D., Sheras, P. Kaplan, S., McConville, D., Douglass, J., Elkon, A., McKnight, L., Branson, C., & Cole, J.  (2004). Guidelines for student threat assessment: Field-test findings. 
School Psychology Review, 33, 527-546. 

2. Kaplan, S., & Cornell, D. (2005). Threats of violence by students in special education. Behavioral Disorders, 31, 107–119.
3. Strong, K., & Cornell, D. (2008). Student threat assessment in Memphis City Schools: A descriptive report. Behavioral Disorders, 34, 42-54. 
4. Allen, K., Cornell, D., Lorek, E., & Sheras, P. (2008). Response of school personnel to student threat assessment training. School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 19, 319-332. 
5. Cornell, D., Sheras, P., Gregory, A., & Fan, X. (2009). A retrospective study of school safety conditions in high schools using the Virginia Threat Assessment Guidelines versus alternative 

approaches. School Psychology Quarterly, 24, 119-129. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0016182
6. Cornell, D., Gregory, A., & Fan, X. (2011). Reductions in long-term suspensions following adoption of the Virginia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines. Bulletin of the National 

Association of Secondary School Principals, 95, 175-194. doi: 10.1177/0192636511415255
7. Cornell, D., Allen, K., & Fan, X. (2012). A randomized controlled study of the Virginia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines in grades K-12. School Psychology Review, 41, 100-115.
8. JustChildren and Cornell, D. (2013). Prevention v. punishment: Threat assessment, school suspensions, and racial disparities. 

http://curry.virginia.edu/uploads/resourceLibrary/UVA_and_JustChildren_Report_-_Prevention_v._Punishment.pdf
9. Nekvasil, E., Cornell, D. (2015). Student threat assessment associated with positive school climate in middle schools. Journal of Threat Assessment and Management 2, 98-113. doi:

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tam0000038
10. Burnette, A. G., Datta, P. & Cornell, D. G. (2018). The distinction between transient and substantive student threats. J of Threat Assessment and Management, 5, 4-20. 

http://psycnet.apa.org/record/2017-56103-001
11. Cornell, D., Maeng, J., Huang, F., Shukla, K., & Konold, T. (2018). Racial/ethnic parity in disciplinary consequences using student threat assessment. School Psychology Review, 47, 183-

195. doi: 10.17105/SPR-2017-0030.V47-2
12. Cornell, D., & Maeng, J. (2018). Statewide implementation of threat assessment in Virginia K-12 schools. Contemporary School Psy, 22, 116-124. doi: 10.1007/s40688-017-0146-x 
13. Burnette, A.G., Huang, F., Maeng, J.L., & Cornell, D. (2018). School threat assessment versus suicide assessment: Statewide prevalence and case characteristics. Psychology in the 

Schools. |https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22194
14. Burnette, A. G., Konold, T., & Cornell, D. (2019). Grade-level distinctions in student threats of violence. Journal of School Violence,19, 323-335. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2019.1694031
15. Stohlman, S., & Cornell, D.  (2019). An online educational program to increase student understanding of threat assessment. Journal of School Health, 89 (11), 899-906. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.12827
16. Maeng, J., Cornell, D., & Huang, F. (2020). Student threat assessment as an alternative to exclusionary discipline. Journal of School Violence, 19, 377-388. doi: 

10.1080/15388220.2019.1707682
17. Maeng, J., Malone, M., & Cornell, D. (2020). Student threats of violence against teachers: Prevalence and outcomes using a threat assessment approach. Teacher and Teacher Education, 

87, 1-11. doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2019.102934
18. Cornell, D., & Maeng, J., (2020). Student Threat Assessment as a Safe and Supportive Prevention Strategy: Final Technical Report. Charlottesville, VA: School of Education and Human 

Development, University of Virginia.
19. Stohlman, S., Konold, T., & Cornell, D. (2020). Evaluation of threat assessment training for school personnel. Journal of Threat Assessment and Management. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tam0000142
20. Maeng, J., Cornell, D., Kerere, J., Huang, F., Konold, T. & Afolabi, K., (2023). School Threat Assessment in Florida: Technical Report of 2021-2022 Case Data. Charlottesville, VA: 

School of Education and Human Development, University of Virginia. 

CSTAG Research

1. Field-tests - Virginia and Memphis

2. Training evaluations – Virginia, Florida, National 

3. Controlled studies  - 6 in Virginia 

4. Large-scale implementation - Virginia and Florida

5. Fidelity, consistency, long-term outcomes -
Current 3-year study of about 500 schools in 6 states

1. Thousands of threats resolved 
without violence. Few threats 
attempted. Mostly fights.

2. 99% no serious injuries.
3. No shootings or fatalities.
4. Less bullying and peer aggression.
5. Students and teachers report more 

positive school climate.

Safety Outcomes
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95.0%

4.6%
0.4%

Injuries Following Student Threats
n= 9,876

No Attack (9,385)

Attack No Serious
Injury (453)

Attack with Serious
Injury (38)

1. Most students receive support 
services such as counseling. 

2. Most students remain in their school.
3. Suspension rates decline.
4. Racial disparities in suspension 

diminished or not present. 
5. Few students are subject to arrest, 

court charges, or incarceration. 

Student Outcomes

What can you expect?
Results from a Florida Statewide 
Implementation

• Statewide training and implementation following 
Parkland shooting

• Data from 60 of 67 Florida districts

• 3,400 schools 

• 23,000 threat cases (2021-2022 AY)

See technical report from University of Virginia Youth Violence 
Project for more information. https://education.virginia.edu/yvp 
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• Threat assessment must be a fair and 
equitable process for all students. 
• We want to avoid unfairly excessive 
punishment or criminalization for minor 
misbehavior. 
• We want equitable treatment of students 
from different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds and regardless of disability 
status.

Fairness and Equity 
Concerns
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Florida technical report for 2021-2022 school year.
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Research Team

This work was supported in part by Grant #NIJ 2020-RF-CX-002 awarded by the National Institute of 
Justice, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, and conclusions or 
recommendations expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the U.S. Department of Justice or the Virginia Department of Criminal Justice Services. Disclosure: 
Dewey Cornell has a financial interest as the primary developer of the Comprehensive School Threat 
Assessment Guidelines. 

School Threat Assessment and 
How It Works

1. BTA is a violence 
prevention strategy.

2. BTA gives us a proportional 
response instead of over-
reacting or underreacting 

3. Teams can use it efficiently.
4. We have scientific evidence 

that it works.
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