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Imagine you’re a teacher on an ordinary school day.  Suddenly you hear loud commotions 

in the hallway. You hear loud screams and noises not familiar to you.  Stepping to the threshold 
of your classroom doorway, you briefly look in each direction of the hallway.  Several students 
have been mortally injured, and there is an armed active assailant nearby.  Your brain goes into 
hyperdrive as you strive to recall your active threat response protocol. You then question 
yourself, “Did I lock my classroom door this morning?”  The door must be locked from the outside 
of the classroom with a key.  As you step outside of the classroom, your hands tremble trying to 
find the right key on the key ring.  Even more problematic, you now try to fit the key into the lock 
as the active assailant notices you.  You lock the door and pull it shut before the assailant reaches 
you.  Worry then sets in about the large panes of glass where you now see the assailant peering 
into your classroom.  All you can think is, “how can I protect myself and my students?”  Although 
fictional, this story depicts a K-12 school teacher’s physical and emotional response in a 
classroom where precautions to provide protective layers could be drastically improved.  
 

Classroom doors are a layer of protection within our schools to keep staff and students 
safe from harm.  Although some active assailant practitioners will tell you that using the practice 
of “locking down” inside the school / classroom is not always your best option, there are a myriad 
of factors that influence this decision.  Let’s assume that “locking down” is your first, best option 
based on the Department of Homeland Security’s Run, Hide, Fight method of response to an 
active assailant.  Part of the overall preparedness for active assailant response should be 
conducting a site safety assessment and identifying what areas within the school need 
improvements to keep a threat from harming those within the school.  What items in a site safety 
assessment would make the teacher in the above scenario feel confident that there are 
protective measures in place to keep everyone in the classroom safe from harm?  
 

Classroom doors are an important area of consideration during a site safety assessment 
within a school. First, in evaluating classroom doors, what is the door constructed of? Solid core 
wood stave and/or a steel door would be preferred. The door should not be made of a material 
that a threat could easily defeat and force their way through. If the door has a glass window, 
what is the size of the window? Smaller rectangular windows would be preferred, as a person 
would not be able to fit through a smaller opening if they were able to defeat the 
glass.  Additionally, a protective laminate applied to the glass adds a layer of security, further 
ensuring the assailant is either unable or at least delayed in gaining access to the classroom. 
 

Another issue when “locking down” in the classroom is visibility into the room via the 
vantage point of the assailant (generally from a hallway). Efforts to improvise window covers 
have provided those inside the classroom a broader area of the room to hide in versus gathering 
into a small huddle in the inside corner. Some tips when implementing a window cover include 
making sure it is easy to place over the window under stress and that it covers the window in its 
entirety. Even a small uncovered sliver will provide a large amount of visibility from outside the 
room. Ensure the material used is not in violation of National Association of State Fire Marshals 



(NASFM) guidelines. Hooks or large strips/patches of Velcro to quickly place the cover over the 
window have successfully been used. Some utilize a small curtain rod, fabric that has been 
treated with a fire-retardant spray, and a ribbon that can quickly release the fabric to cover the 
window. There are also companies making magnetic window shades that can be deployed during 
an emergency.  
 

In addition to the glass window within the door, some schools have sidelight windows 
adjacent to the classroom doors. In the Red Lakes Minnesota active assailant incident, the 
assailant was able to enter the classroom through the sidelight windows. Again, ensuring there 
is glazing / window laminate can help reduce the risk that an assailant will gain access to the 
classroom in this manner. Although a current trend in education is more glass, natural lighting, 
and visibility, in the case of an active assailant event, this can be problematic in providing a safe 
barrier for classrooms. 
 

As described in the opening scenario of this article, the teacher had to enter the hallway 
to lock the classroom door. In an active assailant incident, it can generally be agreed upon that 
this would not be ideal. Having a push button or thumb turn lock inside the classroom would be 
preferred, as entry into the hallway is not necessary. The teacher does not have to be present for 
a student or visitor to secure themselves and there is a visible confirmation that the door is 
locked, which is not the case with a key lock. Although retooling door hardware can be an 
expensive endeavor for a school district, it may be well worth the cost in a true emergency. It is 
important to note that additional door lock mechanisms are currently not endorsed by NASFM. 
 

Statistics tell us that an active assailant event is generally over within approximately 10 
minutes and physical harm to people, including the loss of life, occurs within the first 0-6 
minutes. It becomes glaringly apparent that the true first responders in this type of event are 
the people present (school staff, students, parents, visitors, etc.). Having a practiced response 
plan along with a school that has undergone an honest site safety assessment in order to 
evaluate, correct deficiencies, and test effectiveness via progressive drills, will ensure safe and 
sound daily school practices and the ability to provide physical layers of protection from within 
the school. 

https://www.firemarshals.org/resources/Documents/Members%20Only/Documents/NASFM%20Classroom%20Door%20Security%20Update%209-2018%20FINAL.pdf

