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Thank you, Chairperson Hickernell, Chairperson Roebuck, and House Education 
Committee members for giving me the opportunity today to provide testimony on 
school safety on behalf of principals across the state. 

My name is Jonathan Bauer, I have been the Principal of Upper Merion Area High 
School for the last 13 years and have worked in public education in Pennsylvania for 
the last 23 years. I also serve on the Board of Directors for the Pennsylvania 
Principals Association and the Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic Association. 

Like all principals today, I am deeply concerned about the safety of the students and 
staff in our schools. We have no greater responsibility than to provide a safe 
learning environment. All learning is dependent, first and foremost, on making sure 
that the learner's basic needs are met, including the need for a safe place to learn. 

The world of school safety has changed greatly since the Columbine High School 
shootings in 1999. As the leaders of our schools, principals have spent countless 
hours researching the latest safety protocols, implementing best practices, and 
doing our best to ensure student safety. In my career these efforts have included: 

• Countless interactions with local police to discuss and analyze possible 
threats against the school. 

• Participation in "safe school" committees that include district personnel and 
community first responders. 

• In-Service trainings conducted by county-wide safety personnel on armed 
intruder responses such as "Run-Hide-Fight". 

• Table-top exercises for administrative teams, designed to practice decision
making in armed intruder scenarios. 



• The installation of two "panic" buttons in my school as part of a county-wide 
program for all schools which can immediately connect with 911 Emergency 
dispatch and police in the case of emergency. 

• Security audits done by outside security experts to provide guidance on how 
district and school safety can be made stronger. 

• Collaboration with other local school administrators about their security 
protocols and conversation about what we could learn from each other's 
experiences. 

To help you get an understanding of my personal thoughts on school safety, I would 
like to share with the committee an experience of my own in June 2007. The police 
called our school district security director about threats that were brought to their 
attention from a 19-year-old recent alumnus of our high school. These threats were 
made online and were forwarded to the police by a concerned current student. The 
next morning, we held a brief faculty meeting to let staff know that we were working 
closely with the police in regard to a threat and shared a picture of the former 
student. As school began, a teacher identified that the former student was indeed in 
our building and we went into immediate lockdown. A teacher who knew the 
student asked him to come into his classroom. I then went to that classroom and 
relieved the teacher while we waited for police to arrive. Local police arrived on site 
very quickly and the SW AT team made their way through our building and to the 
classroom where they apprehended the student without incident. Luckily this 
former student did not have a weapon on his person. A search of his home did 
reveal that he had a rifle and bomb making materials in his possession. As a result, 
he spent time in a mental health facility and was convicted of making terroristic 
threats. 

I learned a great deal from this first hand encounter with a possible threat. First, it 
was extremely important that our school district security and administrative staff 
already had strong connections with local police and were in a position to 
coordinate our efforts quickly. Our safety protocols for lockdown were key in 
making sure our staff and students knew what to do in a lockdown scenario - drills 
are important. Our relationships with students are important as well, so that the 
students are comfortable seeking out adults in their school or community when they 
feel there is a possible threat. Lastly, it taught me that we must be vigilant as school 
leaders to always make sure we are ready to handle unexpected events and make 
important and quick decisions. 

As you consider how the Pennsylvania Legislature can support school safety I would 
ask you to consider the following: 



Principals and schools seek support in identifying the best practices in school safety 
and the resources to implement them. As new ideas for school safety are 
considered, they should be carefully researched and vetted before being enacted. 
The results are too important to be rushed out of a fear to act. One such idea that I 
know the legislature has considered is allowing teachers to be armed. I can say 
without hesitation that the intruder incident I described earlier would have only 
been made less safe, not more, if there were multiple teachers in our building with 
firearms. Guns as a safety measure in schools are best handled by trained security 
personnel or law enforcement. Teachers and administrators have been trained to 
teach and lead, not to engage in gun battle. Even with training, we cannot expect 
that educators would be available and able to react in a crisis situation at the same 
level as a highly trained officer. 

In addition, adding more guns into our schools could result in those weapons getting 
into the wrong hands. Kids are curious and mistakes happen. In one study from 
2001, reported in Pediatrics Journal, 29 groups of boys ages 10-11 years old were 
placed in groups of 2-3 in placed in a room for 15 minutes. In the room, were 2 
water pistols and an unloaded 380 caliber handgun that was concealed. As the 
researchers watched, they discovered: 

48 out of 64 boys found the handgun within minutes 

30 boys handled the gun 

16 boys pulled the trigger, and 90% of the boys who handled the gun had previous 
gun safety education. 

In Pediatrics Journal, 29 groups of boys ages 10-11 years old were placed in groups 
of 2-3 in placed in a room for 15 minutes. In the room, were 2 water pistols and an 
unloaded 380 caliber handgun that was concealed. As the researchers watched, 
they discovered: 

48 out of 64 boys found the handgun within minutes 
30 boys handled the gun 
16 boys pulled the trigger, and 90% of the boys who handled the gun had previous 
gun safety education. 

As for older students, we fear there could be instances whereby a student in crisis 
overpowers a teacher and gains access to a weapon and puts others immediately in 
danger. 

The mental health of our students is also an important component to a safe school. 
In my experience, the mental health needs among teenagers has grown in not only 
the number of students who need help but also the magnitude of the issues they 



face. Mental health services in our schools have increased as well but there is more 
work that can be done in that area. Mental health programming in our schools and 
communities is an important proactive measure to lessen the potential for 
individuals to threaten the safety of students. 

No one approach or one entity will resolve this issue. We need a multi-faceted 
approach with involvement from the school community, law enforcement, mental 
health professionals, and legislators. The Pennsylvania Principals Association 
advocates for a comprehensive approach which includes; Mitigation and 
Prevention, Preparedness, Response, and Recovery. There are a number of bills 
being floated about and while some of them have merit and deserve additional 
discussion, we advocate not for the silo approach here but for a comprehensive 
approach to school safety. We would be more than willing to have representatives 
from our organization serve on a special task force on school safety who are charged 
with bringing meaningful recommendations forward. 

Finally, bringing a greater level of discussion and collaboration to the many issues 
that surround school safety and the lessons learned from the tragic events of past 
school shootings can only aid in making our schools safer. School administrators, 
community leaders, and legislators should be committed to maintaining an open 
dialogue, not only when tragic events occur, but on an ongoing basis as well, so that 
we are always at the ready. I believe principals have an important voice in those 
conversations and I thank you for allowing me to be here today. 




