
Issue Brief

Communicating Through a Crisis
Advanced Communication Systems Improve School and Student Safety

The dynamics of education have changed dramatically over the last decade. Unfortunately, one of 
those dynamics is the growing threat of violence in schools across the country. 

In 2011, the latest year for which comprehensive data was available, a nationwide survey found 
that 5.4 percent of students carried a weapon (e.g. gun, knife, etc.) on school property during the 
30 days antedating the survey and 5.9 percent of students reported they did not go to school one or 
more days because they felt unsafe. In the 12 months prior to the survey, 7.4 percent of high school 
students reported having been threatened or injured with a weapon on school property at least once. 
The survey is conducted biennially by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) involving 
representative samples of U.S. high school students.1 

At the same time, dramatic acts of school violence (Columbine, Colo.; Jonesboro, Ark.; Wilmette, Ill.; 
Newtown, Conn.; Arapahoe, Colo.) have raised the profile of such incidents. Today, the media is more 
aware of school violence, and news of violent incidents is quickly and widely disseminated through 
social media and 24-hour news channels. 

On average, there are more than 100 lockdowns per day in K-12 schools all over the U.S. Schools 
are responding to this new environment with prevention and response strategies. According to the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the fatal shootings at Columbine High School redefined police response 
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practices and spawned a constellation of in-school prevention 
initiatives. For example, schools now keep most exterior doors 
secured — something that wasn’t usually considered before. Schools 
also have annual lockdown drills and some schools even have metal 
detectors as students enter the building. The educational community 
has placed considerable focus on having a plan in place against a 
dire eventuality. 

Safety and preparedness is now one of the most pressing 
issues for the nation’s education institutions. However, 
on-campus violence is only one of the potential threats schools 
and universities face today. Other types of threats include 
natural disasters, hazardous materials spills, terrorist attacks 
and extreme weather. Education institutions need effective 
emergency communications more than ever. Knowing how to 
respond quickly and efficiently is critical to ensuring the safety  
of students and school property. 

The Pivotal Step of Preparation
Every school and district needs an emergency response 

plan that enables them to respond quickly to a crisis. During an 
emergency (or after) is not the time to begin planning. 

In 2008, the National Electrical Manufacturers Association 
(NEMA) released a standard for Communications Systems for 
Life Safety in Schools, also known as ANSI/NEMA SB 40-2008. 
The standard recommends a number of valuable practices for all 
schools and school districts, regardless of size or location, which are 
designed to ensure the safety of students, staff and the community. 

SB 40-2008 recommends that once a school’s crisis plan 
is in place, an emergency communication system should be 
designed to support it. The ability to communicate clearly 
and quickly is a critical component in any emergency. It also 
recommends every school have an intercom/paging system 
installed and operational. While phone systems might work 
well for day-to-day communications with parents and staff or 
to place a 911 call, today’s schools need systems that can 
improve response times and that support all emergency events 
(evacuation, shelter in place, lockdown and lockout) . 

For example, it is almost impossible to adequately page a 
classroom filled with noisy students through a two-inch telephone 
speaker. A typical intercom speaker measures eight-inches in 
diameter and produces a much louder broadcast. This can be 
imperative in case of an emergency, such as a lockdown or severe 
weather alert. 

Automating crisis communications is also critical. During 
an emergency, a secretary or principal should not have to pull 
out a book and follow a script. An automated system ensures 
consistency and allows a school to communicate in real time to 
every classroom, every corridor, and every corner of a K-12 facility 
or campus if necessary. Administrative staff can communicate with 
the entire facility during a crisis and enable immediate action and a 
rapid call for assistance. 

Implementing an Effective Intercom/ 
Paging System 

Many schools have crisis and emergency procedures in place, 
but no plan to implement the technology necessary to communicate 
emergency information and respond quickly to any emergency or 

Emergency communication systems 
should include the following 
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first responders via phone
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crisis. An intercom/paging system plays a vital role in a comprehensive crisis and mass notification 
plan, and schools need an internal communication system that allows immediate public address 
to help lock down a school if needed. For example, it’s important for teachers and others to have 
“panic” buttons for emergency situations so they can communicate their need for assistance if  
they cannot reach the phone.

Today’s IP-based intercom systems are far different from the older analog systems. These 
advanced systems allow district-wide notification to happen more easily, and also enable more 
flexibility in terms of programming and capabilities, especially for multi-school campuses. Live 
announcements, emergency tones and pre-recorded instructional messages can help direct 
students and staff during an emergency and first responders can also receive automated 
announcements during an emergency on their phones so they know what the situation is in real 
time. IP-based systems interface so emergency response teams can coordinate effectively.

As with any new technology, it is important that teachers and other staff are properly trained. For 
communication systems, it is vital that education personnel are familiar with the technology and that 
drills include the use of the systems put in place.

A Case in Point: Santa Fe Independent School District
Santa Fe Independent School District (ISD) in Texas recently implemented an automated  

emergency response system that uses a Web page to manage crisis communications.  
An emergency tab on a district Web page allows administrators to pick the school or schools  
they want to reach, and the automated message is immediately sent to those schools, directing  
them to take specific actions. 

“We need to be prepared for any kind of event that could affect the school community — whether 
it’s an active shooter or a weather event or a hazardous materials spill,” says Walter Braun, chief of 
police for Santa Fe ISD.2 “Most of our schools sit within a half mile of a railroad track that handles 
hazardous materials consistently, so an incident involving hazardous materials is a real fear for us.” 

“There are two different scenarios of concern to us: a shelter in place due to a weather event 
such as tornado or a hazardous materials spill, or a lockdown scenario for a shooter on campus,” 
says Braun. “Regardless of the situation, a prompt response to secure the building and safeguard 
students and staff is paramount.”

Braun says that in the past a dispatcher would have to call each campus individually.  
“There was always a loss of time and a breakdown of communication,” he says.

The new system allows officers to contact dispatch by radio and tell them to alert specific 
campuses, the entire district or certain areas with multiple campuses. With the click of a button,  
the dispatcher sends a prerecorded message that is delivered over the PA system at each selected 
location to initiate a lockdown.
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“The central 
notification 
system gives the 
schools within 
Santa Fe ISD 
more peace of 
mind knowing 
they are prepared 
for emergencies.”
Walter Braun, Chief 
of Police, Santa Fe 
Independent  
School District

Today’s IP-based intercom systems allow district-wide notification 
to happen more easily. Live announcements, emergency tones 
and pre-recorded instructional messages can help direct students 
and staff during an emergency, and first responders can receive 
automated announcements on their phones.
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Telecenter® school solutions from Rauland-Borg deliver district-wide critical communications 
management, from the District to the Campus to the Classroom. Using Telecenter, a school system can 
integrate and manage communications involving Emergencies, Scheduling and Events, and Everyday 
use. Telecenter is a complete network-based solution that administrators can access anytime, from 
anywhere, using a phone or web browser.  

“Now everyone receives the message instantaneously and at one 
time,” says Braun. “It allows for a much quicker lockdown of the facility.”

The new system is also easier to centrally manage, and was 
simple to install, according to Kurt Kovacevich, the district’s 
technology manager. “It doesn’t make sense to use an old analog 
system with the types of technology available today,” he says. “The 
system is versatile, and it leveraged our existing IT structure. We 
didn’t spend more than 30 minutes at each campus. We have a dual 
Gig connection to each school so our network was solid as a rock, 
and we had no major installation challenges.”

Conclusion: Safe and Focused
Children deserve a safe environment in which to learn. Keeping 

students and staff safe and informed is a critical goal for schools 
today, and they need a flexible system to help them manage that 
goal. Such a system allows a school to stay focused on learning. 

“The central notification system gives the schools within 
Santa Fe ISD more peace of mind knowing they are prepared for 
emergencies,” says Braun. 

“Getting word out used to be a long, drawn-out process,” says 
Kovacevich. “Today, schools don’t have to worry about being notified 
when there is an incident — the system has proven itself already. It’s 
working very well and other districts around here are looking at it 
now as well because of the ease of what it does for us.”

Resources
National Electrical Manufacturers Association (NEMA): 
www.nema.org

Communications Systems for Life Safety in Schools:  
www.nema.org/Standards/Pages/Communications-Systems-for-Life-Safety-in-Schools.aspx 

Funding Assistance:  
www.rauland.com/School_funding.cfm

Endnotes 
1. www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/school_violence_fact_sheet-a.pdf
2. All information from interview with Kurt Kovacevich and Walter Braun conducted on Nov. 19, 2013.

Additional Benefits of an Advanced 
Intercom/Paging System

An advanced intercom/paging system can also 
help schools with the critical task of maintaining 
accurate bell schedules. 

“Today’s school schedules are not like they used 
to be,” says Kovacevich. “It used to be that schools 
generally went through the same routines and the 
same seven periods every day. Today, schools have 
all sorts of things that happen on different days. The 
schedule may change from day to day.”

Kovacevich used to have to travel to each 
school and adjust the bells manually, but with 
Santa Fe ISD’s new advanced intercom/paging 
system, principals or staff at each location handle 
their own bell schedules and changes. As a result, 
the bells always match clocks, and students and 
teachers stay on track. 

“Administrators can now change the bell 
schedules from their desktops, which has made 
both our lives a lot easier,” Kovacevich says. “They 
are in full control of their own bell schedule at their 
campus, and they don’t have to wait on us to make 
a change.”


