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September 13th, 2019 began like any other fall football Friday. My youngest daughter, Tatiana, was at 
the game with friends and I was relaxing after a long work week. Then, my cell phone rang. On the 
other end was Tatiana, a junior in high school, who was out of breath and I sensed she was running. I 
said, “Hello,” then time stood still as soon as she said, “Mom... Mom… someone at the football game 
has a gun, Mom, they have a gun… They were in our student section and someone saw it. I don’t 
know, it might actually be two kids with guns. The percussion didn’t sound right… it sounded off… 
like gunshots… so we all ran. I’m ok. I just need to get to my car. I am going to take [friend] home 
because she’s crying and can’t drive her car home. I love you, Mom.”  
 
In this profession, in my world, such phone calls typically do not end well. We have all heard the final 
voicemails and text messages of those within school walls in the midst of an active shooting. I 
couldn't believe this was happening. The shock turned into wanting to do anything and everything I 
could for my daughter, who was miles away. I instructed her to run away from the sounds if she 
heard gunfire. I told her to hang up, get in the car, and get home. Then I sat in a sickened silence 
until I called her back, giving her time to drive away from the scene. There are no words to describe 
how I felt when she answered. I was one of the lucky ones.  
 
In high schools around the nation, fall is associated with Friday football games. The games are what 
draw communities together. One day a week, fans have a common goal. Through the years, one’s 
cognitive scheme of a Friday night under the lights is one of cheering, tackling, band playing, and large 
crowds. However, as of late, we have had to add another exemplar to the occasion. What once was as 
American as apple pie is in danger of becoming as American as a mass shooting. 
 
While school buildings are being hardened with metal detectors, armed officers, and even rounded 
walls, the football stadium is wide open and could soon join outdoor concert venues and festivals as 
an area of concern. According to Yale sociologist Vida Bajc, “nothing endangers American public 
space in 2019 as much as mass shootings.” In regard to public mass shootings, Bajc states: 
 

 Every such instance of disruption is studied in detail. With the  
garlic festival, someone cut through a fence. There was a breach  
of security. There is an expectation that next time, this will be  
prevented. If something similar happens again, there will be a  
huge outcry. But of course you can’t prevent everything. It’s an  
endless game that just leads to highly, highly controlled spaces. 1 

 
Bajc’s statement rings true for many outdoor concert and festival venues. In fact, some now position 
snipers on nearby buildings. Yet, we are leaving our nation’s high school stadiums open and 
vulnerable to the increasing threat of mass violence. Rather than wait for a tragedy and resulting 
changes, school districts should implement safety measures immediately.  
 
Mr. Hal Gregory, Superintendent of Oregon City Schools in Oregon, Ohio can attest to the imminent 
need to proactively prepare for the worst. What eventually turned out to be a false report led to 
what many in the district described as far more educational than any training they have ever done.  

	
1 “Mass Shootings Are Destroying Our Sense of Public Space.” Yablon, Alex. 2019. 
https://www.citylab.com/life/2019/08/mass-shootings-are-destroying-our-sense-public-
space/595516/?fbclid=IwAR1ij7XsFx78LREcU0-FhivRwNg4XH3ip4F4OJumrUmpNCleTsWYozOpoFE 
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The Oregon City School District is advanced in its training. In fact, they were one of the first schools 
to adopt ALICE and solo engagement for officers. The students begin learning proactive lockdown in 
elementary school and, by high school, they fully understand the what and why of active lockdown. 
One wouldn’t place them in danger of an actual shooting to see if the training is effective, but they 
have lived through the closest experience to an active shooting. The students, officers, and 
administrators demonstrated life-saving skills through situational awareness and evacuation. 
 
That night, hundreds of students truly believed there was a weapon, and their minds immediately 
feared an active shooting. They didn’t think of a single-victim shooting. Their minds immediately 
went to a mass shooter, someone who would take as many lives in as short a period of time as 
possible. After all, this generation saw the posts and snapchats from inside Marjory Stoneman 
Douglas, Walmart, Dayton, and other incidents. They are realists. So, when someone in the crowd 
yelled, “he has a gun,” for the next several minutes, students were doing all they could to get out of 
the stadium.   
 
When speaking of the incident today, many describe students’ faces as having a look of horror like 
nothing they’ve ever seen. Their mass exodus is described as looking as though the students were a 
group of wild animals together in a herd, running from a predator.  Some were later found hiding 
within the school or searching for their parents. Two football players had climbed to the top of the 
press box, trying to escape from who they thought was a shooter. Everyone just knew that they 
needed to evacuate. They knew they couldn’t wait for anyone to rescue them, nor could they sit 
static, waiting to be shot. They were rescuing themselves from a possible shooter, which is a 
testament of their training. 
 
The stadium cleared out in minutes. What was left was an investigation and an examination of the 
aftermath: bent fencing, a bent gate, students with visible lacerations and bruises and the potential 
for a stress- and trauma-related impact on those who lived through what they thought were their 
final moments. The investigation concluded that it was likely mass hysteria due to a particular 
student from the opposing side having been kicked out of the game earlier, returning with anger, 
and making a gesture as though he was reaching into his pants for a weapon. What happened next is 
an exemplary response to an incident. Again, there was no gun. But it was real. 
 
So how does a district (or campus) follow up when this happens? Whose responsibility is it to 
address the issue? Moving forward, does the administration stick with the typical protocol? Is it best 
to move on because there was no gun?  
 
Take some time to think about, and perhaps discuss, what you feel is the best response. In Part II of 
this Tip of the Week series, we will explore what happened next. Until then, I’d like to express my 
gratitude to the district administrators, law enforcement officers, and fire/EMS officials who spent a 
considerable amount of time pondering the aforementioned issues prior to arriving at a decision on 
how to best move the district forward.  
 
 
Lisa Pescara Kovach, Ph.D. 
Director, Center for Education in Targeted Violence and Suicide, Associate Professor, Educational 
Psychology, University of Toledo 
 
 


