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while Ashley Kolaya from TED-Ed (California) looks on.
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THE ISSUE
Since the Columbine High School massacre in 1999, “... at least 143 children, educators 
and other people have been killed in assaults, and another 290 have been injured.” 
And “more than 223,000 students in 229 schools have experienced gun violence since 
Columbine” (Washington Post, April 2018).

Unfortunately, very little progress has been made over the last 20 years. In fact, despite 
the efforts of many, 2018 was one of the most violent school years on record. During the 
spring of 2018, “there was an average of one school shooting per week.” (CNN 2018)

The national debate on school shootings is polarizing. The argument over the 
Second Amendment and the right to bear arms is at the heart and center of that 
conversation. Advocates from both sides have drawn clear lines in the sand. The 
National Coalition for Safe Schools understands this argument; however, we believe 
there is an opportunity to take a different approach. One where the discussion is 
focused on the end, not the means.

Photo above: Teachers and critical friends work together to answer 
one of many important questions posed to them over the course of the summit.

https://www.cnn.com/2018/03/02/us/school-shootings-2018-list-trnd/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/local/school-shootings-database/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.01821f52bc97


FOREWORD
It’s fair to say that all of us, regardless of our politics or 
where we live or whether we have school-age children, 
want to end the violence that has gripped our schools 
for a generation.

We cannot abide another Columbine or Sandy Hook 
or Parkland. The mindless pain and suff ering must and 
can end.

Simply saying that, though, is no longer enough. 
We all need to play a part. We need to join together and 
support eff orts that go after some of the root causes 
that lead a student to commit the horrors we’ve seen 
all too often.

And here’s how we can start. We can join the National 
Coalition for Safe Schools. This coalition has been formed
by a leading group of teachers who are dedicated to 
fi nding ways to make schools safe.

These teachers don’t just want fellow teachers to 
join the cause, although they’re vital to the solution 
given the work they do and the insights they can 

Mehran Assadi, 
Chairman, CEO & President 
of National Life

Founding members gather for a group photo midway through the summit

This new coalition is far from alone in posing 
these questions and we understand that. We 
signed on to help push this coalition forward 
because of who is seeking to answer the 
questions: Teachers themselves. 

They are the people who understand many 
of the core issues. They are the adults that 
we send our kids off to each and every day. 

We believe that working together, they can 
begin to get at the root causes for this 
epidemic with our kids and leave the politics 
at the school house door.

provide. They also want students and parents and 
community members and business leaders. In short, 
they’re welcoming all Americans to this important 
conversation.

The coalition has adopted a mission “to address and 
prevent school shootings and other extreme acts of 
violence by providing teacher leaders and all school 
employees with the knowledge, tools and resources they 
need to proactively keep schools safe;” and a vision of 
“a future where every K-12 school is a safe environment 
for learning and free from all acts of violence.”

The coalition’s fi rst undertaking was to host a summit 
March 1-3, 2019, in Birmingham, Alabama, to develop a 
work plan. The teachers selected to attend spent three 
days immersed in working groups determined to develop
short-term steps they can take to promote safety and 
student health, including identifying what’s known as 
social emotional learning and mental health issues that 
are behind the shootings and other violence.

Longer term, the teachers’ goal is to develop new 
educational policies that can be advanced at both state 
and federal levels to make sure schools are safe.

National Life has joined the coalition as a founding 
partner of this important work. We would welcome 
other companies and business leaders to join the cause, 
to support this important work and to off er solutions 
and ideas. We’re as dedicated as they are to share the 
work and spread the word. We hope you are, too.
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Introduction
In the days immediately following the February 14, 2018, 
massacre at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, 
in Parkland, Florida, a team of U.S. Varkey Teacher 
Ambassadors (US VTAs) reached out to each other with 
the same message: “Enough is enough!” They agreed that
clearly something more needed to be done; and more 
specifi cally, teachers must take a lead role in preventing 
school shootings and other extreme acts of violence.

The US VTAs are teachers who have been recognized 
as being among the top teachers in the world by the 
Global Teacher Prize. Yet, despite this distinction, they 
understood that they could not undertake this endeavor 
alone. They reached out and enlisted the help of other 
highly accomplished teacher-leaders, LifeChangers of 
the Year, educational experts and supporting partners. 

Together, they formed the National Coalition for 
Safe Schools (NCSS), a national grassroots organization
created to address safe schools and student health and 
wellbeing, with the goal of helping to prevent and curb 
school violence before it has a chance to occur. The 
National Coalition for Safe Schools (NCSS) is taking 
a proactive approach to school safety by focusing on 
the health and wellness of the whole child.

The NCSS, the first of its kind teacher-led coalition, 
quickly mobilized to host the National Summit for 
Safe Schools from March 1 through March 3, 2019, in 
Birmingham, Alabama. This inaugural event saw approx-
imately fi fty founding members from around the nation 
join forces to discuss one of the key challenges of our 
generation: How to ensure America’s schools are safe?

“We envision a future where every K-12 school is a safe environment for learning 
and free from all acts of violence. To get there, teachers need to share their voices, 
needs and ideas, and work together to take a lead role in developing a framework 
that will guide future discussions around the country.”

–  Melissa Morris, a music teacher in Staten Island, New York, 
and a U.S. Varkey Teacher Ambassador.

Andria Amador from Boston Public Schools and Mallorie Manosh from National Life Group (VT) discuss the importance of strategic partnerships.
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National Coalition for Safe Schools Summit - Testimonial

Katherine Villone

I am inspired to collaborate with other committed leaders from 
around the country as we respond to a growing national crisis 
and see ways to ensure that our schools are safe, equitable and 
supportive environments for all. For American schools to thrive, it 
will be critical for all of us to rethink the ways in which we support 
teachers, engage students, modify defi ciencies in curriculum, and 
create funding that provides schools with the ability to address 
and support social-emotional learning programs and 
mental health issues. The stakes are high and 
anything less than success is unthinkable!

2014-2015 LifeChanger of the Year

#notinmyschool

Carol Johnson-Coote from Broward Country Public Schools (FL) and Pilar Biller from 
Washoe County School District (NV) share perspectives during a working group session.
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National Coalition for Safe Schools Summit - Testimonial

Pilar Biller

We must begin with the safety and well being of our students if they are to be 
expected to engage in the curriculum - the higher order cognitive processes, 
problem solving, and critical thinking that are necessary skills for our future 
work-force and for civic engagement. To change this paradigm and provide 
the necessary supports for schools requires us to take action.
Members of the National Coalition for Safe Schools want to build capacity for 
our educators and administrators by accessing research-based approaches and 
input from all stakeholders, including experts in the fi eld, parents and students. 
It is important to consider the unique needs of each school and 
support a balanced approach to school safety, including 
both physical infrastructure and student well-being.

It is important to consider the unique needs of each school and 

2018 Nevada Teacher of the Year

#notinmyschool

Overview
The NCSS believes that the genesis of the problem 
begins long before a child ever thinks about bringing 
a gun to school. Yet, over the past two decades, the 
primary focus on the prevention of school shootings 
has been centered around gun control, while the need 
to address mental health and Social-Emotional Learning 
(SEL) has been lost in the ongoing debate. As a result, 
very little attention is directed towards the creation of 
a proactive approach where mental health services and 
Social-Emotional Learning [SEL] trainings are considered
essential to the healthy development of the whole child.

In a vast majority of schools, the fundamental psycho-
logical building blocks in a child’s life are referred to as 
“soft skills.” Training is left to chance. Most children 

must develop those foundational skills on their own, 
with little guidance. Our children are crying for help 
and no one is listening!

The needs of the whole child must become a national 
priority if we want to make real progress in preventing 
school shootings and other acts of violence and achieve 
safe and healthy schools. As a society, we cannot 
continue to ignore these needs while in pursuit of 
academic excellence.

The NCSS is committed to ending school violence by 
working to ensure that our children have access to the 
tools, the services, and the support they need to live 
healthy productive lives.

Speakers and presenters kept the audience enthralled throughout the summit
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National Coalition for Safe Schools Summit - Testimonial

Alice Cedillo

From the sponsors, to the educators, to the Critical Friends...
Every voice was heard, valued, and depended on to create 
the framework for safe and healthy schools. The progress 
and momentum to fi nd a solution was fueled hour by hour 
throughout the weekend through the expertise of panelists, 
and even students themselves as guest speakers. No stone was 
left unturned when determining why our youth 
are so angry and resort to violent acts.

Counselor, 2018-19 LifeChanger of the Year

#notinmyschool

The following six questions were used to guide 
the conversation at the summit:

 1. Why are some students angry?

 2. Why do some students resort to violence?

 3.  How do we go about reimagining a safe and 
healthy school for all learners?

 4.  How does Social-Emotional Learning play a role 
in safe and healthy schools?

 5.  What professional learning experiences should guide
the change for reimagining safe and healthy schools?

 6.  What policies and/or partnerships need to be made 
in order for this work to continue?

In order to answer the questions, attendees were 
broken into groups and paired with a “critical friend,” 
someone considered an expert in areas of school 
and child psychology, school counseling, community 
partnerships, and law enforcement. The teams worked 
together for the duration of the Summit to generate a 
list of feasible solutions that can be shared with the 
general public across the nation.

Approach
NCSS acknowledges that America’s school are diverse. The issues teachers face daily differ 
from school to school. In order to respect that diversity, teams were broken up into groups 
representing urban, suburban and rural America.

The summit agenda was categorized into three 
themes that were introduced by a panel of subject 
matter experts:

THEME #1
Safety protocols, procedures, drills, personnel, facility 
improvements for physical safety and ‘hardening’ of 
schools, training for staff  members, and lack of a tool 
to measure success.

THEME #2
Defi ciencies in curriculum, protocols, and funding 
that provide schools with the ability to address 
Social-Emotional Learning and mental health and 
wellness issues of students and staff .

THEME #3
Begin development of long-term goals that support 
the creation of a framework for educational policy at 
the state and national levels in order to create safe 
and healthy school cultures.
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National Coalition for Safe Schools Summit - Testimonial

Souad Belcaid

I was moved by Mountain Brook High School students who 
gave TED-Ed talks about school violence. When you provide 
the students with a platform and give them the opportunity to 
share their feelings, views, and concerns, as educators we will 
be able to understand better the school’s culture. This was 
the best summit I have ever attended!

Varkey Teacher Ambassador

#notinmyschool

Student Voices
At the event, current and former 
students from Mountain Brook 
Junior and Senior High Schools 

in Mountain Brook, Alabama 
presented their TED-style talks 

to the Summit attendees. 

They later participated in a town 
hall style discussion of issues 

related to the prevention of 
school shootings and other 

acts of violence. The students’ 
presentations focused on their 

personal experiences in dealing 
with some of the issues faced 

by many teens such as bullying, 
stress, self-esteem, and social 
anxiety that can contribute to 

negative and potentially unsafe 
school environments. 

One student also discussed her 
successful advocacy eff orts in 

addressing a loophole regarding 
the laws and policies around 

fi rearm purchases at gun shows.

Blake Fields, pictured with Ashley Kolaya of TED-Ed, discusses the impact bullying has had on his life and off ers solutions through a TEDxYouth style talk.
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National Coalition for Safe Schools Summit - Testimonial

Melinda Wilson

Leaders from the conference are now embarking on local and 
national visions for keeping schools safe. By fostering a renewed 
sense of urgency, the National Coalition for Safe Schools will 
advance knowledge to hopefully inspire this generation and the 
ones to come. We intend to raise awareness of the need to protect 
our children by making schools a safe place for all. Together, 
these experts and participants are more dedicated 
than ever to create safe schools by making a real 
difference inside and outside of the classroom.

these experts and participants are more dedicated 

USA Varkey Teacher Ambassador

#notinmyschool

Guiding Principles

1 The social and emotional health and wellbeing 
of our children are vital in ensuring a safe and 
productive learning environment.

2 School shootings and other acts of violence are 
not a “school” problem: They’re a community and 
societal problem that all stakeholders must work 
together to solve.

3 Teachers have a unique “frontline” perspective to 
off er and therefore need to step up and activate 
their voices to infl uence policies, procedures, and 
programs that can make schools safe and healthy.

4 The genesis of school shootings and other acts of 
violence begin long before a child ever thinks about 
bringing a gun to school.

Conclusions
Attendees at the Summit developed a series of powerful guiding principles, insights 
and ideas that can be used by teachers and school districts to help transform America’s 
schools into safe learning environments.

5 The needs of the whole child must become a 
national priority if we want to make real progress 
in preventing school shootings and other acts of 
violence and achieving safe and healthy school 
communities.

6 Teachers must act as advocates and facilitators 
to ensure that proven eff ective methods and 
resources for preventing school violence fi nd 
their way into school districts and classrooms.

7 Partnerships are essential to the Coalition’s work 
and success. All partners will be guided by the 
Coalition’s shared vision, mission and principles.

Specifi c conclusions and exemplar plans from the working groups will be presented in subsequent documents that 

will be broadly disseminated to the K-12 education community, public agencies, Non-Government Organizations (NGOs), 

school resource offi  cers and law enforcement agencies, policy makers and elected offi  cials. All documents will also 

be available to the public through the NCSS website, www.notinmyschool.com.
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National Coalition for Safe Schools Summit - Testimonial

Brian McDaniel

The big take away from the National Coalition for Safe 
Schools Summit was feeling that we should spend 
less resources on trying to harden schools and more 
resources softening the hearts of our students.

2018 California Teacher of the Year
Varkey Teacher Ambassador Offi  cer • 2018-19 LifeChanger of the Year

#notinmyschool

Next Steps

1 Attendees pledge to create a long-term strategic 
plan for moving forward.

2   Collect and distribute a series of known resources 
that will be available on the organization’s website 
and encourage educators to share-share-share.

3  Develop a policy template that can be used by 
educators to help create policy at the local, state 
and federal levels that ensure the Social-Emotional 
Learning (SEL) and mental health needs of all
learners become a national priority.

4  Create a toolkit that assists teachers and schools 
in the aftermath of a shooting.

5  Form partnerships to 
strengthen the movement.

6  Build momentum for the Coalition to encourage 
activism that promotes a safe and healthy culture 
in every school across the country.

7  Advocate for the needs 
of the whole child.

All results, recommendations, and contributions of 
our members for safe schools and student health and 
wellbeing will be made available on the NCSS website, 
https://notinmyschool.com.

Teacher leader Brian McDaniel of Desert Hot Springs, CA collaborates with 
Bridging Minds consultant and NCSS critical friend Jennifer Felton during 
a summit working session
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National Coalition for Safe Schools Summit - Testimonial

Qynn McCann

I urge anyone who is a parent, a grandparent, a relative of a 
student, a teacher, a custodian, a resource offi cer, anyone that 
has anything to do with kids to get behind this movement for 
safe schools. It was reiterated during the summit that when 
our kids are healthy, body and mind, they can learn. 
Test scores will go up and school violence will go down. 
Who doesn’t want to stop violence in our schools? 
Who doesn’t want to keep our kids safe?
Who doesn’t want to stop violence in our schools? 

School Resource Offi  cer • 2018-19 LifeChanger of the Year

#notinmyschool

NCSS Teacher Leader Christina James of 
Newark, NJ along with organizing 

committee member Dyane Smokorowski 
of Andover, KS and critical friend Sherry 

Earle of Newtown, CT during a NSCC 
summit working session.
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Here’s how you can get involved immediately:
 •   Sign up to join the Coalition here: https://www.notinmyschool.com/coalition

 •  Start student TED-Ed club and have students present safe school issues 
(use students at summit as the model); give students Voice and Choice!

 •  Collaborate with colleagues to create fi lms/videos focused on examples of 
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) for other teachers to watch and share on YouTube.

 •  Research Social-Emotional Learning and infuse the various strategies into the 
daily class and school-wide activities.

Encourage your colleagues to join you:
 •  Form and sponsor a random acts of kindness or empathy club. 

Get ideas from your students!

 •  Help or encourage students to write letters to policymakers.

 •  Talk with existing partners, make new community contacts, and discuss possible 
programs, activities, and trainings that will help to keep all learners healthy, happy, 
engaged, and valued.

 •  Blog about safe school issues, resources, Social-Emotional Learning lessons, 
experiences with violence or student health, and any other related aspects.

 •  Host webinars or Twitter Chats about safe school issues, resources, 
and possible solutions.

 •  Sit in on other webinars or chat sessions about safe school issues; 
advertise them to colleagues, Share, Share, Share.

 •  Share any or all of the above on your social media platforms, 
with any of your professional organization platforms.

 •  Work with school administrators to create professional development opportunities 
that address Social-Emotional Learning in your school.

 •  Promote a culture of Social-Emotional Learning and observational consciousness in 
your classrooms as well as schoolwide.

 •  Create activities to garner buy-in from peers, parents, students, and community partners.

YOU MAY CONTACT US AT

www.notinmyschool.com
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Organizing Committee

FOUNDING MEMBERS

Brian Copes
PRE-ENGINEERING TEACHER

Alabaster City Schools
Alabaster, AL

Dyane Smokorowski
TECHNOLOGY TEACHER

Andover USD 385
Andover, KS

Jennifer Felton
CONSULTANT
Bridging Minds

Pompano Beach, FL

Joseph Fatheree
MULTIMEDIA TEACHER

Effi  ngham Community Schools
Effi  ngham, IL

Mark Vondracek
SCIENCE TEACHER

Evanston Township H.S. District
Evanston, IL

Melissa Morris
MUSIC TEACHER

NYC Department of Education
Staten Island, NY

Rosemine Lederl
CONSULTANT
Bridging Minds

Pompano Beach, FL
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TEACHER LEADERS

Alice Cedillo
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL COUNSELOR

Eagle Mountain Saginaw ISD
Fort Worth, TX

Bill Polasky
SOCIAL STUDIES DEPT. CHAIR

Meridian CUSD 223
Meridian, IL

Carol Johnson-Coote
ENGLISH DEPARTMENT CHAIR
Broward County Public Schools

Coconut Creek, FL

Christina James
SIXTH GRADE ENGLISH TEACHER

Christina School District
Newark, DE

Estella Church
THEATRE DIRECTOR

Centinela-Valley Union HSD
Hawthorne, CA

Josh Hallman
TEACHER

Ware Shoals School District 51
Ware Shoals, SC

Ana Rubio
PHYSICAL EDUCATION TEACHER

Miami-Dade County Schools
Miami, FL

Brian McDaniel
BAND/CHOIR/ORCHESTRA DIRECTOR

Palm Springs USD
Desert Hot Springs, CA

Chad Anderson
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Montgomery Public Schools
Montgomery, AL

Eric Crouch
FIFTH GRADE TEACHER
Muscogee County District

Columbus, GA

Gloria Pereyra-Robertson
BILINGUAL KINDERGARTEN TEACHER

Medford Public Schools
Medford, OR

Katherine Villone
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHER

Bergenfi eld School District
Bergenfi eld, NJ
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Melinda Wilson
DANCE/ARTISTIC DIRECTOR

Chicago Public Schools
Chicago, IL

Melissa Collins
SECOND GRADE TEACHER

Shelby County Schools
Memphis, TN

Michael Soskil
SCIENCE TEACHER

Wallenpaupack Area SD
Newfoundland, PA

Michelle Zimmerman
DIRECTOR OF TEACHING

Renton Prep
Renton, WA

Pilar Biller
TEACHER

Washoe County School District
Reno, NV

Qynn McCann
RESOURCE OFFICER

Roosevelt ISD
Lubbock, TX

Sandy Austin
HIGH SCHOOL COUNSELOR

Jeff co Public Schools
Arvada, CO

Souad Belcaid
SCIENCE TEACHER

The Fessenden School
Newton, MA

Stephanie Kozofsky
COMMUNITY ORGANIZER

Los Angeles USD
Los Angeles, CA

Susan Converse
SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER

Edwardsville CUSD 7
Edwardsville, IL

Tera Simmons
ASSISTANT SUPERINTENDENT

Hoover City Schools
Hoover, AL

Terry Kaldhusdal
TEACHER

Kettle Moraine School District
Dousman, WI
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CRITICAL FRIENDS

Andrea Donegan
COUNSELOR

Burlington Area School District
Burlington, WI

Andria Amador
SR. DIRECTOR, BEHAVIORAL HEALTH

Boston Public Schools
Boston, MA

David May
SOCIOLOGY PROFESSOR
Mississippi State University

Mississippi State, MS

David Schonfeld
SOCIAL WORK PROFESSOR

University of Southern California
Los Angeles, CA

Ed Dunkelblau
DIRECTOR

Inst. for Emotionally Intelligent Learning
Northbrook, IL

Nadia Lopez
FOUNDING PRINCIPAL

The Mott Bridges Academy
Brooklyn, NY

Sean Slade
DIRECTOR OF OUTREACH

Association for Supervision & 
Curriculum Development, Alexandria, VA

Sherry Earle
GIFTED EDUCATION TEACHER

Newtown Public Schools
Newtown, CT
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Ashley Kolaya
SENIOR MANAGER/CURATOR

TED-Ed
San Francisco, CA

Ben Fernandez
PREVENTION SERVICES COORDINATOR

Loudoun County Public Schools
Ashburn, VA

Katie Eklund
ASSISTANT PSYCH PROFESSOR

University of Wisconsin
Madison, WI

Kent Talbert
SR. ADVISOR DEPUTY SECRETARY

U.S. Department of Education
Washington, DC

Mo Canady
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

National Association of School 
Resource Offi  cers, Hoover, AL

Mallorie Manosh
DIRECTOR OF MARKETING

National Life Group

Matt Kane
PUBLIC RELATIONS ASSOCIATE
Conover + Gould Strategy Group

Ross Sneyd
DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS

National Life Group

Christina D’Agostino
COMMUNICATIONS LEAD

National Life Group

Kevin Gould
EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT

Conover + Gould Strategy Group

Special 
Thanks
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Global Education and Skills Forum (GESF) Dubai Public briefi ng on the how the NCSS plans on addressing schools violence 2019.

National Coalition for Safe Schools collaborates with Parkland, FL student survivors and advocates at a closed meeting in Dubai 2018 at the Global 
Education Skills Forum to plan a course of action to ensure all schools are safe and healthy places to learn.

Closed briefi ng of all USA Varkey Teacher Ambassadors with Bobby Ghosh 2018.
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A Call to Action
The National Coalition for Safe Schools believes that school shootings and other acts 
of violence are not just a “school” problem, it’s a community and societal problem 
that all stakeholders must work together to solve.

NCSS founding members Mark Vondracek and Brian Copes discuss the importance of school safety with the media.

Let’s DoLet’s Do
This!

The Coalition is open to any individual, organization or business 
interested in contributing knowledge, time, energy and resources 
to keeping our schools healthy and safe. So, please join us today.



Funding and in-kind support for National Coalition for Safe Schools and the National Summit on School Safety is provided by 
National Life Group and LifeChanger of the Year, with additional support from Teach To Lead and the Varkey Foundation.

#notinmyschool

https://twitter.com/CoalitionSafe
http://www.NationalLife.com
https://www.lifechangeroftheyear.com
http://teachtolead.org
https://www.varkeyfoundation.org/who-informs-us/varkey-teacher-ambassadors
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