
 

How to train and equip SROs to be a
school’s first line of defense
If SROs are expected to be our school’s first line of defense, we must
provide these officers with the best specialized tactical training and
equipment possible

Aug 29, 2018

During my rotational assignment as a School Resource O�cer (SRO) in the early 1990s, I was often
asked, “Why do we need SROs in our schools?” Our agency was one of the �rst in the state to adopt
the program. We were frequently asked to attend meetings of adjoining cities and counties, so we
could answer questions about how the program worked and the roles and responsibilities of our
SROs. I remember one large municipality telling us they would not deploy an SRO program for fear it
gave the perception their schools were bad and needed a full-time police presence. That agency now
has over 20 SROs. How times change! 
 
Unfortunately, it’s not the program’s success as a component of an overall community policing model,
but rather the alarming rise in the lethality and frequency of school shootings that has been a major
driving factor for requests for SROs in our schools. These requests come not only from law
enforcement agencies with established SRO programs, but from elected o�cials, school o�cials and
the public who may not be aware of the many facets of an SRO program. 
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SRO training has long held that a public school is a microcosm of the community and will re�ect all the aspects of the community.
(Photo/City of Champaign)

 
By looking at the current mission and design of SRO programs, we can better train and equip our
SROs to meet that mission, as well as the expectations of our community stakeholders.
 
COPS ON CAMPUS

Having law enforcement o�cers on campus is not a new idea. SRO training has long held that a public
school is a microcosm of the community and will re�ect all the aspects of the community – to include
campus crime. Many school systems have maintained their own school police departments for years.
Other agencies have sought to develop programs that allowed them to interact with students and
school sta�. 
 
The Flint (MI) Police Department began its “Cop on Campus” program in the 1950s. O�cers would
regularly check in at neighborhood schools to provide what we know today as community policing at
the school. They would “walk the beat,” and talk with administrators, faculty and students just the
same as they would with shop keepers and homeowners in the community. 
 
In the 1960s and 70s, many elementary students were introduced to “O�cer Friendly,” who gave basic
safety lessons like “stranger/danger,” “cross at the green, not in between” and bicycle safety. 
 
The 1980s saw a rise in agencies partnering with and sponsoring intervention programs such as the
LAPD and D.A.R.E (Drug Awareness Resistance Education), the NYPD and S.P.E.C.D.A (School Program
to Educate and Control Drug Abuse) and the ATF and G.R.E.A.T (Gang Resistance Education And
Training). 
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All of these programs sought to increase the positive interaction experiences between students and
law enforcement through periodic visits and a structured program presentation.
 
THE SRO DIFFERENCE

Unlike those earlier programs, the SRO program utilizes law enforcement o�cers who are assigned
full time to one or more elementary, middle or high schools. 
 
Basic SRO certi�cation requires the o�cer to attend and pass a 40-hour block of instruction that
prepares the o�cer to carry out the three primary duties of an SRO: 

O�cers are taught a wide curriculum that includes topics such as how to create lesson plans,
di�erent types of learning styles and peer mediation techniques. 
 
The main role of the SRO is exactly what the title implies – being a resource. The o�cer is there to
help assist in �nding solutions to issues that are beyond the capability of students, faculty and
administrators to handle alone. The o�cer is often the conduit between other resource agencies such
as juvenile probation, the juvenile courts, social service agencies, and non-pro�t, civic and faith-based
organizations.
 
The SRO was never meant to be deployed as a “one o�cer army” capable of eliminating all campus
crime, including gun violence. They were not intended to be SWAT snipers nor security guards who
stand a post. However, if SROs are expected to be our school’s �rst line of defense and called upon to
be solo �rst responders to active shooter/active violence situations, we have to provide these o�cers
with the best specialized tactical training and equipment possible. 
 
SRO TRAINING NEEDS 

Expanded duties and missions will always bring a need for training. In addition to the basic SRO
certi�cation, law enforcement agency leaders should ensure their SROs receive training in the
following areas:
 
1. PHYSICAL SECURITY

It is widely recognized that our public schools were not designed with the intention of preventing or
mitigating an active violence incident. Therefore, our �rst step should be to proactively seek the best
ways to integrate preventative physical security features at our schools. 
 
When we look at school shootings over the last 20 years, we �nd that with the exception of a few
ambush-style shootings occurring outside of the school, most shootings have taken place inside
buildings in densely populated areas such as the cafeteria, gymnasium and library. We must improve
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our ability to deter unauthorized persons from entering these areas speci�cally and our school
campuses in general. 
 
The completion of a physical security professional training and certi�cation program will allow SROs
to e�ectively partner with school administrators in order to craft recommendations that are site
speci�c to their school and employ industry best practices regarding the physical security features of
their schools.  
 
Organizations that can provide physical security professional training and certi�cation to SRO’s
include the American Society of Industrial Security (A.S.I.S), as well as the U.S. Department of Defense.
In addition, SROs can receive Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) training that is
geared toward the school campus from both the National Association of School Resource O�cers and
the National Institute of Crime Prevention.   
 
2. SHOOT, MOVE AND COMMUNICATE

An SRO will need to build on their basic patrol skills regarding their ability to shoot, move and
communicate during an active shooter incident. 
 
Unlike many other types of response scenarios, the response to an active shooter threat will most
likely result in the o�cer having to challenge and engage the shooter in armed combat. The operating
environment will be loud and chaotic, making communication di�cult. And, the o�cer will most likely
engage the shooter while multiple innocent victims are moving erratically in the area in front of,
beside and behind the shooter. 
 
Active shooter-speci�c response training such as A.L.I.C.E (Alert Lockdown Inform Counter and
Evacuate) or A.L.E.R.R.T. (Advanced Law Enforcement Rapid Response Training) will prepare SROs for
such a response. SROs should have basic �rst aid pro�ciency at a minimum, with tactical medical
training highly encouraged. All SROs should receive basic FEMA training for NIMS and ICS so that they
can e�ectively participate and communicate within the incident command structure. 
 
SRO EQUIPMENT NEEDS

As law enforcement professionals, we are expected to maintain our operational readiness, which
requires our equipment to be close at hand. When an SRO needs to respond to an active shooter
threat at their school, there is no time to go to the station or a police vehicle to retrieve equipment.
Therefore, we must address the two key considerations of being able to provide our SROs with
necessary equipment, as well as an appropriate area for staging and deployment.
 
1. PROVIDE THE NECESSARY EQUIPMENT

Basic-issued equipment for an active shooter response should include ballistic protection, long arms
(ri�e and/or shotgun) and simple breaching tools like a sledge hammer, pry bar and bolt cutters. 
 
When responding to an active shooter, o�cers should anticipate encountering a determined threat
who has chosen to kill and injure as many people as quickly as possible, often using a ri�e. In order to
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counter that threat, the o�cer’s body armor should be capable of a�ording protection from ri�e �re
and certi�ed by the National Institute of Justice (NIJ) at level III or higher. Additional protective options
include a variety of ballistic-rated helmets, ballistic shields and blankets. 
 
A patrol ri�e will allow the o�cer to engage the target with greater accuracy and from further
distances, while a shotgun will provide greater �repower and a range of optional ammunition
including slugs, buckshot and breaching rounds capable of defeating door hinges and padlocks. 
 
Breaching tools gives the responding o�cer options for overcoming barriers between them and the
active shooter. Other equipment would include a school portable radio for communicating with
school sta�, as well as an agency portable radio, �rst aid kit, de�brillator and bottled water.
 
2. PROVIDE A READILY ACCESSIBLE DEPLOYMENT SPACE AT THEIR SCHOOL

Tactical considerations dictate that the staging and deployment area for active shooter response
equipment should be an area that is separate from the SROs campus o�ce space, as inconspicuous
as possible so as not to draw unwanted attention, and centrally located to facilitate rapid access if
needed. 
 
Since most active shooters seek the most populated areas of a school, a non-descript custodial closet
at the end of a main corridor and adjacent to one of these areas would make a desirable location to
stage the SRO’s active shooter response equipment. Additional security for the stored items can easily
and economically be provided with a lockable metal �ling cabinet. 
 
Having a second closet located at the opposite end of a main campus corridor would be even better,
allowing a ri�e to be stored at one site and a shotgun at the other. This would give the SRO an option
of using the best tactical location, based on the situation and the shooter’s location. We all know that
“if one is good then two is better” and increasing our options often means increasing our chances of
success.
 
By adding a peep-hole and ballistic reinforcement to the inside of the door, an SRO has a position of
advantage from which they can challenge any armed threat in the corridor from a position of cover as
well as concealment. Throw in a �rst aid kit and a case of bottled water and the space can quickly be
converted for use as a rally point for backup o�cers, a casualty collection/triage area or a place for
rescued persons to shelter in place.
 
CONCLUSION

Law enforcement is as challenging and complex as ever, yet the two simple rules my FTO told me
more than 27 years ago still ring as true today as they did then: 

Our SROs are no exception to these rules and deserve our full support and commitment to help them
achieve their ever-expanding goals of providing a safe and secure learning environment in our

Go home alive at the end of your shift;1.

You can’t help anyone until you �rst safely arrive at the scene.2.
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nation’s schools.
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