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Every School is Vulnerable:  
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SUMMARY 

When it comes to public education, few issues command attention like school safety. As 
threats change and evolve, so, too, must the preparation and response. The 2016-2017 
Yolo County Grand Jury (Grand Jury) investigated Comprehensive School Safety Plan 
(CSSP) compliance and found vulnerabilities that prompted changes in the school 
districts in Yolo County to make campus access more restricted and secure. Three years 
later, the current 2019-2020 Grand Jury sought to understand school safety from the 
perspective of those developing, training in, and carrying out safety protocols. The Yolo 
County Office of Education, providing alternative and special education to students 
throughout the county, was also included in this current investigation.  

The Grand Jury found that all Yolo County school districts have made safety 
improvements in the past three years to “harden” their campuses, to include increased 
visitor signage, check-in procedures, and collaboration with first responders (e.g. police, 
fire department) to further secure each school. These measures also raise the prominence 
of the front office, creating additional responsibilities for those staff members.  

The California Education Code requires all school districts to prepare site-specific 
CSSPs. All school districts in Yolo County are current and in compliance with the 
requirements for preparing and filing CSSPs. The Grand Jury found that small districts, 
such as Esparto Unified School District (EUSD) and Winters Joint Unified School 
District (WJUSD), can prepare a district-wide CSSP. WJUSD includes individual campus 
school safety plans in its CSSP, whereas EUSD does not.  

Tracking which teacher has or has not attended safety training is inconsistent between 
districts. Although there is an expectation that all teachers, substitute teachers, and school 
staff be able to respond to a variety of emergencies, substitute teachers or staff hired after 
the beginning of the school year may miss important training.  Measures of the 
effectiveness of the safety training are lacking and missing from CSSPs. 

The Grand Jury also found that past high-profile school shooting incidents put great 
pressure on school administrators to lockdown campuses when facing a variety of 
potential threats. Additionally, the increasing incidence of trauma-impacted students is 
presenting new challenges, prompting school staff to adjust their focus from instruction 
to providing student support. 

The Grand Jury recommends: (1) the Esparto Unified School District develop individual 
safety plans for each school site for its CSSP submission, (2) all school districts identify 
further plans for hardening campuses, (3) all districts identify staff to engage in train-the-
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trainer classes to build internal capacity and share resources across the county districts, 
(4) all districts require online, on-demand safety training modules be provided to school 
staff and particularly to staff hired after the beginning of the school year, (5) all districts 
identify safety training that all substitute teachers must complete before reporting to 
work, (6) all districts create a method or tool to assess safety training effectiveness, to 
include an annual survey of participants, and, (7) all districts develop an attendance 
record and tracking mechanism for safety training participation at each specific site. 

On March 19, 2020 Governor Gavin Newsom issued Executive Order N-33-20, a 
statewide “stay home” order, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This investigation, 
the data gathered, and recommendations generated from it occurred prior to the  
COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing orders. 

 

ACRONYMS 

CDE California Department of Education 

CSSP Comprehensive School Safety Plan 

EC California Education Code 

 

BACKGROUND 

The topic of school safety often triggers tragic images and headlines. As a society, we are 
conditioned to anticipate the worst – and with good reason. In 2019, there were 25 school 
shootings in the United States.1  Two of those occurred in California, leaving four  
injured and two students dead.2 Though reports of an active shooter at Woodland High 
School in May 2019 later proved false,3 the actions of first responders and the emotional 
responses among students and school personnel were no less real. Despite research 
reporting that school shootings are rare,4 schools must be prepared for any crisis, from 
accidents and broken bones, to power outages and wildfires – as well as the resulting 
trauma. 

The 2016-2017 Yolo County Grand Jury (Grand Jury) reported on safety concerns related 
to the physical layout and ease of entry to school campuses.5 Following the report’s 
publication, each district within the county (Davis Joint Unified School District, Esparto 
Unified School District, Washington Unified School District [in West Sacramento], 
Winters Joint Unified School District, and Woodland Joint Unified School District) 
responded to the recommendations by making some structural changes and/or creating 
protocols that better secured their schools.6   
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In revisiting the topic of school safety, the 2019-2020 Grand Jury found improvements in 
visitor signage and check-in procedures, fencing, installation of new locks, collaboration 
with first responders, communication, and after-action debrief sessions following live 
incidents or practice drills. 

Though each district is making tremendous strides in “hardening” efforts to further secure 
campus access, this year’s Grand Jury extended the previous investigation to examine 
safety beyond physical access to school grounds. The 2019-2020 Grand Jury wanted to 
understand what school safety looks like from the inside, from the perspective of those 
developing, training in, and/or carrying out new protocols. Again, the Grand Jury focused 
on the five school districts within Yolo County as well as the Yolo County Office of 
Education (YCOE). YCOE operates similarly to a school district by providing alternative 
and special education to students throughout the county.  

 

APPROACH 

The Yolo County Grand Jury (Grand Jury) reviewed the most recent Comprehensive 
School Safety Plans (CSSPs) from each of the school districts in Yolo County: Davis 
Joint Unified School District (DJUSD), Esparto Unified School District (EUSD), 
Washington Unified School District (WUSD) in West Sacramento, Winters Joint Unified 
School District (WJUSD), and Woodland Joint Unified School District (WJUSD) as well 
as from the Yolo County Office of Education (YCOE).  

School officials, administrators, and/or representatives from each of these districts were 
interviewed. Protocols, procedures, checklists, and other public and internal documents 
specific to each district were requested and reviewed. 

Additional references include the 2016-2017 Yolo County Grand Jury Report: “Are Yolo 
County Schools in Compliance with School Safety Plans?”7 and Responses to the 2016-
2017 Yolo County Grand Jury Final Report: “Are Yolo County Schools in Compliance 
with School Safety Plans?”8 

The California Education Code (EC), sections (§§) 32280-32289, the School 
Accountability Report Cards,9 and California School Dashboards10 for schools in Yolo 
County were also reviewed. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Based on interviews and documents reviewed, every indication is that school officials are 
fully aware of the challenges in making schools safe and are committed to taking the 
necessary steps to keep them that way. Given each school’s unique physical setting, 
structural features, community climate, and local laws, there is no one-size-fits-all 
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solution to school safety. Clearly, the challenges are vast, as documented in the 
Comprehensive School Safety Plans (CSSPs). Though school shootings demand attention 
and scrutiny, additional safety threats are experienced with far greater regularity and 
frequency. Safety drills and protocols intended to prepare students and staff to respond to 
an array of threats can also, according to witness interviews, have the adverse effect of 
heightening fear and anxiety.  

Interviews with personnel from each school district and the YCOE, and a review of 
school safety documents suggest that while improvements were made, the following 
areas warrant attention: 

 Comprehensive School Safety Plans (CSSPs): Anticipating Change & Preparing 
for Ongoing Improvement 

 Safety Training: Voids in Who Gets Trained and Measures of Effectiveness  
 Trauma-Impacted Students & Staff: Increasing Incidence & Additional Support 

A discussion of each of these topics follows. 

CSSP: Anticipating Change & Preparing for Ongoing Improvement 

California Education Code (EC) sections (§§) 32280–89 mandate that all schools and 
districts develop CSSPs for adoption by March 1 of each year. The CSSPs document how 
each campus will deal with safety issues and emergencies, ranging from an active shooter 
and crime on campus to explosions and earthquakes. Included in these plans are 
preparations, as well as actions during and in the immediate aftermath of a crisis. 

The mandate to develop, update and certify CSSPs annually only applies to public 
schools, per EC §32280:  

“It is the intent of the Legislature that all California public schools, in 
kindergarten, and grades 1 to 12, inclusive, operated by school districts, in 
cooperation with local law enforcement agencies . . . develop a comprehensive 
school safety plan ….”11  

Every year, the California Department of Education (CDE) notifies county 
superintendents and administrators of changes in EC §§32280-89 that need to be included 
in the following year’s CSSPs. In a letter dated February 18, 2020, State Superintendent 
of Public Instruction, Tony Thurmond, also encouraged schools to:  

“…include policies and practices that go beyond EC sections 32280–32289 
requirements, including but not limited to threat assessment protocols, mental 
health policies, bullying/cyberbullying prevention procedures, active 
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intruder/shooter protocols, lockdown and shelter-in-place procedures, family 
reunification plans, and regular drills and exercises for all staff and students.”12 

Here, Dr. Thurmond speaks to safety concerns that are beyond the EC requirements and 
yet represent risks warranting attention. Interestingly, interviews with school officials 
conducted prior to the release of Dr. Thurmond’s letter brought up the same issues and 
priorities.  

The CDE provides districts with a template13 to guide their development of CSSPs, and 
some districts engage consultants to assist them. The Yolo County Office of Education 
(YCOE) recently initiated efforts to standardize the CSSPs for all school districts within 
Yolo County. An initiative still in development, these templates are aligned to those 
provided by the CDE. Districts have the flexibility to develop their own plans and to “go 
beyond” the basic EC mandates. That flexibility allows school officials to tailor the 
CSSPs to their specific needs and to determine their own policies and procedures, 
training approaches, and protocols.  

All CSSPs for schools within Yolo County are current and in compliance with EC 
mandates. Except for Esparto, the CSSPs include individual safety plans for each school 
site within a district. Designated as a “small school district” with 940 students,14 Esparto 
Unified School District has in place a district-wide safety plan that meets EC 
requirements for districts with fewer than 2,501 students.15 

Some CSSPs have in place very detailed protocols that “go beyond” the mandates and 
address many of the areas called out by Dr. Thurmond. A review of the most recent 
CSSPs submitted by each school district within Yolo County might give the impression 
they are more boilerplate than tailored. There is more to school site safety planning than 
appears in the public document. To avoid disclosing sensitive information to potential 
wrongdoers, the details and tactics developed for the districts and their sites are restricted 
to school and first-responder personnel as an additional safety measure (as recommended 
in EC §32281).16 

Several witness interviews credited the 2016-2017 Yolo County Grand Jury (Grand Jury) 
investigation on school safety as a catalyst for making signage more visible to visitors, 
for hardening access to campuses, and for collaborating with all stakeholders of the 
school community. These improvements were also documented in each school district’s 
response to the recommendations made by the 2016-2017 Grand Jury.17 In addition, the 
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Grand Jury found some of these actions were already underway when the initial report 
was published.  

The increased prominence of the front office at each campus and tighter check-in 
procedures also present new vulnerabilities that may require additional safety 
improvements to make the physical office and the people who work there more secure. 

The effectiveness of a CSSP is created in the process of its development, by making sure 
discussions include all stakeholders (e.g. principals, teachers, parents, students, first 
responders, community members), by continual re-assessment of new threats or potential 
threats and concerns, and the implementation of new strategies, protocols, and practices.  

Critical, too, is a feedback mechanism for determining how well these changes are 
working. Such a metric is missing from all safety plans as well as from the CSSP 
template itself.18 Granted, there is no clear cause-and-effect methodology for evaluating 
these changes. However, that should not prevent each district from exploring other 
qualitative options, such as asking those responsible for carrying out the safety protocols 
and procedures for their feedback. 

Safety Training: Voids in Who Gets Trained & Measures of Effectiveness 

Creating a safe environment is fundamental for learning to occur. Yet, establishing and 
maintaining safety is becoming more difficult as schools must contend with a barrage of 
changing threats and conditions. Ensuring that teachers and staff are well-prepared to 
meet these challenges through effective training is vital to enabling schools to go beyond 
EC safety standards. Herein lies the dilemma: how to balance the mounting demands on 
the school community with limited resources – time, trainers, and money?   

Within this environment, each district is forced to make difficult but informed decisions 
that prioritize and accommodate for its unique needs. Contract agreements between the 
school district and its unions must also be considered. Most school districts have opted to 
prioritize the training of certificated personnel (e.g. teachers) in safety protocols and 
procedures but not classified employees (e.g. para-educators, noon / yard duty aides, and 
transportation workers). This year, some districts, such as the Washington Unified School 
District in West Sacramento, are training their classified staff in emergency and safety 
procedures.  

Schools typically train teachers on safety drills and procedures just prior to the start of 
each school year. Supplemental refreshers and updates are incorporated into regular 
drills, tagged onto staff meetings, or discussed as part of an after-incident session 
throughout the year. Training is provided in many forms, ranging from in-service 
sessions, to online and practice drills at the school site. Arrangements are also 
coordinated with vendors who offer specific kinds of expertise (e.g. active shooter 
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training), when warranted. Teachers hired after the start of the school year typically miss 
these early opportunities, creating a potential vacuum in preparedness.    

Another gap in training pertains to substitute teachers. Substitute teachers are a 
significant part of the educational community. However, districts do not require 
prospective substitute teacher applicants to participate in formalized safety training prior 
to reporting for work at any school. Among the largest school districts in the county 
(Davis Joint Unified School District, Washington Unified School District, and Woodland 
Joint Unified School District), there are, on average, a total of 155 substitute teachers 
working in a classroom on any given day. With more than 1,60019 teachers employed in 
Yolo County schools, substitute teachers represent nearly 10% of those providing in-class 
instruction – a significant daily presence.  

Once checked in at the front office, substitute teachers typically receive a packet or 
binder that contains a class roster, lesson plan, daily schedule, and basic safety documents 
(e.g. floorplans and evacuation routes). Some schools may include posters or flipcharts in 
each classroom with instructions on what to do in specific emergency situations. Given 
the nature of this on-call type of work, substitutes may not have time to review the folder 
in its entirety before meeting with his/her class. If an emergency drill or incident occurs, 
substitute teachers by necessity may be required to look to other teachers and/or their 
students for direction in how to respond. Several of those interviewed described examples 
in which this occurred. 

In some districts, inconsistencies in tracking attendance at training sessions add to 
uncertainty and makes it difficult to determine who has participated. Additionally, 
districts have no mechanism in place, other than occasional informal check-ins, for 
assessing the effectiveness of the training or level of confidence among the teachers and 
staff responsible for carrying out the drills. 

Though safety or emergency drills can provide important refreshers and on-the-job-
training for new hires and substitutes, the drills can also increase the stress level of an 
already anxious staff and student body.  

Trauma-Impacted Students & Staff: Increasing Incidence & Additional Support 

An integral component of the learning process is safety. If the school environment is 
perceived by students and/or staff as unsafe, learning will be inhibited. Though new 
fencing, visitor check-ins, and safety training can mitigate threats, the environment within 
and outside of the school can present ongoing challenges. In response, districts stated to 
the Grand Jury that they continually monitor and assess for the social/emotional impacts 
of these challenges and have in place a well-defined process for providing counselors and 
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emotional support for students and staff. The threats are real. So, too, are the emotional 
impacts related to the loss of life, neglect, bullying, and abuse.  

News of any school shooting often generates fears throughout the school community and 
increases concern. This cycle repeats itself with every tragic occurrence and each time 
places pressure on school officials to treat all threats the same.20 School officials and 
representatives interviewed described heightened concern for the emotional well-being of 
students and staff. They also spoke of several events that continue to impact members of 
the school community, expressed for some in the form of trauma. Trauma is an emotional 
response to a terrible event that can cause sufferers to experience extreme anxiety, 
sadness, anger, sleeplessness, physical pain, and headaches.21  

When reports came in May 2019 of an active shooter at Woodland High School, first 
responders arrived in full force. The school went into lockdown, along with a nearby 
elementary school. Shelter-in-place orders were issued for yet another campus. For six 
hours, students and teachers waited while police conducted room-by-room searches until 
they were certain no threat existed. Though the initial call was later determined a false 
report, the experience, according to personnel interviewed, left some teachers and 
students visibly shaken and/or dealing with post-traumatic stress disorder. 

More recently, the accidental off-campus shooting of a Davis High School senior,22 the 
killing of a 16-year-old who attended school within Woodland Joint Unified School 
District,23 the unexpected death of a Davis elementary school teacher,24 and reports of a 
“man covered in blood” who threatened a teacher and attempted  to carjack her vehicle 
outside Esparto High School25 have been covered by the local papers. Many other, 
similar incidents are shared by way of Facebook, Instagram, or other outlets. Whether 
accurate or rumors, word travels fast across social and virtual networks, further 
compounding the fear and anxiety. 

Less publicized but nevertheless traumatic is the uptick in abuse, neglect, and domestic 
violence in Yolo County. The numbers are documented by several sources, including 
Yolo County Child Abuse Prevention Council,26 the Yolo County Health Council,27 and 
kidsdata.org28 (a resource on children’s health in California). Interviewees also reported 
teachers are seeing more incidence of students dealing with homelessness and broken 
homes, and in turn, extreme acting out behaviors.  

In recognition of these threats, as well as the injuries inflicted by bullying and misuse of 
social media, school officials and representatives are responding by making counseling 
more available to employees and students, providing training, and increasing awareness 
about the importance of mental health. Nurses, too, are available at some schools on a 
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regular basis. According to witness interviews, members of the school community are 
increasingly taking advantage of this support.  

School safety encompasses far more than installing new locks, fencing, and check-in 
procedures. School districts within Yolo County also recognize the emotional health and 
well-being of students and staff as yet another critical resource to protect. 

 

FINDINGS 

F1. The California Education Code requires, with the exception of small districts, that 
individual safety plans be developed for each school site. Esparto Unified School 
District qualifies as a small district, and has a single district-wide Comprehensive 
School Safety Plan (CSSP) that applies to all school sites in the district, not 
individual plans for each school site. 

F2. Districts made safety improvements, including increased visitor signage and tighter 
check-in procedures, installed new fencing and locks, collaborated with first 
responders, engaged in after-action debrief sessions to further secure (i.e. “harden”) 
school campuses and facilities, and continue to plan for further actions. 

F3. Increased efforts to harden schools and direct visitors to the front office with 
improved signage creates additional responsibilities for those working this vital 
gateway and exposes them to more safety threats. 

F4. Tracking of who has or has not participated in safety training events is inconsistent 
in Yolo County schools. 

F5. Measures or approaches for assessing the quality or effectiveness of safety training 
are missing from the CSSPs. 

F6. There is an expectation that all teachers and substitute teachers have a depth and 
breadth of safety training that enables them to respond to a variety of threats. 

F7. Because substitute teachers and teachers hired after the start of the school year are 
not present for the launch of safety training, their ability to respond to emergency 
situations is compromised. 

F8. In the wake of past high-profile school shootings, school officials face great 
pressure to react to any threat of potential violence by locking down schools. 

F9. Increasing incidence of trauma-impacted students call on teachers and staff to shift 
focus from instruction mode to providing support they may not be fully trained to 
offer. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

R1. Prior to the start of the 2021-2022 school year, Esparto Unified School District 
should develop individual safety plans tailored to each school site’s particular needs 
and environment (as opposed to a district-wide Comprehensive School Safety Plan 
[CSSP]) to enhance the overall value of the CSSP. 

R2. Prior to the start of the 2021-2022 school year, District officials should identify 
additional approaches in their CSSPs for hardening access to areas of schools that 
remain vulnerable. 

R3. Prior to the start of the 2021-2022 school year and each subsequent school year, 
District officials should identify administrative, certificated, and classified 
employees to engage in train-the-trainer classes to build internal capacity and share 
resources across districts. 

R4. Prior to the start of the 2021-2022 school year, District officials should require 
online, on-demand safety training modules be provided and completed by all staff, 
particularly those hired after the start of the school year, to assure consistency in 
and breadth of training in safety protocols and procedures. 

R5. Prior to the start of the 2021-2022 school year and each subsequent school year, 
District officials should identify safety training that all substitute teachers must 
complete before reporting for work in any district. 

R6. Prior to the start of the 2021-2022 school year and each subsequent school year, 
District officials should identify a method and/or tool for measuring the 
effectiveness of safety training, including an annual survey of all staff. 

R7. Prior to the start of the 2021-2022 school year and for use in each subsequent 
school year, each school principal or designee should develop an attendance and 
tracking mechanism for determining who has or has not participated in safety 
training offerings. 

 
COMMENDATIONS 

All school officials and representatives recognize the value of maintaining the emotional 
health and well-being of students and staff.  School districts are to be commended for 
their ability to mobilize resources quickly and provide onsite counseling support 
following a tragic incident (e.g. sudden loss of teachers, students, and alumni).  

 
REQUIRED RESPONSES 

Pursuant to Penal Code section 933.05, the Grand Jury requests responses as follows: 
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From the following individuals: 

 Superintendent of Schools, Yolo County Office of Education – F1, F2, F3, F4, F5, 
F6, F7, F8, F9; R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7  

From the following governing bodies: 

 Board of Education/Trustees, Davis Joint Unified School District – F2, F3, F4, 
F5, F6, F7, F8, F9; R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7  

 Board of Education/Trustees, Esparto Unified School District – F1, F2, F3, F4, 
F5, F6, F7, F8, F9; R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

 Board of Education/Trustees, Washington Unified School District – F2, F3, F4, 
F5, F6, F7, F8, F9; R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

 Board of Education/Trustees, Winters Joint Unified School District – F2, F3, F4, 
F5, F6, F7, F8, F9; R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

 Board of Education/Trustees, Woodland Joint Unified School District – F2, F3, 
F4, F5, F6, F7, F8, F9; R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

 Board of Education/Trustees, Yolo County Office of Education – F1, F2, F3, F4, 
F5, F6, F7, F8, F9; R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

Note: The governing bodies indicated above should be aware that the comment or 
response of the governing body must be conducted subject to the notice, agenda, and 
open meeting requirements of the Brown Act. 

 

INVITED RESPONSES 

From the following individuals: 

 District Superintendent, Davis Joint Unified School District – F2, F3, F4, F5, F6, 
F7, F8, F9; R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

 District Superintendent, Esparto Unified School District – F1, F2, F3, F4, F5, F6, 
F7, F8, F9; R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

 District Superintendent, Washington Unified School District – F2, F3, F4, F5, F6, 
F7, F8, F9; R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

 District Superintendent, Winters Joint Unified School District – F2, F3, F4, F5, 
F6, F7, F8, F9; R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 

 District Superintendent, Woodland Joint Unified School District F2, F3, F4, F5, 
F6, F7, F8, F9; R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7 
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Reports issued by the Civil Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. Penal Code section 929 requires that 
reports of the Grand Jury not contain the name of any person or facts leading to the identity of any person who 
provides information to the Civil Grand Jury.  
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