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HOW TO 
Best Invest Your 
Security Dollars

By Paul D. Timm, PSP
VICE PRESIDENT
FACILITY ENGINEERING ASSOCIATES

Let’s begin by talking about investment strategies. 
Penny stocks? Usually a bad investment. Financing 
a brand-new car? In most cases, a bad investment. 
Buying a rental property? Usually a good investment. 
Quality family time? Almost always a good investment.

What are the best ways to invest in a safe learning environment? Ask teachers, vendors or board members 
and, in all likelihood, there will be no shortage of opinions. Answers will range from purchasing state of the 
art video surveillance cameras or contraband detection systems to hiring additional security personnel or 
mental health professionals. Before discussing specific investment strategies, consider the provided guiding 
principles and warnings.
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START WITH GOOD TRAINING
The value of security products and systems is 
determined by the people who use those measures. 
An electronic access control system, for example, 
is rendered valueless if a credentialed employee 
permits a non-credentialed individual to “tailgate” 
into the building.

Michele Gay, who lost her daughter Josephine in 
the Sandy Hook tragedy, is the co-founder of Safe 
and Sound Schools. Her advice is clear:

“The greatest investment I see our schools 
making in security, is investing time to train staff 
— and in some cases, students and parents —  
to properly use what they already have... Schools 
that spend dollars on equipment (updated 
doors, locks, cameras, buzz-in systems, visitor 
management, etc.) and then invest the time 
to train and familiarize staff and community 
stakeholders to use it, maximize their financial 
investment and increase the value of these tools 
by building buy-in and positive participation of 
parents, students and community members.”

School Safety Advocate at A3 Communications and 
former Campus Safety Director of the Year, Kevin 
Wren, echoes Gay’s advice:

“The number one security measure that schools 
need to invest in is their people. There must be 
consistent policies and procedures based on 
best practices for all-hazards. Time must be 
invested in making sure that all stakeholders 
are trained on a regular basis to recognize and 
respond to a multitude of situations that may 
arise. Any investment in physical security must 
be used as a supplement for existing faculty 
and staff, not as a replacement of the need to 
conduct all-hazards training for employees.”

GUIDING PRINCIPLES  
& WARNINGS

•	DO choose measures that protect people 
first. Invest in effective security education, 
systems that improve access control 
and communications and emergency 
preparedness initiatives. 

•	DO undertake a collaborative effort and 
make decisions with accountability. 
Organize a safety planning team comprised 
of key stakeholder groups — especially 
students. Give every reason for students, 
teachers and parents to make personal 
investments in your security initiatives. 

•	DO NOT invest reactively. Emotional 
responses to situations or events often 
produce regrets. Instead, be thoughtful and 
measured in your safety considerations. 

•	DO NOT invest in trendy items. For 
example, stay away from products such 
as classroom barricade devices, clear 
backpacks and bullet-resistant desk 
calendars. With good intentions, school 
administrators have asked students to 
bring cans of soup to throw at an intruder. 
Others have equipped every teacher with a 
baseball bat to swing at the bad guy. Stop 
the madness! These items tend to introduce 
more risks than they address.
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DO  NOT  PERMIT  EMOTIONS 
TO  INFLUENCE  DECISIONS. 

ALL  SCHOOLS  FACE  AGENDAS, 
PARENTAL  PRESSURES  AND 

VOLATILE  PUBLIC  RELATIONS 
INCIDENTS.
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PRIORITIZE ACCESS CONTROL & COMMUNICATIONS
Invest in physical security practices and systems that best protect your most important asset – people. Your first budget 
dollars and planning hours should be focused on improving access control and communications. 

ACCESS CONTROL BEST PRACTICES
•	Commit to operating as a closed campus. Secure all 

exterior doors and require all visitors to enter the facility 
through a secured vestibule.

•	Implement sound visitor management practices and test 
them periodically to ensure effectiveness.

•	Utilize classroom locking mechanisms that secure from 
the inside. If you currently have locking mechanisms 
that only secure from the outside, consider retrofitting/
replacing them.

•	Secure all vacant rooms.
•	Do not trade security for convenience.
•	Routinely survey students and staff to find problem areas.

COMMUNICATIONS BEST PRACTICES
•	Optimize public address (PA) systems to achieve 

comprehensive interior and exterior coverage. Pursue 
options to enable all staff to make PA announcements via 
telephone.

•	Label and/or program all telephones with emergency 
dialing instructions.

•	Require all administrators and key personnel to carry two-
way radios.

•	Place panic buttons in strategic areas.
•	Routinely test all communication systems.
•	Add high school students to your notification system.
•	Routinely survey students and staff to find problem areas.

TAKE A COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH
The active shooter threat understandably occupies 
the primary place in school emergency preparedness 
initiatives. Be certain, however, to undertake an all-
hazards approach. From severe weather threats to 
human-made disasters, school preparedness efforts 
should be comprehensive. Solicit assistance from 

emergency responders and preparedness experts and 
involve your staff by disseminating a “Staff Skills Survey 
& Inventory.” Schools are required to store first aid kits 
and automatic external defibrillators (AEDs). Be proactive 
by acquiring additional supplies, such as trauma kits, 
flashlights and bullhorns.

PURSUE MISSION-MINDED GRANTS
Pursuing grants can be challenging, if not daunting. 
Many schools never apply for grants and those that do 
apply are often unsuccessful. Bruce Canal, the Business 
Development Manager for Axis Communications, 
researched existing grant program opportunities and issued 
the following summary findings:

“Many school districts with lower Average Daily 
Memberships (ADMs) typically do not receive government 
or private organization grants. Why? Government or private 
grants have been disproportionately distributed to the large 
or extra-large public K-12 school systems.”

Small school districts encounter several impediments that 
keep them from applying for grants: 

•	They lack staff with the experience or time to complete 
the application process.

•	Fees to enlist the help of professional grant writers put the 
project over budget.

•	Matching grant programs can require money up front that 
the school district does not have.

As a result, larger school districts with full-time staff or 
contract grant writers seem to be the grant recipients more 
often than smaller districts.



WHAT IS ON THE HORIZON?
In the first week of July, U.S. Representatives 
Ted Deutch (FL) and Roger Williams (TX) 
introduced a bill entitled, “School Violence 
Prevention and Mitigation Act of 2019.” The bill 
establishes federal grant programs for public 
schools to identify and address vulnerabilities in 
the security-related infrastructure.

Practically speaking, monies would be 
allocated to assist schools in paying for security 
assessments. In fact, the bill authorizes $2 
billion over a ten-year period. Schools would first 
identify vulnerabilities and then address existing 
gaps. The program would pay for 100 percent 
of the independent security assessments and 
50 percent of the costs for physical security 
improvements recommended by those 
assessments. Schools would be required 
to install, at minimum, one panic button that 
could be utilized to alert local law enforcement 
agencies in the event of an emergency.

Even with larger ADM schools applying and 
receiving the lion’s share of the grants, many 
applications are denied by the issuing agencies. 
According to the Department of Justice (DOJ) 
and, specifically, the Office of Community 
Oriented Policing Services (COPS), which has 
become the best known if not longest running 
grant program, many school districts and/or 
public safety agencies that have applied fail 
to receive the grant. In fact, according to the 
DOJ, a large percentage of school districts and 
partnering public safety agencies are denied 
grants. This means millions of dollars are left on 
the table and not distributed.

Problem Solution
Submitting the 
application after the 
strict deadline.

Start early and submit 
early. Application 
deadlines are unforgiving. 
All applications must be 
postmarked (digital or in 
an envelope) by midnight 
the day of expiration. Start 
early and submit early. 
Remember that once 
submitted, the application 
cannot be edited.

The application is 
completed incorrectly.

Complete the application 
by the numbers. Do not 
deviate from the form and 
complete it point-by-point 
in order. Applications are 
scored based on responses 
to the questions.

The application does not 
answer the imperative 
questions requested by 
COPS.

Answer the questions in 
clear and concise terms 
utilizing a timeline for the 
evaluator to understand. 
Do not put the effect before 
the cause.

Plagiarizing from 
another application with 
no distinction between 
the two applications.

Reviewing a former 
winner of a grant is an 
excellent idea. However, 
make sure you do not 
merely copy and paste 
the answers. Many times, 
evaluators see the name of 
a school in the application 
that does not match the 
name of the submitting 
school district. The result is 
an automatic denial.

Applications that are 
poorly written and not 
understandable.

Use proper grammar 
and give detailed 
explanations without being 
overly verbose.

MOST COMMON REASONS 
SCHOOLS DO NOT 

RECEIVE GRANTS & 
HOW TO RESOLVE THEM
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ASSESS YOUR SECURITY PORTFOLIO
Let’s evaluate your investment strategy. Does your portfolio reflect the security mix that will keep the learning environment 
safe? Remember the guiding principles and warnings issued above. Your safety and security program depends on 
good training. Prioritize security measures that protect people the most – access control and communications. Be 
comprehensive in your emergency preparedness efforts. Commit to undertaking a collaborative approach. Pursue grants 
with a mission-minded strategy. Avoid reactive decisions and trendy gadgets. Get bullish. The time for wise investing in a 
safe learning environment is now.

AVOID REACTIVE DECISIONS & TRENDY GADGETS
Let’s revisit the principles governing risky investments. Do 
not permit emotions to influence decisions. All schools face 
agendas, parental pressures and volatile public relations 
incidents. The temptation to placate certain stakeholders 
or acquiesce to big personalities can be strong. Stand 
firm. Careful and collaborative decisions do not have to be 
laborious and time consuming. Gather relevant information, 
empower trustworthy individuals and make wise decisions.

Fear is perhaps the most dangerous emotion. Well-
intentioned entrepreneurs have introduced a host of 
products designed to improve classroom security. 
Classroom barricade devices have now even made a 
legislative impact in the state of Illinois. Buyer beware.

Lori Greene is the Manager of Codes & Resources for 
Allegion. She is a member of the National Fire Protection 
Association (NFPA) and the International Code Council. 
Greene asserts:

“Many classroom doors have existing locksets that provide 
the needed level of protection but may not have the optimal 
lock function to address today’s security concerns. For 
example, the traditional classroom function is very common 
in existing schools but requires the teacher to open the door 
and insert a key in the outside lever to lock the door. To 
reduce the teacher’s exposure to danger, the door should 
be lockable from the inside. While it might be tempting to 
invest in retrofit classroom barricade devices to facilitate 
this, most of these devices do not comply with the model 
building codes, fire codes and accessibility standards.”

“A grant submission is an investment in your school. It will almost never be free and it is an 
investment of funds, talent and time... You must have a clear mission in mind before you start 
the process.”

 — Bruce Canal, Business Development Manager, Axis Communications

Many existing locks can be updated using code-compliant conversion kits that change the locking method and add a 
locked/unlocked indicator. These kits can often be more affordable than purchasing barricade devices. Building codes 
have been successfully protecting students, staff and visitors for more than 60 years. Codes ensure that room egress will 
never require special knowledge (removal of a barricade device) so that people cannot get trapped and will always have a 
means to get out. Similarly, codes ensure that teachers and first responders will always have quick access to a classroom.
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