
The joy of an upcoming high 
school graduation turned 
to grave concern when two 
Sacramento TV stations received 

an ominous letter threatening a 
“Columbine-style massacre” at the 
ceremony for Casa Roble Fundamental 
High School in Orangevale, near 
Sacramento, California.  School 
personnel, the school district, and 
the Sheriff ’s department immediately 
began precautionary measures to 
ensure the safety of the graduates, their 
families, and friends. In a press release 
issued by San Juan Unifi ed School 
District, Superintendent General 
Davie, Jr. said “We take threats of this 
nature very seriously.”  

Ironically, Casa Roble Fundamental 
High School was one of 78 Sacramento 
County schools that recently had been 
awarded a $929,659 school safety 
grant through the U.S. Department 
of Education.  Th e grant money was 
earmarked to help improve emergency 
response and crisis management plans.  
Th e grant would supplement safety 
eff orts already underway through 
the districts’ participation in the Safe 
Schools Program, in partnership with 

the Sacramento County 
Sheriff ’s Department. 

Th e San Juan Unifi ed 
School District, which 
serves over 40,000 
students, decided to utilize 
grant money to implement 
Rapid Responder®, a crisis 
management planning and 
response system developed 
by Prepared Response, 
Inc., headquartered in 
Seattle, Washington.  Th e 
Rapid Responder system 
allows facility personnel, 
police, and fi re units to instantly access 
over 300 site-specifi c data points, 
including pre-established tactical 
plans, fl oor plans, satellite images, 
interior and exterior photos, staging 
areas, hazardous materials locations, 
utility shut-off s, and evacuation routes 
for virtually any facility. 

Although some initial orientation 
and pre-planning tactical meetings 
had taken place between PRI, 
school offi  cials, and fi rst responders 
(including law enforcement offi  cials, 
fi re department offi  cials, emergency 

managers, etc.), mapping of 
the school district facilities had 
not been scheduled to begin 
until June 13th. Aft er analyzing 
the serious nature of the threat 
with local law enforcement 
personnel, San Juan Unifi ed 
Safety Director Don Myers 
asked PRI to mobilize a team 
to begin mapping of the Casa 
Roble campus immediately 
– just 48 hours before the 
graduation was to take place.  

“We realized that having updated 
emergency plans and facility details 
available to the Sheriff , California 
Highway Patrol, Fire and other safety 
teams during graduation was going 
to be crucial.  Aft er learning so much 
about what went wrong in situations 
like Columbine, it only made sense 
that we would want this information 
to be instantly available to all of our 
safety personnel.  Th at’s why we called 
Prepared Response to see what they 
could do for us,” commented Vera 
Vaccaro, principal of Casa Roble.

Jim Finnell, chief executive offi  cer of 
Prepared Response commented, “Th e 
company had never attempted to do 
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a complete inventory and mapping 
of a facility in such a short time 
frame.  Understanding the critical role 
that Rapid Responder could have in 
protecting the students and families 
of Casa Roble High, we immediately 
mobilized a response team and had 
them heading to the Seattle airport 
within two hours of the call from San 
Juan Unified.”

The massive and swift mobilization of 
emergency precautions that the school 
district took was impressive by any 
standard.  With the intent to preserve 
the spirit of the graduation ceremonies, 
but without compromising the safety 
of all involved, Principal Vaccaro had 
weighty decisions to make.  “This 
is still a high school, with over 300 
seniors graduating and hundreds of 
others anxious for summer vacation.  
To cancel such a momentous event as 
graduation seemed tragic in its own 
right.  But, ensuring the safety of all was 
obviously our first priority.  We wanted 
every base covered,” said Ms. Vaccaro.

While it normally takes between 14 
to 21 days to digitally inventory and 
map a high school the size of Casa 
Roble, Prepared Response was able to 
complete the mapping process within 
48 hours.  Sergeant Jim Schaefers 
of the Sacramento County Sheriff ’s 
Department, team leader responsible 
for security at the graduation event, 
said “Faced with a ‘Columbine-style’ 
threat aimed at thousands of people 
we needed the best tools available for 
managing such a complex emergency 
as this.  Having seen Rapid Responder 
in action brings home the fact that 
coordinated communication saves lives.”

Working under the lead of Incident 
Commander Sergeant Mike Jones of 
the Sacramento Sheriff ’s Department 
(SSD), a security and emergency 
response plan was implemented 
that involved both uniformed and 
undercover officers from SSD, along 
with support from the California 
Highway Patrol, the FBI, school 
security officials, and other agencies. 
The plan took into consideration the 
school districts’ desire to preserve the 
character of the important event and 
not turn the school campus into “an 
armed camp.”  

In compliance with those desires, 
Sergeant Jones deployed a minimal 
number of uniformed officers, along 
with a larger contingent of undercover 
officers at strategic locations around 
the school. Two hours before the 
event, a final tactical planning meeting 
was held with all law enforcement 
personnel to review procedures 
and the security plan. During the 
meeting, officials reviewed locations 
of observation posts, EMS / Triage 
/ Decontamination areas, Medivac 
landing zones, evacuation sites, and 
mutual aid agreements with neighboring 
law enforcement agencies. All of these 
locations were included in the satellite 
images available in the Rapid Responder 
system that was set up in the command 
post in the school office.

At the same time, a Sheriffs 
Department helicopter circled and 
monitored the perimeter of the 
campus, paying special attention to 
the tree line surrounding the property. 
This was later supplemented by a fixed 
wing observation plane. Roadblocks 
were set up and parking was restricted 
in certain areas close to the school. 
Private security guards had patrolled 
the campus the night before, and 
a bomb dog roamed the field and 
surrounding bleacher areas prior to 
the event. Access was limited to a 
single entrance to the football field, 
and all perimeter areas were guarded 
by a combination of Sheriffs’ officers 
and school personnel. Spot checks of 
backpacks, ice chests, etc. were done 

of arriving participants and their 
families, all without causing any undo 
inconvenience or lengthy lines. 

While tensions remained high, the first 
bars of Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance 
seemed to calm the thousands sitting 
in the hot sun, whose attention was 
soon riveted on the spectacle of 
300 graduating seniors marching 
onto the field.  A fireworks display 
topped off the evening and over 
3,000 anxious people in attendance 
met to congratulate the seniors and 
breathe a collective sigh of relief for 
a non eventful event. For Sergeant 
Mike Jones and his team it’s a pat on 
the back and sincere appreciation 
from everyone in Orangevale for 
the professionalism of all the first 
responders involved.   

District-wide mapping of remaining 
school facilities with Rapid Responder 
in Sacramento County is currently 
underway with completion expected 
by November 2005.

About Prepared Response, Inc. 
PRI develops crisis management planning 
and response systems that enable police, 
fire, and other emergency responders to save 
lives and mitigate property damage. Rapid 
Responder runs on laptop computers and 
allows first responders to instantly access 
more than 300 site-specific data points, 
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locations, utility shut-offs, and evacuation 
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quartered in Seattle, Washington, was 
formed in September 2000. 
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