
Drilling for Preparedness at 
Schools:  Is it Enough?

Katrina Kubicek, PhDc1

Marizen Ramirez, PhD, MPH2

Corinne Peek-Asa, PhD, MPH2

Marleen Wong, PhD, LCSW3

Presentation to the American Public Health Association 

November 2007

Funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention # K01-CD000196-02

1 Community, Health Outcomes, Intervention & Research Program, 
Saban Research Institute, Childrens Hospital Los Angeles 

2 Injury Prevention Research Center,  Dept. of Occupational and Environmental Health, 
College of Public Health, University of Iowa

3  LAUSD, RAND/National Child Traumatic Stress Network

Copyright 2007, Katrina Kubicek, kkubicek@chla.usc.edu



INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION
Schools are locations where disasters and 
emergencies have occurred:

1994       Northridge EQ causes damage to a number of 
schools in Los Angeles

1999 Columbine, CO. Two shooters kill 12 students 
and a teacher 

2001 The WTC towers in NY become targets of 
terror attacks. Schools are within blocks of the 
collapsed towers, and schools throughout the 
nation gridlocked as parents rushed to get their 
children.

2004 A school was seized by terrorists in Beslan, 
Russia.  About 300 die, most of whom are 
children.
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Schools conduct drills to prepare Schools conduct drills to prepare 
for emergenciesfor emergencies

Tornado Drill, School in Virginia, 2004
Above photos by Heather King, VDEM 

EQ drill in Japan
BBC news

Fire evacuation Drill
High School in Maryland
Photo by Ellie d'Eustachio.
10/3/2006
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Drills: A way to enhance school 
preparedness

“Put into action” plans and protocols
California Education code requires

Fire drills
Earthquake “drop and cover drills”

Different requirements for different grade 
levels 
Schools also conduct lockdown or “code 
yellow” drills 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONSRESEARCH QUESTIONS

What type of drills are conducted?

How often are schools district drilling, and how do these 
figures compare to California State mandates?

How quickly do students and staff evacuate from school 
buildings?

What are some challenges encountered while drilling? 
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METHODSMETHODS

Two South Los Angeles school districts 
Mixed methods multilevel design, we 
combined multiple sources and methods:

• Data abstraction from archival drill records
• One-on-one interviews with school staff and  

focus groups with staff and students  
• Real time drill observations
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Drills Conducted and State Drills Conducted and State 
RequirementsRequirements

0
2
4
6
8

10
12

D
ril

l 
Fr

eq
ue

nc
y

Elementary Middle High 

Fire Drills

Avg. # Fire Drills State Requirements 

Elementary schools are 
not drilling at levels to 
meet state 
requirements.
Requirements for 
elementary are much 
higher than secondary 
schools. 
Secondary schools drill 
at levels meeting the 
bare minimum.
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How Quickly do Schools Evacuate How Quickly do Schools Evacuate 
Students and Staff?Students and Staff?
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Drills as a Training VehicleDrills as a Training Vehicle

Interviews reveal that drills are primary 
training provided to school community 
However, not always seen as a training 
opportunity 
Belief that drilling alone is not sufficient 
training  

We know where to go if there’s an 
earthquake, we do drills at least once a 
semester. So we go out to the yard then we 
come back.…Other than that, I think we’re 
half way there [with preparedness]….Maybe 
I’m being generous, we’ve practiced each 
one of the techniques necessary to keep safe 
from falling debris or from buildings that are 
caving in but other than that…They teach us 
to leave. 
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Challenges to DrillsChallenges to Drills

School layout – congestion at exits, 
multiple buildings, single exits
Students mentioned fearing a “stampede”
Supplies – insufficient and/or staff 
unaware of availability and location 
Inadequate protective equipment

I noticed during our fire drills like a mob of 
kids squeezing through this tiny little hole, 
like between the gate and pole…right now 
we’re all very calm, actually, it’s kind of fun, 
we get to get out of the class and go stand 
around.  But, when there’s a real fire, 
people are going to be trampled because 
they can’t get through the narrow little area.     

- Middle school staff

All we know [is to duck and cover] - and to me this 
is not even good because... [these desks] are not 
big enough for all of our big boys. … it just does 
not work for big kids, for sixteen year-old boys.  
You ask one of them to get up underneath and see 
how well they do. They need to get rid of them, 
that’s not right. I have some big boys and if they 
just move a little bit they take the desk with them 
when they walk off.   - High School Teacher 
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Challenges to DrillsChallenges to Drills

Broken emergency alert systems
Classrooms without communication 
systems – particularly difficult during 
lockdowns 
Dysfunctional bells 
Student pranks or “false alarms” causing 
desensitization of staff and students

There is a frequency of ringing the bells at [the high 
school], sometimes the bells don’t work there, 
sometimes they blink all the time, and teachers have 
become somewhat desensitized to the blinking lights, 
and the ringing of the bells, it doesn’t happen every 
day but at least happens once a quarter where 
someone tampers with the bells because it’s a high 
school campus so someone touches or pulls it…it 
does not add to a sense of emergency because you 
once said oh, that’s just kids playing with the fire, 
so…it isn’t a sense of emergency. – Administrator 
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Drills do not include full school Drills do not include full school 
communitycommunity

Staff mentioned concerns about parent 
reactions in a disaster – and they are not 
included in drills
Should communicate when drills are 
conducted to parents, include them in 
training opportunities 
“no school is in and of itself separated 
from the community it participates in.”

I’m concerned about adults. I always say ‘I’d 
rather deal with ten thousand kids than ten adults.’
Because adults, in their mind, they think they 
know what they are doing. When it comes to tense 
situations I know what I’m supposed to do and 
they are just in the way.  …in my experience it has 
been adults are not very helpful unless they are 
trained and they can follow instructions. 
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Drills cannot help staff assess their 
own or others’ reactions 

Need to implement more realistic 
drills where roles are assigned

Drills do not address full spectrum Drills do not address full spectrum 
of issues or reactions during an of issues or reactions during an 
actual emergency or disasteractual emergency or disaster

We know when the bell sounds like, we know to 
march out like little tin soldiers and go to the field in 
our appropriate places if we hear these sounds.  
But….they never prepared us for ‘what if’.  The one 
big earthquake can stop all of that.  There could be 
no sound…the field could not be there…And then 
there is no loud speaker…And there are no bells, 
then what do new do?  We know what to do if…the 
bells go off and they say go down and walk to the 
field…but that’s all  very plastic, very phony – for a 
real earthquake. 

When the LA riots happened, I heard teachers 
saying ‘the heck with my students, I’m getting out of 
here’…They were afraid…they became frightened 
and they weren’t acting like they would normally act.  
It could have been the most caring, sensitive 
teachers and when there was really an 
emergency…they really freaked out.
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CONCLUSIONSCONCLUSIONS

Drills have become rote activities that provide 
a minimum level of safety information
“minimum level of safety practice”
Drills are not used as opportunities to 
improve emergency procedures
Debriefing allows for schools to self-evaluate 
their drilling experience to discuss challenges 
and suggest and implement changes
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What do Schools NeedWhat do Schools Need……..

Need to debrief and use information from 
debriefing to improve infrastructure and 
policies for drills
Need realistic simulated exercises that are 
well-planned and involve parents
Need systematic accounting of the school 
drilling process
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