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The Indiana Department of Homeland Security’s Office of School Safety has developed a Tabletop Toolkit featuring 10 discussion-based exercises. These scenarios are designed to engage school officials, administrators, educators, SROs, and staff in evaluating their responses to various safety situations. Each exercise includes a brief scenario followed by targeted questions that prompt reflection and dialogue. Tabletop exercises are flexible, often completed in just a few minutes, and serve to reinforce participants’ understanding of emergency operations plans.
		
	INDIANA DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY
OFFICE OF SCHOOL SAFETY
302 W. Washington St. Rm. E208 ∙ Indianapolis, IN 46204 ∙ 317-232-2222 ∙ dhs.in.gov
Tabletop EXERCISE OVERVIEW
	Step 1 PREPARE
	Select a relevant scenario and identify staff members to participate.

	Step 2 EXERCISE 
	Allocate time for staff to discuss the scenario and respond to guiding questions.

	Step 3 ANALYZE
	Review responses to identify strengths, gaps, and potential training needs.

	Scope
	Designed for 5–10 minute discussions during school safety team or all-staff meetings.

	Mission Area(s)
	Prevention, Protection, Response, and Recovery

	Contact
	For any questions, help, or more resources feel free to contact the Indiana Office of School Safety.

Director Julie Q Smith
JuliSmith@dhs.IN.gov

Deputy Director Rusty Goodpaster
RGoodpaster@dhs.IN.gov

School Safety Specialist Deanna Thomas
DeanThomas@dhs.IN.gov

School Safety Specialist Ryan Stewart
RyStewart@dhs.IN.gov

School Safety Specialist Bonnie Sims
BSims@dhs.IN.gov 
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Exercise Logistics	5	[Sponsor Organization]
	[PROTECTIVE MARKING, AS APPROPRIATE]
Homeland Security Exercise and Evaluation Program (HSEEP)

Post-Exercise and	7	[Sponsor Organization]
Evaluation Activities	[PROTECTIVE MARKING, AS APPROPRIATE]
Homeland Security Exercise and Evaluation Program (HSEEP)
[bookmark: _Toc336426672]Exercise 1: Anonymous Alarm
Scenario
An anonymous report comes in from a student who is worried that their friend may be planning a school attack. Their friend shared their involvement in an online community that glorifies past school shooters and stated that they are developing  a plan for how they might attack the school. The reported student has a history of peer issues but no disciplinary incidents to date.
Exercise Questions 
[bookmark: _Hlk211600087]initial impressions
	[bookmark: _Hlk207195721]What behaviors or statements in the report raise immediate concern from a threat assessment perspective?
	

	What immediate steps would you take to verify the information received through the anonymous report?
	


Action Response Strategy 
	What multidisciplinary threat assessment team members should be engaged first, and why?

	

	What short‑term safety measures or monitoring actions would be appropriate while the assessment is underway?
	

	What elements would you include in a preliminary threat management plan based on what is currently known?

	


After action review
	Do you think that only a behavioral threat screener would have been sufficient to use in this instance? Why or why not?
	

	Are there changes that need to be made to policies, training, or procedures to enhance future threat assessments?
	


[bookmark: _Hlk207196100]Exercise 2: Canine Chaos
Scenario
While on recess duty at your elementary school, you notice a small dog without a collar wandering through an opening in the playground fence. Several children spot the dog and excitedly run toward it, reaching out to pet it. As you are walking to tell the students to leave the dog alone the dog becomes visibly anxious, and as a younger child extends his hand, the startled dog growls and snaps, biting the student’s hand.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	What school policies come to mind when an unauthorized animal appears on school grounds?
	



	How should staff assess whether the animal poses a threat, and what cues would inform that assessment?
	


Action Response Strategy 
	What is your first required action under school safety protocols when an animal poses a hazard on campus?

	

	Who needs to be notified immediately, and what information should be relayed?

	

	What procedures should be followed to address the dog’s presence and the student that was bitten?

	


After action review
	Does your staff have the training and resources they needed to manage this situation safely?
	

	What policy updates or staff training could strengthen the response to animal hazards in the future?
	



Exercise 3: Court Cardio Crisis
Scenario
During an intense basketball game in gym class, a student suddenly clutches his chest, collapses to the floor, and is unresponsive and not breathing. The gym erupts in confusion as classmates stop playing, and the gym teacher urgently radios the office, reporting that a student is down and not breathing, and admits he is unsure what to do next.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	What is the gym teacher’s first responsibility when a student is unresponsive and not breathing?
	

	How should staff assess if AED intervention is necessary?

	


Action Response Strategy 
	What are the exact steps staff should take when encountering an unresponsive student who is not breathing?
	




	What procedures does your school have for radioing emergencies? How can staff communicate that CPR and AED response are needed?
	




	What documentation and immediate notifications must occur during the response?
	





After action review
	What questions should be considered about staff readiness and training when a teacher reports they “don’t know what to do”?
	



	Is your AED accessible and can it be retrieved without delay? If not, what barriers exist?
	




Exercise 4: Derailment Danger
Scenario
A freight train derails on the railroad track directly behind your school, approximately 0.3 miles away. Several train cars carry a noxious chemical, and the crash caused a release of hazardous fumes into the air and grounds surrounding the tracks. Emergency officials issue an alert indicating that the school is within the exposure danger zone, triggering the need for potential evacuation.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	Based on the information, how do you determine whether evacuation or shelter in place is safer?
	

	What environmental cues should staff be looking for while assessing risk?

	


Action Response Strategy 
	What are the first steps the school should take upon receiving confirmation that it is inside the exposure danger zone?
	



	If shelter‑in‑place is chosen, what steps must be taken to limit exposure to fumes?


	



	If evacuation is required, what steps should be taken to ensure students are moved away from the hazard?
	


After action review
	Do staff feel confident and prepared to handle this type of emergency response?


	

	Does your school have effective relationships with first responders and your local Emergency Management Agency?
	


Exercise 5: Perturbed Parent Phone Call
Scenario
A student goes home and tells their parents that they have been experiencing ongoing bullying at school, which has recently escalated from verbal harassment to occasional physical aggression. Concerned and frustrated, the parents call the school demanding to know why the bullying has continued and expressing anger that their child feels unsafe and believes the school has not taken effective action to address the situation.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	What information should staff gather from the parents during the call to understand the scope of the situation?
	

	What existing policies or procedures are triggered when bullying is reported by a caregiver or parent?
	




Action Response Strategy 
	What steps make up a thorough bullying investigation, and is one necessary for this incident?

	

	How will the school document the incidents and track patterns of behavior to determine if the bullying is repeated and targeted?
	

	How should the school communicate updates to both parents while preserving confidentiality of the students involved?
	


After action review
	What changes to training or policy could strengthen the school’s future response to bullying incidents?
	

	Is bullying listed as “prohibited” in your emergency response plan?

	


Exercise 6: Phone Policy Pushback
Scenario
Indiana has implemented a statewide cell phone ban during school hours, and students have been repeatedly informed of the rules and consequences for non‑compliance. One morning, a student who is visibly frustrated and having a difficult start to the day refuses to put his cell phone away despite multiple prompts from staff. He continues using the phone, ignores all directives, and becomes increasingly dismissive of the school’s policies, creating a disruption that requires an immediate response.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	How do existing cell phone policies guide your first steps in addressing the noncompliance?
	

	What info do you need to gather from staff to see whether this is an isolated incident or part of a pattern?
	


Action Response Strategy 
	What steps should staff take to enforce the cell phone policy consistently without escalating the student’s emotional state?

	

	How should staff document the incident to support policy implementation and track behavioral concerns?

	

	How do you balance enforcing the rule with addressing possible underlying issues contributing to the behavior?

	


After action review
	Does your cell phone policy work as intended, or are there gaps in consistency, or enforcement?
	

	What could be improved in staff training or student communication regarding the statewide ban?
	



Exercise 7: Restricted Recreation Risk
Scenario
The door to the school’s indoor pool has a faulty lock that some students are aware of, and during study hall one student slips inside unnoticed and begins swimming alone. After a few minutes, the student starts to struggle in the water, nearly drowns, and eventually manages to get out and go to the nurse for help. With a safety breach, an unauthorized area entry, and a near drowning now reported, the school must determine immediate next steps.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	What information needs to be gathered right away from the student, nurse, and any witnesses to understand what happened?
	

	How does the fact that students already knew about the faulty lock affect your initial assessment of risk and responsibility?
	


Action Response Strategy 
	What steps should staff take to properly document the incident, including timelines, student statements, and facility issues?
	

	What immediate actions should be taken to secure the pool area and prevent further unauthorized entry?

	

	How should the faulty lock be reported, prioritized, and repaired, and who is responsible for ensuring follow‑through?
	


After action review
	Are there safety protocols at your school regarding restricted areas that are clear and consistently enforced?
	

	Do you have a system in place for checking and updating faulty door locks throughout your school?
	


Exercise 8: Surprise Security Stop
Scenario
On a routine Wednesday morning, U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents arrive at the school’s main entrance requesting immediate access to meet with a specific student. They state they have parental permission, present official credentials, and insist the school allows them inside. Staff must quickly determine how to respond.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	What school policies or legal considerations should staff recall before taking any action?
	

	Who is authorized to make decisions about allowing external agencies onto school property?
	


Action Response Strategy 
	What steps should staff take to verify ICE’s claims, including parental permission, while ensuring student safety and privacy?
	

	What is the appropriate chain of communication within the school when unexpected law enforcement arrives?
	

	How do existing visitor-access policies guide decisions about allowing federal agents onto school grounds?
	


After action review
	What additional training, resources, or policy updates are needed to better prepare for similar situations in the future?
	

	How should the school evaluate its coordination with outside agencies while maintaining student rights and safety?
	



Exercise 9: Art‑Room Altercation
Scenario
During a routine art class, a student suddenly snaps a pair of scissors in half and fashions the pieces into a makeshift weapon, then begins pointing it toward nearby classmates while making sarcastic, unsettling threats. The class is disrupted as students react, and staff must quickly assess the situation and find a way to deal with the student causing it.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	What immediate safety concerns arise when a student creates a weapon and threatens peers?
	

	What indicators suggest whether the student’s behavior is impulsive, or a potential genuine threat?
	


Action Response Strategy 
	What should the teacher’s first steps be to safely de-escalate and neutralize the situation, while protecting other students?
	

	What documentation or reporting procedures need to be followed during and after the event?

	

	What criteria should staff use to determine whether the incident triggers the BTAM process, and who initiates that review?
	


After action review
	What factors in this incident support or challenge the decision to initiate BTAM?

	

	What training or policy updates would strengthen future responses to similar classroom safety incidents?
	



Exercise 10: Weekday Walkout
Scenario
On the morning of a nationally organized student walkout, a growing group of highly impassioned high school students prepares to leave campus in protest, with their numbers swelling from the original handful to nearly 150 participants. Excitement and tension build as the walkout time approaches, leaving school staff to quickly determine how to manage student safety, maintain order, and communicate expectations.
Exercise Questions 
initial impressions
	What is your immediate reaction to 150 students planning a walkout, and how does the group’s size affect the school’s response?
	

	What concerns arise around safety, supervision, and the presence of media during a large walkout?
	


Action Response Strategy 
	What is the plan for handling media presence on or near campus, and who is authorized to speak on behalf of the school?
	

	How will staff maintain supervision of both participating and non‑participating students?
 
	

	How should the school document the event, & how do administrators determine whether consequences apply or not?
	


After action review
	Should students that participate have repercussions for leaving school grounds?
	



	Do you need to adjust policy, to strengthen future responses to large student-led demonstrations?
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