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Are Bear Valley Unified schools safe?
District superintendent discusses safety in the wake of the mass shooting in Florida
By Judi Bowers and 
Natalie Williams

The latest mass shooting at a high 
school in Parkland, Florida, has school 
officials around the country examining 
their school sites, safety policies and 
asking, “Are our schools safe?” Bear 
Valley Unified School District is also 
asking that question and looking for 
answers.

Terry Planz, director of facilities for 
the district, went to district 
superintendent Mary Suzuki 
following the Florida shoot-
ing that killed 17 students 
and staff members on Feb. 
14 to discuss vulnerabilities 

of the Big Bear sites, according to 
Suzuki. And there are areas that need 
stronger security measures, she said.

The old-fashioned lockdown drills 
that had everyone huddling in a corner 
aren’t the safest measure anymore, 
Suzuki said. Staff and students are 
now trained to know how to barricade 
a classroom, use counter measures, 
break windows and evacuate the prem-
ises if possible, she said.

Those steps are part of what’s known 
as ALICE — alert, lockdown, inform, 
counter and evacuate. “District-wide, 
we have changed our response to 
active shooters,” said Colin Schour, 
an English teacher at Big Bear High 
School. “We’ve adopted this training 
called ALICE, which has inspired con-

fidence in the staff 
and the students in 
response to an active 
shooter.”

Suzuki said she 
feels confident that 
the schools are 
well-equipped when 
it comes to earth-
quake and fire drills. 
Lockdowns are prac-

ticed, she said, but no active shooter 
drills have taken place. But in today’s 
reality, active shooters are possible 
in any community, and Bear Valley 
Unified will be holding active shooter 
drills, she said.

Schour, who is an alumnus of Big 
Bear High School, explained that ALICE 
training means the entire school is 
alerted to a shooter’s identity by way of 
the announcement system. This allows 
for evacuation depending on location 
of the shooter. The counter measures 
mean attack, throw things, run, do 
whatever is possible rather than hud-
dling in a corner, Suzuki said. Case 
studies show the strategy is effective, 
Suzuki and Schour said.

Suzuki said Planz and the district 
are working to identify vulnerable 
areas and have identified Baldwin Lane 
Elementary and the high school as 
having weaknesses. A camera view-
ing the vestibule area at the entrance 
to Baldwin Lane Elementary would 

allow the doors to 
the main school hall-
way and the multi-
purpose room to 
remain locked when 
students aren’t 
entering. Someone in 
the office could buzz 
open the door to 
authorized visitors, 
Suzuki said. “That’s 

one quick solution,” she said.
Big Bear High School would need 

additional walls and doors to secure the 
front entrance. Suzuki also acknowl-
edged that the portable classrooms 
with entrance via the parking lots are 
not secure.

Does Suzuki feel teachers should be 
allowed to carry guns into the class-
room? She said she hasn’t polled local 
teachers, but she knows that student 
safety is always the highest prior-
ity. In her opinion and from hearing 
from others in the education field, that 
arming teachers could mean a higher 
likelihood of injury to students or staff, 
Suzuki said.

Being alert and aware, if you see 
something, say something, is impor-
tant, Suzuki said. While she recog-
nizes that students and even adults 
aren’t always willing to come forward, 
reports can be done anonymously, she 
said. In the past four or five months, 
Suzuki said students have shared more 

observations from students who may be 
contemplating suicide, are depressed 
or are struggling in other ways. That 
communication allows for intervention, 
she said.

“I feel very comfortable in the Big 
Bear High School environment,” Schour 
said. “I went to this high school, and 
the relations between students com-
pared to when I was here are greatly 
improved. Whether that be the differ-
ences in race, or sexual preference, or 
gender, students are empathetic and 
tolerant of each other.” 

“We have a student body that cares 
about each other, (and) is willing to 
open up to authority if they’re con-
cerned about a student,” Schour said.

Bear Valley Unified has formed a 
safety committee that includes dis-
trict administrators, law enforcement, 
teachers and students. The committee 
was scheduled to meet on Feb. 27, but 
may have rescheduled due to inclement 
weather. Drills are scheduled to begin 
in March.

“I don’t want to be part of a cata-
strophic event,” Suzuki said. Schour 
said he doesn’t sense a lot of fear. 
“I sense progression here in how to 
respond to something like this.”

A request for comment by the Big 
Bear Sheriff’s Department on school 
safety in Bear Valley was not returned 
by press time. Look for updates on this 
story online at www.bigbeargrizzly.net.
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