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Local school and emergency officials ponder "What if?*

By Elizabeth Gabriel

(Updated Wednesday, February 14, 2007, 4:10 PM)

Madera County school and emergency officials join together for a session on safety Friday

What if a raging fire surrounds Yosemite High
School?

What if a depressed student takes a gun to
Coarsegold Elementary and opens fire on
classmates?

What if a high-magnitude earthquake strikes,
leaving students frightened and perhaps cut off
from their homes?

Despite what we all want to believe, these things
can happen here.

) Hilda Quiroz of the National School Safety Center
Representatlves from Madera County schools and speaks to a crowd at the Pines Resort last week.

first responders -- fire, law enforcement, rescue, ~ "ot by Elizabeth Gabriel

emergency services -- got together Friday at the

Pines Resort in Bass Lake for a day-long session called "What If? ... Preparing Schools for
the Unthinkable."

Presenters Hilda Quiroz and John Hayes of the National School Safety Center took the
nearly 85 participants through multimedia presentations, mixed up the groups up and took
them through exercises designed to present the main message: work together and be
prepared.

Work together before there's a crisis, work together to develop a plan, work together to
recognize problems while they're small.

"It's better to take care of a couple of kids arguing in the morning than it is to break up a
fight involving 250 kids at the football game," said Hayes.

The day was designed to give people the tools to develop their crisis plans, not that the
schools don't have plans already. But there was a twitter of recognition when a fellow in one
film clip said "In 30 years in the military, | have rarely seen anyone reach for the plan.”

Again and again, Hayes and Quiroz told participants that the best people to develop plans
are the ones who will be there when the unthinkable happens.

"Bring in the partners,” Quiroz said.

Each responder brings a different experience, a different perspective, and only in working
together can they come up with the best plan possible, she said.

"We never know what we'll have to do in a crisis situation,” Quiroz said, so preparedness is
the best way to go.

Know whom to call, know who will be in charge, know where to go, what to lock up, what to
say and what not to say, the presenters emphasized.

The presentation by Hayes, a lieutenant with the Seattle Police Department, and Quiroz, a
former teacher, is funded by a grant from the Department of Justice and was coordinated by
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Yosemite Unified School District's Earlene Ward.
"It brought everybody together ... (and we all) heard the same thing,” Ward said.

The plans now in place will be tuned up as a result of the workshop. Right now, the
Yosemite district has a safe school plan that is made fresh each year after polling staff and
students. And the National Incident Management System, developed by the Department of
Homeland Security, sets forth guidelines.

Under NIMS, Ward said, positions of authority are three deep. If Steve Raupp, the man in
charge at Yosemite High School, cannot complete the duty, there are two more people who
can step in. It's that process the Mountain Area schools will be putting into place soon, Ward
said.
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