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When it comes to school safety, 
administrators have a lot on their 
plates. They keep kids safe while in 
class, prevent bullying and handle 
emergencies. However, one area that is 
always top-of-mind is security. 

The transition from traditional 
mechanical locking systems to 
electronic access control (EAC) has 
revolutionized school safety. These 
technologies provide a practical 
approach to regulating and managing 
access for campuses of all sizes. 
Adaptable enough to meet today’s 
demands and, in many cases, flexible 
enough to adjust to those that emerge 
in the future, EAC has become an 
appealing choice for schools. 
Tempering that advance in many cases 
are budgetary restrictions, which has 
meant that mechanical solutions are 
still very much a part of the picture.

Locking Devices Advance 

On April 20, 1999, the country 
watched as the tragic shooting at 
Columbine High School unfolded 
before our eyes. While this was not the 
first school shooting to happen, it was 
one of the first to develop under the 
24/7 news umbrella. 

The door hardware industry 
responded by working together to find 
solutions to prevent similar events 
from happening again. “The shooting 
at Columbine High School changed 
how we responded to immediate 
threats,” says James Stokes, Director of 
Corporate Training for Hager 
Companies. “We, as an industry, 
started advocating for changes to the 
building code.”

The adoption of the classroom 
function lock occurred after 
Columbine, and the intruder 
classroom function lock was 
developed after the Sandy Hook 
Elementary School shooting in 
Newtown, Connecticut.  

Additionally, industry associations 
have been formed with the mission of 
making schools a safer place, such as 
the Door Security + Safety 
Foundation, Partner Alliance for 
Safer Schools (PASS) and the Door 
Security & Safety campaign—Lock 
Don’t Block.

“The improvement in technology has 
also greatly enhanced this effort,” 
Stokes says. “Teachers no longer need 
to step outside of their classroom to 
lock their doors with a key. Today, it 
can be done from the inside with 
both mechanical and electronic 
products.”

Code-Compliant Lockdown Options 

A lockdown is a security procedure 
used in situations to secure the 
interior of a building or room and 
protect its occupants. 

“Essentially, it safeguards an area so that 
ingress to that area can only be allowed with a 
valid credential. Contrary to what many 
people think, it does not mean preventing free 
egress from that area,” says John LeBoeuf, 
Business Development Manager for Hager 
Companies. 

Schools face a potential array of violent 
incidents. These threats come from many 
fronts and can include individuals with 
weapons to suspicious people in or near the 
school. These are just a few reasons why 
administrators, parents and the public focus 
on school safety and lockdown options. 
However, because school safety is a sensitive 
issue, many times proper code compliance has 
been disregarded in favor of perceived safety 
protocols. 

Lockdown can be carried out in different 
ways. Let us examine current code-compliant 
options for schools.

Teacher Involvement 

Here are ways in which teachers inside the 
classroom can carry out local lockdowns.

tion. They serve as an advocate for the mentee whenev-
er the opportunity presents itself and are always seeking 
opportunities for increased visibility and deeper under-
standing. In many cases, playing devil’s advocate to help 
the mentee think through important decisions, strategies
or application.

Example: If Alex saw something on a project he was 
working on individually that could be used as a learning
tool, he would do something very di�cult. He would stop, 
call down to me and say “Son, grab your notebook and 
come down here. I have something you have got to see.” 
Some of the most challenging projects I worked on were 
the ones Alex pulled me into. He did not give me the 
answers; rather, he empowered me to think, and 
challenged me to understand and not be intimidated at
the chance of failure.

3. Regularly challenging you to be more. A mentor 
pushes you to hone and learn new skills while igniting a 
passion for your craft. They are willing to take you under 
their wing for the sole purpose of helping you stay 
motivated and discover your own identity and path. 
Mentors look for ways to make you successful; many 
times with the hope that you surpass their greatest 
accomplishments.

Example: Alex never spoke to me as if I was inferior. His 
expectation was clear—work hard, but more importantly
work smart. Enjoy what you do, share your passion with 
others and ask a lot of questions—just not the same one 
twice.

No matter what position, role or title you hold, mentors 
are there. Seek out those special individuals who are
willing to share and invest in your growth. Thank you to 
all the mentors in our industry that take the time to 
uphold the integrity of our profession, share the passion 
for our work and take the time to put someone else’s 
success before your own. During the four years I spent 
with Alex before his passing, I did not realize how much 
of an impact he had, not only on my career but my life as 
a whole. Our relationship was more than a close working 
relationship that later evolved into a rock solid friendship 
built on trust and respect for each other. I am grateful to 
have had Alex Graham as my mentor, guiding me. 

DAN WHITE is the Product Development
Manager for Hager Companies. He can be
reached at dwhite@hagerco.com.
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This may start o� like a story your 
parents told you as a child, but it 
really happened this way. My first 
day of work in this industry started 
on a Monday, Jan. 22, to be exact. I 
had loaded all of my necessities into 
the back of my car the previous day, 
left the love of my life standing in a 
driveway (we got married a year 
later) and headed south from St. 
Louis to Memphis through a snow-
storm to start working for a company
I knew little about that specialized in 
an industry I knew nothing about.

Although I knew nothing about what
I was going to be doing, I did know I 
was going to make it work. So, I 
headed in early, anticipating the
excitement of filling out human
resource forms, finding out where 
the locker filled with pens and note 
pads was, and hopefully locating a
bathroom along the way. As expect-
ed, a woman named Nancy greeted 
me out front and said, “Follow me, 
we have some paperwork to fill out.” 
I smiled. No sooner than I had sat 
down, a man with a boisterous voice, 
suspenders and a Ventair hat came 
into the room and said, “Grab your 
things, we have work to do. Nancy, 
he can fill this stu� out tonight when 
he gets home.”

Until that point, I only knew this man 
as Alex, that I would be working 
closely with him and that the three 
people who had been given this 
opportunity before me were no 
longer employed there. Needless to 
say, I was apprehensive.

My first day with Alex consisted of, 
what I learned later, was a keying 
meeting, project walk through and 
multiple contractor visits. By the end 
of the day, I was beyond confused 
and tired but remember thinking I 
can learn so much from this man. 
Throughout that first day with Alex, 
without saying it, he made it very 
clear to me that he was willing to 
help me succeed any way he could, 
as long as I followed one simple rule:

Don’t ask the same question twice

So that night, after I filled out my HR 
paperwork, I purchased a package
of composition notebooks—you 
know the type with the black and 
white speckled cover—and made a 
few simple decisions:

• I would ask Alex a lot of questions.
• I would write down his responses.
• I would try my very best to respect 
his simple rule.

I soon realized that Alex was, in most 
situations, impatient. He would
express his frustrations with loud 
outbursts. I grew to love hearing the 
responses he gave contractors who 
wanted to change the hand of a 
frame or modify the lever design of a 
mortise lock after they had already 
been purchased. But when he 
worked with me he was composed, 
and, inadvertently taught me what 
authentic humility and grace looked
like.

When in the midst of the many tasks
and responsibilities those of us who 

have worked in distribution find
ourselves in, it was very common for 
me—greener than a four leaf 
clover—to run across something I 
was not familiar with or need a 
second opinion from a seasoned
veteran. I would first pull out my 
composition notebook and scour
through all the previous questions 
and answers to ensure it was not 
something I had asked Alex before. 
If not, I would gather the needed 
documents, my composition
notebook, swallow any pride that 
was floating around my throat and 
head down to his o�ce.

Mentors are, and Alex was:

1. Committed to the responsibility of 
mentoring. A mentor is an advisor
and coach who provides guidance,
gives feedback and freely shares
their experience and expertise. It
takes trust, respect and a deep 
understanding of the personal
development needs of the mentee
to take on this critical responsibility.

Example: There was never a time 
that Alex said he was too busy; 
never a response given that gave me 
an indication that he was not 
interested in sharing, engaging and
guiding me. He did not look for quick
responses; he gave suggestions, 
shared experiences and then had 
me do the work—most of the time 
with him by my side cheering me on.

2. Always recognizing opportunities 
to mentor. A mentor does not always 
wait for the mentee to ask a ques-

• Mechanical push button on cylindrical or mortise locks. 
This option uses a push-button or turn-button on the 
inside trim to lock the outside trim or throw a deadbolt. 
When the button is activated, a valid key must be inserted 
from the outside to gain access. Although this is a quick 
and easy solution, the disadvantage is that students can 
also operate the button and lock the door in nonemergency 
situations. To counter this, teachers need to always carry a 
key.

• Thumbturn on mortise locks. This uses a thumbturn on 
the inside trim to lock the outside trim or throw a 
deadbolt. When the thumbturn is turned, a valid key must 
be inserted from the outside to gain access. This option has 
the same disadvantages as the push button. 

• Key from the inside. Also called the intruder classroom 
function lock, this option is available on both cylindrical 
and mortise locks. It allows the outside trim to be locked 
by turning a key in the inside cylinder. With this option, 
teachers need to be trained to always keep their keys on 
their person.

• Electronic push button from inside. Employed on battery-
operated or wired locks, pressing a push button on the 
inside escutcheon places the lock into privacy mode. A 
valid privacy override credential must be presented at the 
escutcheon to gain access. Unfortunately, students can still 
operate the button and lock the door in nonemergency 
situations, so teachers must always carry their valid privacy 
override credential.

• Credential from inside. Many manufacturers provide 
battery-operated locksets that are equipped with an 
additional reader on the inside trim. In the case of an 
emergency, a teacher must present their credential to the 
inside trim and the outside trim is put into lockdown 
mode. To gain access, a valid lockdown override credential 
must be presented to the outside trim. 

No Teacher Involvement 

Wired or wireless lockdown are locking devices that are 
wired to the panel, to software or connected via wireless to 
gateways or hubs can be locked down remotely. This 
absolves teachers of having to perform any locking tasks 
from the inside. 

Wired or wireless remote lockdown is initiated by:

• Software. Most access control systems can lock down 
wired or wireless locking devices or readers from the 
software. The primary disadvantage of this option is that 
an administrator must be logged into the software and 
issue the command. In an emergency, this may not be the 
most practical or time-sensitive approach.

• Physical credentials. A physical or mobile credential can be 
programmed to immediately send a command to the software to 
issue a lockdown to other wired or wireless openings upon 
presentation to any wired or wireless locking device or reader. 
These credentials would be given to the principal and other 
selected staff members.

• Buttons. A switching mechanism, such as a mushroom button, 
can also be used as a trigger to implement a lockdown command. 
The location of switching devices is critical and should be 
carefully considered during the initial system design. 

Enhancing School Safety 

It is often assumed that a lockdown command automatically 
locks all networked openings in a facility. Although this is a 
common practice, it does not necessarily need to be the case. 

Officials at educational facilities frequently approach their school 
security plan by splitting their buildings into separate lockdown 
zones giving them the ability to affect a local lockdown for a 
specific area. For example, a lockdown can target all interior 
doors but allow the exterior openings to be easily accessed by 
emergency response teams.

When a lockdown command is issued either in the software or at 
wired or wireless openings, rules can be set up in the software to 
carry out various tasks. 

• Sound an alarm. The most common task is to activate an 
audible, silent or visual alarm. 

• Send alerts to security and medical personnel. The system can 
automatically send a notification to first responders, which 
results in a quicker response time. 

• Push alerts to personnel in different parts of the building. This is 
helpful in large schools or campuses to communicate quickly 
with everyone regarding a potential threat.

• Initiate video cameras. Many of today’s access control platforms 
can also be programmed to interface with, and activate, video 
cameras. 



The public charter education company KIPP Texas Public 
Schools has elected to invest in electronic access control for 
its Texas school projects. 

“KIPPs ability to put a building or campus into ‘lockdown’ 
mode provides school leaders with an additional level of 
security and the capability to respond rapidly to external 
threats when the need arises,” says Jim Boyd, Senior 
Director of Construction for KIPP Texas Public Schools.

In recent years, federal, state and local governments have 
focused their attention on this issue and in many cases, 
have added funding, allowing schools to be more active in 
security planning. And with many access control systems 
offering scalability, schools are no longer compelled to 
invest in a system all at one time. Security can be enhanced 
as and when funding becomes available. Adding additional 
openings to the lockdown ecosystem can be planned well 
into the future.

Some manufacturers offer preplanning and system design 
services along with on-site visits for access control 
solutions. Always make sure to consult with a certified door 
hardware professional.

Top 5 Access Control Considerations for School 
Administrators

As you examine how to best add or expand access control 
into your school, here are our top five considerations for 
school administrators.

1. Consult a security professional. When contemplating 
access control for your school, involve a door hardware 
professional early in your conversations. They will help you 
design the best code-compliant system for your specific 
needs and budget and help phase in plans for future 
security needs. 

2. Define scope. Clearly define all areas that need to be 
secured in the event of an emergency, and ensure free 
egress is allowed.

3. Continuously train staff. Because the staff can change and 
information can be forgotten when not used, hold regular 
lockdown training sessions for staff that cover lockdown 
procedures and how to respond to various emergencies. 

4. Conduct regular lockdown drills for students. Just as fire 
drills have done for decades, lockdown drills are an integral 
part of ensuring that the system is working correctly, and 
that students know exactly what to do in the event of an 
emergency.

5. Interface with other security systems. Many access control 
systems interfaces with video surveillance and even gunshot 
detection systems. Consider creating a comprehensive 
security system that can enhance the level of protection for 
students and staff. 

BRIAN MOSES is Electronic Access Control 
Technical Sales and Services at Hager Companies.
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