
 

 

Statement regarding STEM School Highlands Ranch Emergency Response Procedures 
For Douglas County Board of Education 

 
On May 7, 2019, our school community suffered a tremendous tragedy, moving on from which 
requires us to come together and take time to heal. We firmly believe in the fortitude of the 
STEM family, which has been evident since its inception. STEM has become a top performing 
school in the Douglas County School District, and we believe our students should be afforded 
the chance to continue to thrive. We hope the Board will reconsider its decision to restrict the 
school to a single-year charter renewal at a time when the community is recovering from the 
most trying circumstances it has ever faced. To send a signal that the District is not more 
supportive of STEM only makes the challenges for the STEM community more onerous. But it 
will not weaken our resolve. We are and will remain STEMStrong. 
 
This document summarizes resources STEM has had in place since before the tragic events of 
May 7, 2019, and which it will continue to utilize going forward. We also explain here various 
aspects of our program, culture, and historical complaints that have been subjects of discussion 
since May 7. It is our fervent hope that the County and State Boards of Education will see fit to 
stand together with us and support us as we work constructively to strengthen and restore the 
STEM community. 
  
Background 
  
STEM School Highlands Ranch has developed an above-standard emergency response 
protocol. The protocol was reviewed and approved by law enforcement and the DCSD Security 
Office. Because of the need to maintain confidentiality to ensure the safety procedures are 
effective, details cannot be provided but our protocols are available for review. These 
documents and maps are readily available. 
  
All administrators and senior staff are trained in FEMA emergency response procedures. The 
School’s drill procedures are in compliance with best practices. STEM schedules practice drills 
throughout the school year, coordinated with law enforcement, and practiced with increased 
precision as students and staff master the procedures. 
  
In an emergency, finemotor skills can fail. With this in mind, our staff is trained to summon 
emergency responders and to secure classrooms without the use of fine-motor skills. This is a 
part of our regular drills so these reactions become automatic. 
 
Staff and students are secure in a “double lock” system. Visitors to the three offices must first 
identify themselves with our camera and voice system. They are then buzzed in to check in with 
the front office, which is behind glass. We use Raptor to process any visitors against a national 
database. Before Raptor, we used LobbyGuard. Visitors are provided an identification badge 
before they are allowed through the second locked doors where students are located. Law 
enforcement is provided access cards to enter through any secure exterior door.  These 



 

 

procedures and physical barriers are reasonable and consistent with best practices for K-12 
schools. 
  
May 7, 2019 
  
Our students, faculty and staff became victims on May 7th at approximately 1:52pm to two 
alleged shooters, who were both students at the school. Our well-trained staff and students 
immediately secured their rooms and pulled students in from the hallways, and the school went 
into a full lockdown. 
  
Law enforcement and first responders were contacted via a radio that had been paid for by the 
911 board. Within minutes, law enforcement was onsite and in our school.  
  
As we know, three students rushed toward one of the assailants and disarmed him. One of 
these students was tragically shot and killed and a second was wounded. Their swift actions, 
although lauded as heroic, were not consistent with our security protocols or training. STEM 
staff and the private security guard we hired disarmed the second shooter and neutralized the 
situation before law enforcement arrived.  
  
When law enforcement arrived, staff immediately surrendered the incident command to them. 
Teachers did not open their rooms until they were provided proof of the identities of responding 
officers. 
 
We followed instructions and protocols to evacuate all students and staff, room by room, from 
the building. 
  
Consistent with STEM security protocols and instructions from law enforcement, all STEM 
students were transported by bus to an offsite relocation center for reunification with their 
families. Thereafter, a crisis center was set up to deliver services for our entire community for 
the following three days. We worked with law enforcement and nationally-known mental health 
experts to begin processing the tragedy and developing plans to complete the school year and 
graduation. Abundant mental health resources were made available for several weeks and at 
each year-end event, and the school widely disseminated information about how to access 
mental health resources on an ongoing basis. We will continue to do so. 
  
Students, staff, parents and mental health providers overwhelmingly reported that the 
community was well prepared to handle the emergency. We are thankful that we developed and 
practiced precision drills for the past several years, and we are confident that we appropriately 
followed our protocols for lockdown, lock-out, emergency response notification and evacuation 
during this tragedy.  
  
 
 
  



 

 

STEM Security Resources 
 
STEM’s recent history with School Resource Officers and the use of private security is a matter 
of record with the Douglas County School District, and we will not re-state that here. 
 
For 2019-2020, Sheriff Spurlock has guaranteed STEM a full-time SRO starting on the first day 
of school.  In addition to an SRO, we plan to hire a full-time private security guard to assist with 
the security of our campus. We envision the SRO and private security guard will work together 
to coordinate the safety of the entire campus, including all indoor and outdoor spaces. 
 
Mental Health 
 
The American School Counselor Association recommends a ratio of 250 students to one mental 
health provider. STEM School Highlands Ranch met this recommendation with four counselors, 
two K-12 social workers and one psychologist. Additionally, we include our elementary students 
in this accounting whereas most school districts do not include them. Factoring out that 
inclusion, our ratio of students to mental health professionals is even better.  
  
Two years ago, STEM adopted and implemented the DCSD mental health program “Sources of 
Strength.” Peer leaders were trained in grades 6-12 and identified their Sources of Strength and 
trusted adults at school. For the 2018-2019 school year, we introduced the K-5 counterpart, 
Resilient Me. 
  
Students with additional needs in the realm of gender identification and LGBTQ 
 
STEM is a highly inclusive community that welcomes students and staff without regard to all 
measures of diversity, including sexual orientation and gender identity.  
 
Several STEM students have transitioned or are in the process of transitioning genders. We 
have a variety of ways in which we support these students through formal programs and 
informal cultural support systems. For instance, students have two school-sanctioned clubs to 
support their sexual identity: GSA (Gender and Sexuality Allies) and Allies in Diversity. Both 
clubs have dedicated faculty representatives that support students in these clubs, and both 
clubs are active with guest speakers, ice-cream socials, and other activities. Further, all 
students are free to express their gender identification preferences as they choose. For 
example, students are given the option to use the restroom of the gender they identify with or 
the ‘health room’ restroom. 
  
 Diversity 
  
STEM School Highlands Ranch is nearly 40% ethnically diverse. This compares favorably to 
Douglas County itself, which is 16% racially diverse. We go to great lengths to make families 
feel comfortable and welcomed. 
  



 

 

Hispanic students represent our largest minority. These students have made the largest 
academic gains on state testing as measured by growth in Colorado. 
 
We have two faculty members with an English as a Second Language endorsement to provide 
support for our English language-learning students. 
 
Special Education 
  
116 students receive special education support through their Individualized Education Plan 
(IEP). STEM serves the highest percentage of special education students of any DCSD charter 
school. Students on IEPs make significant gains on their state tests. STEM students on IEPs 
have been shown to measure more than one year of growth each year, thereby “closing the 
achievement gap” that is elusive for so many schools.   
 
STEM exceeds the recommended staffing for our students receiving IEP services. Despite that, 
five families filed seven complaints all using the same attorney. Some of the filed complaints 
were essentially test cases seeking to change federal law. STEM requested the law firm hired 
by DCSD, Caplan & Earnest, to make any recommendations for improving services as the 
school was committed to being exemplary in the delivery of special education services. We 
received no recommendations or proposals for improvement of service in this area. 
 
Overall Academic Excellence 
 
STEM has been awarded the John Irwin Award for Academic Excellence every year. As a K-12 
school, this is an extremely difficult achievement as we must meet the criteria for all three 
divisions – elementary, middle, and high school.  
 
90% of STEM students are college-ready by their sophomore year as measured by the PSAT in 
both math and reading. Our high school students earned 168 industry certificates in the past 
year. Students are in high-level apprenticeships, internships, and other workforce readiness 
experiences. Many STEM students take advantage of our concurrent enrollment programs with 
local institutions of higher learning (community colleges and four-year colleges and universities). 
These partnerships distinguish STEM and its students as forward-thinking, progressive 
academic forces.  
 
Students can accelerate or remain at grade level depending on their interests, motivation and 
demonstrated accomplishments. STEM is the public school parents seek when they are not 
satisfied with challenge and engagement found in their neighborhood school.  
 
The following graphics illustrate the proficiency of STEM’s students as measured by overall 
school performance: 



 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
  
 



 

 

 
Named #5 public high school out 345 in Colorado by US News and World Report: 

	

1.)	D’Evelyn	Junior/Senior	High	School		National	Rank:	131	

2.)	Denver	School	of	the	Arts			National	rank:	153	

3.)	KIPP	Denver	Collegiate	High	School			National	rank:	344	

4.)	Strive	Prep	–	Smart	Academy			National	rank:	448	

5.)	STEM	Middle	and	High	School			National	rank:	475	

6.)	Denver	Center	for	International	Studies			National	rank:	566	

7.)	Cherry	Creek	High	School				National	rank:	599	

8.)	Evergreen	High	School				National	rank:	693	

9.)	Conifer	Senior	High	School				National	rank:	705	

10.)	Grandview	High	School				National	rank:	965	

	

Anonymous Complaint 
  
In December 2018, DCSD Board Director Wendy Vogel received an anonymous call from 
someone who made several assertions against STEM. Although many of the claims were 
peculiar and easily invalidated – the anonymous caller accused STEM of sending money to 
China and Mexico; forcing students to clean feces off walls with their bare hands; and that the 
curriculum including “bomb making” – other assertions were deserving of the school’s attention 
and were taken seriously. The anonymous caller stated concerns about student violence due to 
a high-pressure environment and claimed STEM maintains a culture of drug use. All of these 



 

 

allegations were general in nature. The caller did not reference any specific incidents, dates, 
students involved, or provide tangible evidence of any kind. There was absolutely no indication, 
from this anonymous complaint or any other source, to suggest any increased risk for the 
events of May 7, 2019.  
  
In response to these anonymous claims, STEM administration sent a letter to all 2800 STEM 
parents, referencing the caller’s anonymous assertions and asking if any families had any 
evidence or experience that would substantiate the anonymous claims. No parents provided any 
evidence or experience to validate the allegations, nor did anyone verify that anything similar 
had occurred to their child. In fact, several parents indicated their dismay that the school had 
received these claims. We have surveyed every student in grades 6-12 and asked about 
homework and stress management. The vast majority of students reported their stress was well-
controlled and that they were able to complete their homework at school, during the school day. 
Those who report concerns in this regard are provided additional support and resources to for 
learning to manage stress, which is of course an important life skill.  
  
With respect to the false assertions in the anonymous report that relate to financial 
management, we note that STEM’s financial and accounting practices are easily evaluated. 
Each year, the school is subject to an annual independent audit. Our Chief Financial Officer is a 
CPA and maintains reasonable and appropriate accounting standards. 
 
 
Conclusion 
  
STEM School Highlands Ranch is a school of choice focused on science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics. STEM is an exemplary school by any measure. Students are 
allowed to focus on their own interests, and to work at their individual pace with close and 
nurturing support. There is joy in learning as students work in groups throughout the day. More 
than 900 students stay after school to engage in extracurricular activities such as robotics, 
student technology association, sports, dance, drama, fencing, and so much more. The waitlist 
currently includes more than 1,000 families looking to send children to our school.  
 
The tragedy of May 7, 2019 will be woven into the fabric of our community going forward. But it 
in no way defines our community, now or in the future. Our school is, and will continue to be, 
defined by a culture of academic excellence, compassionate performance, and a commitment to 
inclusion – the very characteristics we believe most any family would want in the school their 
children attend.  
 


