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DEDICATION

The Virginia Tech Review Panel invited the families of the victims to lend their
words as a dedication of this report. The panel is honored to share their words of
love, remembrance, and strength.

We dedicate this report not solely to those who lost their lives at Virginia Tech on April 16, 2007,
and to those physically and/or psychologically wounded on that dreadful morning, but also to every
student, teacher, and institution of learning, that we may all safely fulfill our goals of learning,
educating, and enriching humanity's stores of knowledge: the very arts and sciences that ennoble
us.*

"Love does not die, people do. So when all that is left of me is love...
Give me away...." — John Wayne Schiatter

"This is the beginning of a new day. You have been given this day to use as you will. You
can waste it or use it for good. What you do today is important because you are exchanging a day
of your life for it. When tomorrow comes, this day will be gone forever; in its place is something
that you have left behind...let it be something good." — Anonymous

"We should consider every day lost on which we have not danced at least once. And we
should call every truth false which was not accompanied by at least one laugh." — Friedrich
Nietzsche

"Unable are the loved to die, for Love is Immortality." — Emily Dickinson

32 candles burning bright for all to see,
Lifting up the world for peace and harmony,
Those of us who are drawn to the lights,
enduringly embedded in our mind, indelibly
ingrained on our heart, forever identifying our spirit,
We call out your name:
Erin, Ryan, Emily, Reema, Daniel, Matthew, Kevin, Brian, Jarrett, Austin, Henry,
Liviu, Nicole, Julia, Lauren, Partahi, Jamie, Jeremy, Rachel, Caitlin, Maxine, Jocelyne,
Leslie, Juan, Daniel, Ross, G.V., Mary, Matthew, Minal, Michael, Waleed,

and,
hold these truths ever so tight,

your lives have great meaning, your lives have great power, your lives will neverbe
forgotten, YOU will a/ways be remembered,

--never and always . . .
— Pat Craig

*Neither this dedication nor the use herein of the victims' photos or bios represents an endorsement of the report
by the victims' families.
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FOREWORD

FROM TIMOTHY M. KAINE
GOVERNOR, COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA

On April 16, 2007, a tragic chapter was added to Virginia’s history when a disturbed
young man at Virginia Tech took the lives of 32 students and faculty, wounded many
others, and killed himself. In the midst of unspeakable grief, the Virginia Tech community
stood together, with tremendous support from friends in all corners of the world, and made

us proud to be Virginians.

Over time, the tragedy has been felt by all it touched, most deeply by the families of
those who were killed and by the wounded survivors and their families. The impact has
been felt as well by those who witnessed or responded to the shooting, the broad Virginia

Tech community, and those who are near to Blacksburg geographically or in spirit.

In the days immediately after the shooting, I knew it was critical to seek answers to
the many questions that would arise from the tragedy. I also felt that the questions should
be addressed by people who possessed both the expertise and autonomy necessary to do a
comprehensive review. Accordingly, I announced on April 19 the formation of the Virginia
Tech Review Panel to perform a review independent of the Commonwealth’s own efforts to
respond to the terrible events of April 16. The Panel members readily agreed to devote time,

expertise, and emotional energy to this difficult task.
Those who agreed to serve were:

e Panel Chair Col. Gerald Massengill, a retired Virginia State Police Superintendent
who led the Commonwealth’s law enforcement response to the September 11, 2001,
attack on the Pentagon and the sniper attacks that affected the Commonwealth in
2002.

e Panel Vice Chair Dr. Marcus L. Martin, Professor of Emergency Medicine, Assistant
Dean of the School of Medicine and Associate Vice President for Diversity and
Equity at the University of Virginia.

e Gordon Davies, former Director of the State Council of Higher Education for
Virginia (1977-1997) and President of the Kentucky Council on Postsecondary
Education (1998-2002).

e Dr. Roger L. Depue, a 20-year veteran of the FBI and the founder, past president and
CEO of The Academy Group, Inc., a forensic behavioral sciences services company
providing consultation, research, and investigation of aberrant and violent
behavioral problems.

Vil



FOREWORD FROM GOVERNOR KAINE

e Carroll Ann Ellis, MS, Director of the Fairfax County Police Department’s Victim
Services Division, a faculty member at the National Victim Academy, and a member
of the American Society of Victimology.

e The Honorable Tom Ridge, former Governor of Pennsylvania (1995-2001) and
Member of the U.S. House of Representatives (1983-1995) who was also the first U.S.
Secretary of Homeland Security (2003-2005).

e Dr. Aradhana A. “Bela” Sood, Professor of Psychiatry and Pediatrics, Chair of Child
and Adolescent Psychiatry and Medical Director of the Virginia Treatment Center
for Children at VCU Medical Center.

e The Honorable Diane Strickland, former judge of the 23rd Judicial Circuit Court in
Roanoke County (1989-2003) and co-chair of the Boyd-Graves Conference on issues
surrounding involuntary mental commitment.

These nationally recognized individuals brought expertise in many areas, including
law enforcement, security, governmental management, mental health, emergency care,

victims’ services, the Virginia court system, and higher education.

An assignment of this importance required expert technical assistance and this was
provided by TriData, a division of System Planning Corporation. TriData has worked on
numerous reports following disasters and tragedies, including a report on the 1999 shooting
at Columbine High School. Phil Schaenman and Hollis Stambaugh led the TriData team.

The Panel also needed wise and dedicated legal counsel and that counsel was
provided on a pro bono basis by the Washington, D.C., office of the law firm Skadden, Arps,
Slate, Meagher & Flom, L.L.P. The Skadden Arps team was led by partners Richard Brusca
and Amy Sabrin.

The level of personal commitment by the Panel members, staff and counsel
throughout the process was extraordinary. This report is the product of intense work and

deliberation and the Commonwealth stands indebted to all who worked on it.

The magnitude of the losses suffered by victims and their families, the Virginia Tech
community, and our Commonwealth is immeasurable. We have lost people of great
character and intelligence who came to Virginia Tech from around our state, our nation and
the world. While we can never know the full extent of the contributions they would have
made had their lives not been cut short, we can say with confidence that they had already

given much of themselves toward advancing knowledge and helping others.

We must now challenge ourselves to study this report carefully and make changes
that will reduce the risk of future violence on our campuses. If we act in that way, we will
honor the lives and sacrifices of all who suffered on that terrible day and advance the notion

of service that is Virginia Tech’s fundamental mission.
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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS

n April 16, 2007, Seung Hui Cho, an angry and disturbed student, shot to death 32 stu-
dents and faculty of Virginia Tech, wounded 17 more, and then killed himself.

The incident horrified not only Virginians, but people across the United States and throughout
the world.

Tim Kaine, Governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia, immediately appointed a panel to
review the events leading up to this tragedy; the handling of the incidents by public safety offi-
cials, emergency services providers, and the university; and the services subsequently provided
to families, survivors, care-givers, and the community.

The Virginia Tech Review Panel reviewed several separate but related issues in assessing
events leading to the mass shootings and their aftermath:

The life and mental health history of Seung Hui Cho, from early childhood until the
weeks before April 16.

Federal and state laws concerning the privacy of health and education records.

Cho's purchase of guns and related gun control issues.

The double homicide at West Ambler Johnston (WAJ) residence hall and the mass
shootings at Norris Hall, including the responses of Virginia Tech leadership and the
actions of law enforcement officers and emergency responders.

Emergency medical care immediately following the shootings, both onsite at Virginia
Tech and in cooperating hospitals.

The work of the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner of Virginia.

The services provided for surviving victims of the shootings and others injured, the
families and loved ones of those killed and injured, members of the university commu-
nity, and caregivers.

The panel conducted over 200 interviews and reviewed thousands of pages of records, and
reports the following major findings:

1. Cho exhibited signs of mental health problems during his childhood. His middle and

high schools responded well to these signs and, with his parents' involvement, provided
services to address his issues. He also received private psychiatric treatment and coun-
seling for selective mutism and depression.

In 1999, after the Columbine shootings, Cho’s middle school teachers observed suicidal
and homicidal ideations in his writings and recommended psychiatric counseling, which
he received. It was at this point that he received medication for a short time. Although
Cho’s parents were aware that he was troubled at this time, they state they did not spe-
cifically know that he thought about homicide shortly after the 1999 Columbine school
shootings.
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During Cho's junior year at Virginia Tech, numerous incidents occurred that were clear
warnings of mental instability. Although various individuals and departments within
the university knew about each of these incidents, the university did not intervene
effectively. No one knew all the information and no one connected all the dots.

University officials in the office of Judicial Affairs, Cook Counseling Center, campus
police, the Dean of Students, and others explained their failures to communicate with
one another or with Cho’s parents by noting their belief that such communications are
prohibited by the federal laws governing the privacy of health and education records. In
reality, federal laws and their state counterparts afford ample leeway to share informa-
tion in potentially dangerous situations.

The Cook Counseling Center and the university’s Care Team failed to provide needed
support and services to Cho during a period in late 2005 and early 2006. The system
failed for lack of resources, incorrect interpretation of privacy laws, and passivity.
Records of Cho’s minimal treatment at Virginia Tech’s Cook Counseling Center are
missing.

Virginia’s mental health laws are flawed and services for mental health users are
inadequate. Lack of sufficient resources results in gaps in the mental health system
including short term crisis stabilization and comprehensive outpatient services. The
involuntary commitment process is challenged by unrealistic time constraints, lack of
critical psychiatric data and collateral information, and barriers (perceived or real) to
open communications among key professionals.

There 1s widespread confusion about what federal and state privacy laws allow. Also,
the federal laws governing records of health care provided in educational settings are
not entirely compatible with those governing other health records.

Cho purchased two guns in violation of federal law. The fact that in 2005 Cho had been
judged to be a danger to himself and ordered to outpatient treatment made him ineligi-
ble to purchase a gun under federal law.

Virginia is one of only 22 states that report any information about mental health to a
federal database used to conduct background checks on would-be gun purchasers. But
Virginia law did not clearly require that persons such as Cho—who had been ordered
into out-patient treatment but not committed to an institution—be reported to the data-
base. Governor Kaine’s executive order to report all persons involuntarily committed for
outpatient treatment has temporarily addressed this ambiguity in state law. But a
change is needed in the Code of Virginia as well.

Some Virginia colleges and universities are uncertain about what they are permitted to
do regarding the possession of firearms on campus.

On April 16, 2007, the Virginia Tech and Blacksburg police departments responded
quickly to the report of shootings at West Ambler Johnston residence hall, as did the
Virginia Tech and Blacksburg rescue squads. Their responses were well coordinated.

The Virginia Tech police may have erred in prematurely concluding that their initial
lead in the double homicide was a good one, or at least in conveying that impression to
university officials while continuing their investigation. They did not take sufficient
action to deal with what might happen if the initial lead proved erroneous. The police
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reported to the university emergency Policy Group that the "person of interest" probably
was no longer on campus.

The VTPD erred in not requesting that the Policy Group issue a campus-wide notifica-
tion that two persons had been killed and that all students and staff should be cautious
and alert.

Senior university administrators, acting as the emergency Policy Group, failed to issue
an all-campus notification about the WAJ killings until almost 2 hours had elapsed.
University practice may have conflicted with written policies.

The presence of large numbers of police at WAJ led to a rapid response to the first 9-1-1
call that shooting had begun at Norris Hall.

Cho’s motives for the WAJ or Norris Hall shootings are unknown to the police or the
panel. Cho's writings and videotaped pronouncements do not explain why he struck
when and where he did.

The police response at Norris Hall was prompt and effective, as was triage and evacua-
tion of the wounded. Evacuation of others in the building could have been implemented
with more care.

Emergency medical care immediately following the shootings was provided very effec-
tively and timely both onsite and at the hospitals, although providers from different
agencies had some difficulty communicating with one another. Communication of accu-
rate information to hospitals standing by to receive the wounded and injured was
somewhat deficient early on. An emergency operations center at Virginia Tech could
have improved communications.

The Office of the Chief Medical Examiner properly discharged the technical aspects of
its responsibility (primarily autopsies and identification of the deceased). Communica-
tion with families was poorly handled.

State systems for rapidly deploying trained professional staff to help families get infor-
mation, crisis intervention, and referrals to a wide range of resources did not work.

The university established a family assistance center at The Inn at Virginia Tech, but it
fell short in helping families and others for two reasons: lack of leadership and lack of
coordination among service providers. University volunteers stepped in but were not
trained or able to answer many questions and guide families to the resources they
needed.

In order to advance public safety and meet public needs, Virginia’s colleges and univer-
sities need to work together as a coordinated system of state-supported institutions.

As reflected in the body of the report, the panel has made more than 70 recommendations
directed to colleges, universities, mental health providers, law enforcement officials, emergency
service providers, law makers, and other public officials in Virginia and elsewhere.
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Chapter |
BACKGROUND AND SCOPE

n April 16, 2007, one student, senior Seung

Hui Cho, murdered 32 and injured 17 stu-
dents and faculty in two related incidents on the
campus of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University (“Virginia Tech”). Three days
later, Virginia Governor Tim Kaine commis-
sioned a panel of experts to conduct an inde-
pendent, thorough, and objective review of the
tragedy and to make recommendations regarding
improvements to the Commonwealth’s laws, poli-
cies, procedures, systems and institutions, as
well as those of other governmental entities and
private providers. On June 18, 2007, Governor
Kaine issued Executive Order 53 reaffirming the
establishment of the Virginia Tech Review Panel
and clarifying the panel’s authority to obtain
documents and information necessary for its
review. (See Executive Order 53 (2007),
Appendix A.)

Each member of the appointed panel had
expertise in areas relevant to its work, including
Virginia’s mental health system, university
administration, public safety and security, law
enforcement, victim services, emergency medical
services, and the justice system. The panel
members and their qualifications are specified in
the Foreword to this report. The panel was
assisted in its research and logistics by the
TriData Division of System Planning
Corporation (SPC).

In June, the governor appointed the law firm of
Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom, LLP, as
independent legal counsel to the panel. A team of
their lawyers provided their services on a pro
bono basis. Their advice helped enormously as
they identified the authority needed to obtain
key information and guided the panel through
many sensitive legal areas related to obtaining
and protecting information, public access to the

panel and its work, and other issues. Their
advice and counsel were invaluable.

The governor requested a report be submitted in
August 2007. The panel devoted substantial time
and effort from early May to late August to com-
pleting its review and preparing the report. All
panel members served pro bono. The panel rec-
ognizes that some matters may need to be
addressed more fully in later research.

SCOPE

he governor’s executive order directed the
panel to answer the following questions:

1. “Conduct a review of how Seung Hui Cho
committed these 32 murders and multi-
ple additional woundings, including
without limitation how he obtained his
firearms and ammunition, and to learn
what can be learned about what caused
him to commit these acts of violence.

2. “Conduct a review of Seung Hui Cho's
psychological condition and behavioral
issues prior to and at the time of the
shootings, what behavioral aberrations
or potential warning signs were observed
by students, faculty and/or staff at West-
field High School and Virginia Tech. This
inquiry should include the response
taken by Virginia Tech and others to
note psychological and behavioral issues,
Seung Hui Cho's interaction with the
mental health delivery system, including
without limitation judicial intervention,
access to services, and communication
between the mental health services sys-
tem and Virginia Tech. It should also
include a review of educational, medical
and judicial records documenting his
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condition, the services rendered to him,
and his commitment hearing.

“Conduct a review of the timeline of
events from the time that Seung Hui Cho
entered West Ambler Johnston dormitory
until his death in Norris Hall. Such
review shall include an assessment of the
response to the first murders and efforts
to stop the Norris Hall murders once
they began.

“Conduct a review of the response of the
Commonwealth, all of its agencies, and
relevant local and private providers
following the death of Seung Hui Cho for
the purpose of providing recommendations
for the improvement of the
Commonwealth's response in similar
emergency situations. Such review shall
include an assessment of the emergency
medical response provided for the injured
and wounded, the conduct of post-mortem
examinations and release of remains, on-
campus actions following the tragedy, and
the services and counseling offered to the
victims, the victims' families, and those
affected by the incident. In so doing, the
panel shall to the extent required by
federal or state law: (1) protect the
confidentiality of any individual's or
family member's personal or health
information; and (i) make public or
publish information and findings only in
summary or aggregate form without
identifying personal or health information
related to any individual or family
member unless authorization is obtained
from an individual or family member that
specifically permits the panel to disclose
that person's personal or health
information.

“Conduct other inquiries as may be
appropriate in the panel's discretion
otherwise consistent with its mission and
authority as provided herein.

“Based on these inquiries, make
recommendations on appropriate

measures that can be taken to improve
the laws, policies, procedures, systems
and institutions of the Commonwealth
and the operation of public safety
agencies, medical facilities, local
agencies, private providers, universities,
and mental health services delivery
system.”

In summary, the panel was tasked to review the
events, assess actions taken and not taken,
identify lessons learned, and propose
alternatives for the future. Its assignment
included a review of Cho’s history and
interaction with the mental health and legal
systems and of his gun purchases. The panel was
also asked to review the emergency response by
all parties (law enforcement officials, university
officials, medical responders and hospital care
providers, and the Medical Examiner). Finally,
the panel reviewed the aftermath—the
university’s approach to helping families,
survivors, students, and staff as they dealt with
the mental trauma and the approach to helping
the university itself heal and function again.

METHODOLOGY

he panel used a variety of research and

investigatory techniques and procedures,
with the goal of conducting its review in a
manner that was as open and transparent as
possible, consistent with protecting individual
privacy where appropriate and the
confidentiality of certain records where required
to do so.

Much of the panel’s work was done in parallel by
informal subgroups on topics such as mental
health and legal issues, emergency medical
services, law enforcement, and security. The
panel was supplemented by SPC/TriData and
Skadden staff with expertise in these areas.
Throughout the process, panel members
identified documents to be obtained and people
to be interviewed. The list of interview subjects
continued to grow as the review led to new
questions and as people came forth to give
information and insights to the panel.
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From the beginning, the concept was to structure
the review according to the broad timeline
pertinent to the incidents: pre-incident (Cho’s
history and security status of the university); the
two shooting incidents and the emergency
response to them; and the aftermath. This
helped ensure that all issues were covered in a
logical, systematic fashion.

Openness —The panel’s objective was to conduct
the review process as openly as possible while
maintaining confidential aspects of the police
investigation, medical records, court records,
academic records, and information provided in
confidence. The panel’s work was governed by
the Virginia Freedom of Information Act, and the
requirements of that act were adhered to strictly.

Requests for Documents and
Information — An essential aspect of the
review was the cooperation the panel received
from many institutions and individuals,
including the staff of Virginia Tech, Fairfax
County Public School officials and employees, the
families of shooting victims, survivors, the Cho
family, law enforcement agencies, mental health
providers, the Virginia Medical Examiner, and
emergency medical responders, as well as
numerous public agencies and private
individuals who responded to the panel’s
requests for documents and information.

Notwithstanding some difficulties at the outset,
the Executive Order of June 18, 2007, and the
work of our outside counsel ultimately allowed
the panel to obtain copies of, review, or be briefed
on all records germane to its review. In this
regard, however, a few matters should be noted.
First, as explained more fully in the body of the
report, the university’s Cook Counseling Center
advised the panel that it was missing certain
records related to Cho that would be expected to
be in the center’s files.

Second, due to the sensitive nature of portions of
the law enforcement investigatory record and
due to law enforcement’s concerns about not
setting a precedent with regard to the release of
raw information from investigation files, the
panel received extensive briefings and

summaries from law enforcement officials about
their investigation rather than reviewing those
files directly. These included briefings by campus
police, Blacksburg Police, Montgomery County
Police, Virginia State Police, FBI, and U.S.
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and
Explosives (ATF). The first two such briefings
were conducted in private because they included
protected criminal investigation information and
some material that was deemed insensitive to air
in public. Most of the information received in
confidence was subsequently released in public
briefings and through the media. Although the
panel did not have direct access to criminal
investigation files and materials in their
entirety, the panel was able to validate the
information contained in these briefings from the
records it did have access to from other sources
and from discussions with many of the same
witnesses who spoke to the criminal
investigators. The panel believes that it has
obtained an accurate picture of the police
response and investigation.

Finally, with respect to Cho’s firearms pur-
chases, the Virginia State Police, the ATF, and
the gun dealers each declined to provide the
panel with copies of the applications Cho com-
pleted when he bought his weapons or of other
records relating to any background check that
may have occurred in connection with those pur-
chases. The Virginia State Police, however, did
describe the contents of Cho’s gun purchase
applications to members of the panel and its
staff.

Virginia Tech Cooperation — An essential
aspect of the review was the cooperation of the
Virginia Tech administration and faculty.
Despite their having to deal with extraordinary
problems, pressures, and demands, the
university provided the panel with the records
and information requested, except for a few that
were missing. Some information was delayed
until various privacy issues were resolved, but
ultimately all records that were requested and
still existed were provided. University President
Charles Steger appointed a liaison to the panel,
Lenwood McCoy, a retired senior university
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official. Requests for meetings and information
went to him. He helped identify the right people
to provide the requested information or obtained
the information himself. The panel sometimes
requested to speak to specific individuals, and all
were made available. Many of the exchanges
were monitored by the university’s attorney, who
is a special assistant state attorney general.
Overall, the university was extremely
cooperative with the panel, despite knowing that
the panel’s duty was to turn a critical eye on
everything it did.

Interviews — Many interviews were conducted
by panel members and staff during the course of
this review—over 200. A list of persons inter-
viewed is included in Appendix B. A few inter-
viewees wanted to remain anonymous and are
not included. Panel members and staff held
numerous private meetings with family members
of victims and with survivors and their family
members.

One group of interviews was to obtain first-hand
information about the incidents from victims and
responders. This included surviving students and
faculty, police, emergency medical personnel and
hospital emergency care providers, and coordina-
tors. The police used hundreds of personnel from
many law enforcement agencies for their investi-
gation, and the panel did not have nor need the
resources to duplicate that effort. Rather, the
panel obtained the benefit of much of the inves-
tigative information from the law enforcement
agencies. Interviews were conducted with survi-
vors, witnesses, and responders to validate the
information received and to expand upon it.

To further evaluate the actions taken by law
enforcement, the university, and emergency
medical services against state and national stan-
dards and norms, panel members and staff also
conducted interviews with leaders in these fields
outside the Virginia Tech community, from else-
where in Virginia and from other states. The
panel also solicited their expert opinions on how
things might have been done better, and what
things were done well that should be emulated.

Interviews were conducted to understand Cho’s
history, including his medical and mental health
treatment during his early school and university
years, and his interactions with the mental
health and legal systems. This included inter-
views with the Cho family, Cho’s high school
staff and faculty, staff and faculty at the univer-
sity, many of those involved with the mental
health treatment of Cho within and outside the
university (including the Cook Counseling Cen-
ter and his high school counseling), and members
of the legal community who had contact with
him. The assistance of attorney Wade Smith of
Raleigh, NC, was important in dealing with the
Cho family. He helped obtain signed releases
from the family and arranged an interview with
them. Various experts in mental health were
consulted on the problems with the mental
health and legal system within Virginia that
dealt with Cho. They also provided insight on
ways to identify and help such individuals in
other systems.

In evaluating the aftermath—the attempt to
mitigate the damage done to so many families,
members of the university community, and the
university itself—many interviews were con-
ducted with family members of the victims, sur-
vivors and their families, people interacting with
the families and survivors, and others. The fam-
ily members were extended opportunities to
speak to the panel in public or private sessions,
as were the injured and some other survivors.
For these groups, everyone who requested an
interview was given one. Not all wanted inter-
views. Some wanted group interviews. Some
were ready to speak earlier or later than others.
To the best of the panel’s knowledge, and cer-
tainly its intent, all were accommodated. The
panel learned a great deal about the incident and
also confronted directly the indescribable grief
and loss experienced by so many. From families
and survivors, the panel learned about the posi-
tive aspects of the services provided after April
16 and also about the many perceived problems
with those services. The panel also considered
the many issues that the family members asked
to be included in the investigation. This input
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was invaluable and substantially improved this
report.

Most of the formal interviews were conducted by
one or two panel members, often with one or two
TriData staff present. Some were conducted
solely by staff. Generally, they were conducted in
private. No recordings or written transcripts
were made. All those interviewed were told that
the information they provided might be used in
the report but if they wished, they would not be
quoted or identified. These steps were taken to
encourage candor and to protect remarks that
were provided with the caveat that they not be
attributed to the speaker. The panel believes it
was able to obtain more candid and useful infor-
mation using this approach. Panel members and
staff had many informal conversations with col-
leagues in their fields to obtain additional
insights, generally not in formal settings.

Literature Research — Especially toward the
beginning of the review but continuing through-
out, much research was undertaken on various
topics through the Internet and through infor-
mation sources suggested by panel members and
by individuals with whom the panel came into
contact. Many useful references were submitted
to the panel by the general public and experts.

Public Meetings — A key part of the panel’s
review process was a series of four public meet-
ings held in different parts of the Commonwealth
to accommodate those who wished to contribute
information. The first meeting was held in Rich-
mond at the state capitol complex, followed by
meetings at Virginia Tech, George Mason
University, and the University of Virginia. This
facilitated input from the public and officials of
various universities on issues they all cared
deeply about. Several other universities offered
facilities besides those chosen, including some
out of state. Each university site was fully sup-
ported by their leadership, public relations
department, event planning staff, and campus
police. The Virginia State Police provided added
protection at the meetings. (The agendas of the
public meetings are given in Appendix C.)

In addition to the primary speakers, every public
meeting included time for public comment. In
some cases the people testifying were
representatives of lobbying groups,
organizations, and associations, but the panel
also heard from victims, family members of
victims, independent experts, and concerned
citizens. There was even one instance of a
cameraman who put his camera down and
testified. Generally, the public presenters were
expected to restrict themselves to a few minutes,
and most did not abuse the opportunity. At one
meeting, more people wanted to speak than time
available, even though the meeting was extended
an hour. Those not able to present information
still had the opportunity to submit it to the panel
through letters, e-mails, or phone calls, and
many did.

Web Site and Post Office Box — Shortly
after the panel was formed, its staff created a
web site that was used both to inform the public
and to receive input from the public. It proved to
be very valuable. There was a minimum of spam
or inappropriate inputs. The web site was used
to post announcements of public meetings and to
post presentations made or visual aids used at
meetings. More than 400,000 “hits” were
recorded, with 26,000 unique visitors. The web
site also was advertised as a vehicle for anyone
to post information or opinions. As of August 9,
2007, more than 2,000 comments were posted
from experts in various fields as well as the gen-
eral public, victims, families of victims, and oth-
ers as follows:

Parents (self-identified) 251
General public 1,547
Educators 91
EMS 8
Students 48
Law enforcement officers 18
Family members of victims 12
Health professionals 102
Virginia Tech staff 2
Total 2,079

Most persons who submitted information to the
web site appeared sincere about making a
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contribution. Some lobbying groups on issues
such as gun control, carrying guns on campus,
and the influence of video games on young people
clearly urged their members to post comments.

A post office box also was opened for the public to
address comments directly to the panel. The
number of letters received was much smaller
than the number of e-mails but generally with a
high percentage of relevancy, especially from
experts, families, and victims.

Telephone Calls and E-Mails — Some
information was received directly by panel mem-
bers or staff through phone calls or e-mails.
Much of this information was received by one
panel member or staff member and was shared
with others when thought important.

Panel Interactions — The members of the
Virginia Tech Review Panel engaged on a per-
sonal level, participating in the majority of inter-
views conducted and exchanging many e-mails
and phone calls among themselves and with the
panel staff. The panel was impeded by the FOIA
rules that did not allow more than two members
to meet together or speak by phone without it
being considered a public meeting.

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

he panel’s findings and recommendations are
provided throughout the report. Recommen-
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dations regarding the methodology used by the
panel are presented in Appendix D; they were
put in an appendix to avoid having the proce-
dural issues distract the reader from the heart of
the main issues.

The findings and related recommendations in
this report are of two kinds. The first comes from
reviewing actions taken in a time of crisis: what
was done very well, and what could have been
done better. Almost any crisis actions can be
improved, even if they were exemplary.

The second type of finding identifies major
administrative or procedural failings leading up
to the events, such as failing to “connect the
dots” of Cho’s highly bizarre behavior; the miss-
ing records at Cook Counseling Center; insensi-
tivity to survivors waiting to learn the fates of
their children, siblings, or spouses; and fund-
raising that appeared opportunistic.

To help in understanding the events, the report
begins in Chapter II with a description of the
setting of the Virginia Tech campus and its pre-
paredness for a disaster. In Chapter III, a
detailed timeline serves as a reference through-
out the report—the succinct story of what hap-
pened, starting with Cho’s background, his
treatment, and then proceeding to the events of
April 16 and its aftermath. The events are elabo-
rated in subsequent chapters.



Chapter 1l
UNIVERSITY SETTING AND SECURITY

Before describing the details of the events, it
1s necessary to understand the setting in
which they took place, including the security
situation at Virginia Tech at the time of the
shootings. This chapter focuses on the physical
security of the campus and its system for alert-
ing the university community in an emergency.
It also gives a brief background on the campus
police department and the university’s Emer-
gency Response Plan. The prevention aspect of
security—including the identification of people
who pose safety threats—is discussed in Chapter
1V.

UNIVERSITY SETTING

Virginia Tech occupies a beautiful, sprawling
campus near the Blue Ridge Mountains in
southwest Virginia. It is a state school known for
its engineering and science programs but with a
wide range of other academic fields in the liberal
arts.

The main campus has 131 major buildings
spread over 2,600 acres. The campus is not
enclosed; anyone can walk or drive onto it. There
are no guarded roads or gateways. Cars can
enter on any of 16 road entrances, many of which
are not in line of sight of each other. Pedestrians
can use sidewalks or simply walk across grassy
areas to get onto the campus. Figure 1 shows
aerial views of the campus. There is a significant
amount of ongoing construction of new buildings
and renovation of existing buildings, with associ-
ated noise.

On April 16, the campus population was about
34,500, as follows:

26,370 students (9,000 live in dorms)
7,133 university employees (not
counting student employees)
1,000 wvisitors, contractors, transit
workers, etc.
34,503 Total
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CAMPUS POLICE AND OTHER LOCAL
LAW ENFORCEMENT

key element in the security of Virginia Tech

is its police department. It is considered
among the leading campus police departments in
the state. While many campuses employ security
guards, the Virginia Tech Police Department
(VTPD) is an accredited police force. Its officers
are trained as a full-fledged police department
with an emergency response team (ERT), which
is like a SWAT team.

The police chief reports to a university vice
president.

On April 16, the VTPD strength was 35 officers.
It had 41 positions authorized but 6 were vacant.
The day shift, which comes on duty at 7 a.m., has
5 officers. Additionally, 9 officers work office
hours, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., including the chief, for a
total of 14 on a typical weekday morning. On
April 16, approximately 34 of the officers came to
work at some point during the day.

The campus police could not handle a major
event by themselves with these numbers, and so
they have entered into a mutual aid agreement
with the Blacksburg Police Department (BPD)
for immediate response and assistance. They fre-
quently train together, and had trained for an
active shooter situation in a campus building
before the incident. As will be seen, this prepara-
tion was critical.

The VT campus police also have excellent work-
ing relationships with the regional offices of the
state police, FBI, and ATF. The high level of co-
operation was confirmed by each of the federal,
state, and local law enforcement agencies that
were involved in the events on April 16, and by
the rapidity of coordination of their response to
the incident and the investigation that followed.
Training together, working cases together, and



CHAPTER II. UNIVERSITY SETTING AND SECURITY

- ]
—ath P
S

“# Ambler Johnston Hall

f_”

Figure 1. Aerial Views of Virginia Tech Campus

12



CHAPTER II. UNIVERSITY SETTING AND SECURITY

knowing each other on a first-name basis can be
critical when an emergency occurs and a highly
coordinated effort is needed.

The purpose of the Virginia Tech campus police
is stated in the university’s Emergency
Response Plan as follows: “The primary purpose
of the VTPD 1is to support the academics
through maintenance of a peaceful and orderly
community and through provision of needed
general and emergency services.” Although
some do not consider police department mission
statements of much importance versus how they
actually operate, the mission statement may
affect their role by indicating priorities. For
example, it may influence a decision as to
whether the university puts minimizing disrup-
tion to the educational process first and acting
on the side of precaution second. There are
many crimes and false alarms such as bomb
threats on campus, and it is often difficult to
make the decision on taking precautions that
are disruptive. The police mission statement
also may affect availability of student informa-
tion. Explicitly including the police under the
umbrella of university officials may allow them
to access student records under Family Educa-
tional Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) regula-
tions.

Several leaders of the campus police chiefs of
Virginia commented that they do not always
have adequate input into security planning and
threat assessment or the authority to access
important information on students.

BUILDING SECURITY

he residence halls on campus require plac-

ing a student or staff keycard in an elec-
tronic card reader in order to enter between
10:00 p.m. and 10:00 a.m. A student access card
1s valid only for his or her own dormitory and for
the mailbox area of another dormitory if one’s
assigned mailbox is there.

13

Many other school buildings are considered pub-
lic spaces and are open 24 hours a day. The uni-
versity encourages students to use the facilities
for classwork, informal meetings, and officially
sanctioned clubs and groups.

Most classrooms, such as those in Norris Hall,
have no locks. Staff offices generally do have
locks, including those in Norris Hall.

There are no guards at campus buildings or
cameras at the entrances or in hallways of any
buildings. Anyone can enter most buildings. It is
an open university.

Some buildings have loudspeaker systems
intended primarily for use of the fire depart-
ment in an emergency. They were not envi-
sioned for use by police. They can only be used
by someone standing at a panel in each building
and cannot be accessed for a campus-wide
broadcast from a central location.

This level of security is quite typical of many
campuses across the nation in rural areas with
low crime rates. Some universities are partially
or completely fenced, with guards at exterior
entrances; usually these are in urban areas.
Some universities have guards at the entrance
to each building and screen anyone coming in
without student or staff identification, again
usually on urban campuses. Some universities
have locks on classroom doors, but they typically
operate by key from the hallway. They are
intended to keep students and strangers out
when they are not in use and often cannot be
locked from the inside.

A few universities (e.g., Hofstra University in
Nassau County, NY) now have the ability to
lock the exterior doors of some or all buildings
at the push of a button in a central security
office. Most require manual operation of locks.
Virginia Tech would have to call people in scores
of buildings or send someone to the buildings to
lock their outside doors (except for dormitories
between 10 p.m. and 10 a.m. when they are
locked automatically).
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Many levels of campus security existed at col-
leges and universities across Virginia and the
nation on April 16. A basic mission of institu-
tions of higher education is to provide a peace-
ful, open campus setting that encourages free-
dom of movement and expression. Different
institutions provide more or less security, often
based on their locations (urban, suburban, or
rural), size and complexity (from research uni-
versities to small private colleges), and
resources. April 16 has become the 9/11 for col-
leges and universities. Most have reviewed their
security plans since then. The installation of
security systems already planned or in progress
has accelerated, including those at Virginia
Tech.

Although the 2004 General Assembly directed
the Virginia State Crime Commission to study
campus safety at Virginia’s institutions of
higher education (HJR 122), the report issued
December 31, 2005, did not reflect the need for
urgent corrective actions. So far as the panel is
aware, there was no outcry from parents,
students, or faculty for improving VT campus
security prior to April 16. Most people liked the
relaxed and open atmosphere at Virginia Tech.
There had been concern the previous August
about an escaped convict and killer named
William Morva whose escape in the VT vicinity
unnerved many people. Also, some campus
assaults led some students to want to arm
themselves. However, if the April 16 incident
had not occurred, it is doubtful that security
issues would be on the minds of parents and
students more than at other universities, where
the most serious crimes tend to be rapes,
assaults, and dangerous activity related to
alcohol or drug abuse by students. These issues
were addressed by the State Crime Commission
Report and were given an average level of
attention at Virginia Tech.

CAMPUS ALERTING SYSTEMS

‘ Jirginia Tech was in the process of upgrading
its campus-wide alerting system in spring
2007.

14

Existing System — Virginia Tech had the capa-
bility on April 16 to send messages to the stu-
dent body, faculty, and other staff via a broad-
cast e-mail system. The associate vice president
for University Relations had the authority and
capability to send a message from anywhere
that was connected to the web. Almost every
student and faculty member on campus has a
computer and e-mail address (estimated at 96
percent by the university). Most but not all stu-
dent computers are portable. Many are carried
to classes. However, an e-mail message sent by
the university may not get read by every user
within minutes or even hours. The e-mail sys-
tem had 36,000 registered e-mail addresses.
Distribution of an emergency message occurred
at a rate of about 10,000 per minute.

The university also has a web site that it uses to
post emergency warnings, mostly for weather
events. The system has high-volume capacity.
(As events unfolded on April 16, the VT web site
was receiving 148,000 visits per hour.) An emer-
gency message can be put in a box on the web
site that anyone reaching the site would see no
matter what they were looking for.

The university also has contacts with every local
radio and TV station. The Virginia Tech associ-
ate vice president for University Relations has a
code by which he can send emergency messages
to the stations that could be played immedi-
ately. This process could take 20 minutes or so
because each station has its own code to vali-
date the sender. The validation codes are neces-
sary because students or members of the public
could send spoof messages to the media as a
prank. The public media are used for the occa-
sional weather emergencies, and the campus
community is trained to tune in to get further
information.

An estimated 96 percent of students at Virginia
Tech carry cell phones according to the univer-
sity. Most bring them to classes or wherever else
they go. A text message to cell phones probably
will reach more students faster than an e-mail
message because the devices are more portable
and can be rung. But some are forgotten, turned
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off, or intentionally not carried. The university
was still in the process of installing a text mes-
saging system on April 16 and had no way to
send a message to all cell phones.

Personal digital assistants (or PDAs) such as
Blackberries are used by fewer students and
faculty than cell phones because they are more
expensive and are not as capable as computers.
They have the capacity to receive e-mails and
would be treated either as a computer or as a
phone or both, depending on how it is regis-
tered.

The university also has a broadcast phone-mail
system that allows it to send a phone message
to all phone numbers registered with its mes-
saging system. VT used this system to send
messages to all faculty offices and some stu-
dents on April 16. Students and faculty must
voluntarily register their phones with this sys-
tem if they want to be notified. It takes time to
reach all the phones; 11 separate actions are
required to send a broadcast message to all reg-
istered numbers, said the associate vice presi-
dent for University Relations. It is not a useful
approach when time is critical.

A university switchboard with up to four opera-
tors is working during normal business hours. It
can handle hundreds of calls per hour.

To augment the range of messaging systems it
had available, the university was in the process
of installing six outdoor loudspeakers to make
emergency announcements. Some are mounted
on buildings and others on poles, as shown in
Figure 2. They can be used for either a voice
message or an audible alarm (such as a siren).
Four had been installed and were used on April
16, but they did not play a significant role in
this incident. (The announcement was made
after the 9:05 a.m. class period in which the
mass shooting had already started.)

As part of its emergency planning, the univer-
sity has another system in place as a last-ditch
resort—using resident advisors in dorms and
floor wardens in some older classroom and office
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Figure 2. One of the Six Sirens Being
Installed on Virginia Tech Campus

buildings to personally spread a warning. In
Norris Hall, for example, the chairman of the
Engineering Mechanics Department, whose
office was on the second floor, said he had been
issued a bullhorn to make announcements and
was instructed to rap on classroom and office
doors to alert people if there was an emergency
and other notification systems failed, if a per-
sonal approach was needed to convey safety
information, or if an evacuation or sheltering in
place was required.

New Unified Campus Alerting System — In
spring 2007, Virginia Tech was in the process of
installing a unified, multimedia messaging sys-
tem to be completed before the next semester. It
would allow university officials to send an
emergency message that would flow in parallel
to computers, cell phones, PDAs, and tele-
phones. The message could be sent by anyone
who is registered in the system as having
authority to send one, using a code word for
validation. The president of the university or
associate vice president of University Relations
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can be anywhere and send a message to every-
one—all that is needed is an Internet connec-
tion.

Students must be registered with the new sys-
tem to receive messages. A student can provide
a mobile phone number, e-mail address(es), or
instant messaging system to be contacted in an
emergency. Parents’ numbers can be included.
All students and staff are encouraged but not
required to register with the new system. Each
user can set the priority order in which their
devices are to be called. The message will cas-
cade through the hierarchy set by each user
until it gets answered.! This system has the
enormous advantage of transmitting a message
to the entire university community in less than
a minute.

For the Virginia Tech community of about
35,000 users, the system will cost $33,000 a
year to operate and no out-of-pocket expense to
start. However, it takes considerable staff time
to select a system and then oversee its startup.
The operating cost is a function of the band-
width used and the frequency of messages. The
more people and devices on the system and the
more messages sent per year, the higher the
cost. Initially, Virginia Tech is planning to use
the system only for emergency messages. Other
schools have started using such systems for
more routine purposes such as sending informa-
tion about special events on campus and admin-
istrative information, at an extra charge.
Virginia Tech was willing to share the criteria it
used in its selection of a messaging system
(Appendix E). Several competing commercial
options have excellent capabilities. Some are
only suitable for small schools. Universities and
colleges need to balance their needs and the sys-
tem capability versus costs.

Message Content and Authorization — A
critical part of security is not only having the
technical communication capability of reaching

! A system being developed sends a message to anyone
within range of a tower or set of towers. It does not matter
who you are or whether you have “registered”; if you have a
cell phone and are in range, you get the message.
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students and staff quickly, but also planning
what to say and how quickly to say it. Pursuant
to its Emergency Response Plan in effect on
April 16, the Virginia Tech Policy Group and the
police chief could authorize sending an emer-
gency message to all students and staff. Typi-
cally, the police chief would make a decision
about the timing and content of a message after
consultation with the Policy Group, which is
comprised of the president and several other
vice presidents and senior officials. This process
of having the Policy Group decide on the mes-
sage was used during the April 16 incidents.
However, while the Virginia Tech campus police
had the authority to send a message, they did
not have the technical means to do so. Only two
people, the associate vice president for Univer-
sity Relations and the director of News and
Information, had the codes to send a message.
The police could not access the alerting system
to send a message. . The police had to contact
the university leadership on the need and pro-
posed content of a message. As a matter of
course, the police would usually be consulted if
not directly involved in the decision regarding
the sending of an alert for an emergency.

There are no preset messages for different types
of emergencies, as some public agencies have in
order to speed crafting of an emergency mes-
sage. All VT messages are developed for the par-
ticular incident.

The timing and content of the messages sent by
the university are one of the major controversies
concerning the events of April 16. (Chapter VIII
addresses the double homicide at West Ambler
Johnston residence hall and the messaging deci-
sions that followed).

EMERGENCY RESPONSE PLAN

he university’s Emergency Response Plan

deals with preparedness and response to a
variety of emergencies, but nothing specific to
shootings. The version in effect on April 16 was
about 2 years old. Emergencies such as weather
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problems, fires, and terrorism were in the fore of
VT emergency planning pre-April 16.2

The plan addresses different levels of emergen-
cies, designated as levels 0, I, II, and III. The
Norris Hall event was level 111, the highest,
based on the number of lives lost, the physical
and psychological damage suffered by the
injured, and the psychological impact on a very
large number of people.

The plan calls for an official to be designated as
an emergency response coordinator (ERC) to
direct a response. It also calls for the establish-
ment of an emergency operations center (EOC).
Satellite operations centers may be established
to assist the ERC. As will be discussed in
describing the response to the events, there
were multiple coordinators and multiple opera-
tions centers but not a central EOC on April 16.

Two key decision groups are identified in the
Emergency Response Plan: the Policy Group
and the Emergency Response Resources Group.
The Policy Group is comprised of nine vice presi-
dents and support staff, chaired by the univer-
sity president. The Policy Group deals with pro-
cedures to support emergency operations and to
determine recovery priorities. In the events of
April 16, it also decided on the messages sent
and the immediate actions taken by the univer-
sity after the first incident as well as the second
mass shooting. The Policy Group sits above the
emergency coordinator for an incident. It does
not include a member of the campus police, but
the campus police are usually asked to have a
representative at its meetings.

The second key group, the Emergency Response
Resources Group (ERRG), includes a vice presi-
dent designated to be in charge of an incident,
police officials, and others depending on the
nature of the event. It is to ensure that the
resources needed to support the Policy Group
and needs of the emergency are available. The
ERRG is organized and directed by the emer-

2z . .

Appendix F has an example of the “active shooter” part of
the University of Virginia’s plan, and something similar
should be included in the Virginia Tech plan.
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gency response coordinator. The ERRG is sup-
posed to meet at the EOC. Decisions made by
these groups and their members on April 16 are
addressed in the remainder of the report, as the
event is described.

The VT Emergency Response Plan does not deal
with prevention of events, such as establishing a
threat assessment team to identify classes of
threats and to assess the risk of specific prob-
lems and specific individuals. There are threat
assessment models used elsewhere that have
proven successful. For example, at two college
campuses in Virginia, the chief operating officer
receives daily reports of all incidents to which
law enforcement responded the previous day,
including violation of the student conduct code
up to criminal activity. This information is then
routinely shared with appropriate offices which
are responsible for safety and health on campus.

KEY FINDINGS

he Emergency Response Plan of Virginia

Tech was deficient in several respects. It did
not include provisions for a shooting scenario
and did not place police high enough in the
emergency decision-making hierarchy. It also
did not include a threat assessment team. And
the plan was out of date on April 16; for exam-
ple, it had the wrong name for the police chief
and some other officials.

The protocol for sending an emergency message
in use on April 16 was cumbersome, untimely,
and problematic when a decision was needed as
soon as possible. The police did not have the
capability to send an emergency alert message
on their own. The police had to await the delib-
erations of the Policy Group, of which they are
not a member, even when minutes count. The
Policy Group had to be convened to decide
whether to send a message to the university
community and to structure its content.

The training of staff and students for emergen-
cies situations at Virginia Tech did not include
shooting incidents. A messaging system works
more effectively if resident advisors in dormito-
ries, all faculty, and all other staff from janitors
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to the president have instruction and training
for coping with emergencies of all types.

It would have been extremely difficult to “lock
down” Virginia Tech. The size of the police force
and absence of a guard force, the lack of elec-
tronic controls on doors of most buildings other
than residence halls, and the many unguarded
roadways pose special problems for a large rural
or suburban university. The police and security
officials consulted in this review did not think
the concept of a lockdown, as envisioned for
elementary or high schools, was feasible for an
institution such as Virginia Tech.

It is critical to alert the entire campus popula-
tion when there is an imminent danger. There
are information technologies available to rapidly
send messages to a variety of personal commu-
nication devices. Many colleges and universities,
including Virginia Tech, are installing such
campus-wide alerting systems. Any purchased
system must be thoroughly tested to ensure it
operates as specified in the purchase contract.
Some universities already have had problems
with systems purchased since April 16.

An adjunct to a sophisticated communications
alert system is a siren or other audible warning
device. It can give a quick warning that some-
thing is afoot. One can hear such alarms regard-
less of whether electronics are carried, whether
the electronics are turned off, or whether elec-
tric power (other than for the siren, which can
be self-powered) is available. Upon sounding,
every individual is to immediately turn on some
communication device or call to receive further
instructions. Virginia Tech has installed a sys-
tem of six audible alerting devices of which four
were in place on April 16. 