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Oxford — A five-minute ram-
page left three students dead
Tuesday and eight others wound-
ed in an afternoon tragedy that
made Oxford High School the lat-
est site of a school shooting in
America.

The suspected shooter, an uni-
dentified 15-year-old sophomore,
was in custody, Oakland County
Undersheriff Mike McCabe said
during a news conference. He
was not injured. 

“Deputies confronted him, he
had the weapon on him and dep-
uties took him into custody,”
McCabe said, adding the weapon
was a semi-automatic handgun.
“The whole thing lasted five min-
utes.”

McCabe said the students
killed include two females, ages
14 and 17, and a 16-year-old male. 

Of those wounded, two were
in surgery and their conditions
weren’t immediately known. The
other six were in stable condition
“with various gunshot wounds,”
he said. The wounded are at three
hospitals; McLaren Lapeer Re-
gion Community Medical Center,
McLaren Oakland in Pontiac and
St. Joseph Mercy Oakland in Pon-
tiac. 

The victims have not yet been
identified, but the undersheriff
said a teacher is among those
wounded at Oxford High, which
is located north of the city of Ox-
ford and about 45 miles north of
Detroit.

A tearful Gov. Gretchen
Whitmer joined McCabe for the
late afternoon news conference,
telling reporters: “This is every
parent’s worst nightmare.”

“My heart goes out to the fam-
ilies. This is an unimaginable
tragedy,” she said. “I hope that we
can all rise to the occasion and
wrap our arms around the fam-
ilies.”

About 15-20 shots were fired
and about 100 calls were placed to
911, McCabe said. The shooter, he 

Oxford — Catherine Tebben
had just finished lunch and had
two minutes to get to her next
class at Oxford High School when
gunshots rang out inside her
school and students began run-
ning toward her.

The 17-year-old junior said a
friend grabbed her by the hand
and she began running for her life
through the school in northern
Oakland County.

“I see blood all over the floor. I
run out to the parking lot, get into
my truck and come here, shaking
and start crying because I don’t
know where (my boyfriend) is or
any of my friends,” Tebben said

outside the Meijer store in Oxford
where some parents were re-
united with children. 

Tebben’s boyfriend, 18-year-
old senior Josh Couch, was also
inside the school when police say
an unidentified 15-year-old soph-
omore opened fire with a semi-
automatic pistol, killing three stu-
dents and wounding eight other
people, including one teacher. 

Like many students engulfed
in the ensuing chaos, Couch, who
plays on the football team, had yet
to hear from several teammates
by mid-afternoon. “Trying to find
our captain running back and our
captain linebacker now. I can’t 

Students: ‘It was just terrifying’ 

Students and adults embrace outside the Meijer store in Oxford,
where some parents were reunited with children who had fled
the shooting. A teacher was among the wounded.

Jennifer Chambers / The Detroit News

Teens describe hearing shots, barricading doors, chaotic run outside for their lives
BY JENNIFER CHAMBERS

The Detroit News

Please see Students, Page 9A

RAMPAGE SHATTERS OXFORD
TEEN HELD IN SHOOTING THAT LEFT 3 DEAD, 8 HURT AT HIGH SCHOOL

Authorities deal with the aftermath of Tuesday’s shootings at Oxford High School. The suspected gunman, an unidentified 15-year-old
sophomore, was in custody. The students killed include two females, ages 14 and 17, and a 16-year-old male. 

Todd McInturf / The Detroit News

BY JENNIFER CHAMBERS, 
MIKE MARTINDALE 

AND JAMES DAVID DICKSON
The Detroit News

Please see Rampage, Page 9A

T he nightmare has finally
come to Michigan. And
like everywhere else that

has experienced the dreaded
man-made disaster that is a
mass shooting at a school, we
have no idea what to do with our
anger, our fear and our heart-

break.
Three

children who
started the
school day
Tuesday the
same way all
our children
and grand-
children did —
laughing with

friends, rushing to beat the class
bell, tending to their lessons —
didn’t live to return home to
their families.

Eight others, including a
teacher, went to a hospital for
treatment of wounds delivered
by a child with a gun.

As we grieve the dead and
hurting who fell to bullets inside
Oxford High School, we are
haunted by the undeniable real-
ity that they could have been our
own children. The blood could
just as easily have been spilled in
classrooms in Detroit, in Wyan-
dotte, in Livonia, anywhere.

Our children are not safe
when we send them to school.
Despite the security measures
that have been put in place, the
active shooter drills, the at-
tempts at screening for human
time bombs that might go off at
any moment, our children are no
safer today than they were 30
years ago when school shootings
first became a thing.

Like everywhere this has
happened, we will now begin the
seemingly futile process of try-
ing to ensure it will never hap-
pen again.

Inevitably, that will quickly
break down to fighting over
rights and freedoms and argu-
ments about mental health,
school security, parenting and
cultural dysfunction, and will
end with nothing getting done,
at least nothing that will truly
protect our children.

That’s because the answer, if
there is one, continues to hide
from us. 

Tragedy
demands

elusive
answers

NOLAN
FINLEY

Please see Finley, Page 8A

TAKING STOCK OF SCHOOL
SHOOTINGS IN STATE. 8A

PARENTS CAN HELP KIDS COPE,
MENTAL HEALTH EXPERTS SAY. 9A

PRESIDENT’S ‘HEART GOES OUT
TO THE FAMILIES.’ 8A

Oxford High School
student Deedee
Hernandez, 15, and
mother Meghan
attend a candlelight
vigil at Lakepointe
Community Church.
Oxford school
officials announced
all of its schools
would be closed for
the rest of the
week.

Daniel Mears
The Detroit News

MOURNERS GRASP FOR HOPE
AT CANDLELIGHT VIGIL. 8A

“I hope that we can all rise to the
occasion and wrap our arms
around the families,” said Gov.
Gretchen Whitmer, addressing the
“unimaginable tragedy.”

Daniel Mears / The Detroit News
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Oxford —Throughout the cold
night, there were no words Tues-
day night for the grief nearly
1,000 people felt as they packed
LakePoint Community Church.

Amid the Nativity scenes and
Christmas decorations in the
house of worship, many strug-
gled to grasp the enormity of the
tragedy at Oxford High less than
12 hours earlier, when police say a
15-year-old student opened fire in
the school, killing three students
and wounding eight other peo-
ple, including a teacher.

“It doesn’t feel real,” said
Sophia Ziegler, 16, a junior at the
school, as she stood outside the

entrance to the church.
Scores of mourners from

across the region filled the
church and parked blocks away
for a prayer vigil to honor the vic-
tims and console each other.

Many openly wept or em-
braced each other as multiple
pastors offered condolences,
shared Scriptures and encour-
aged the audience to express
their emotions — however in-
tense or painful. 

Mourners clutched tissues
and candles as they prayed for
solace and healing while process-
ing an unimaginable loss.

“It was very important” to
hold such a gathering, said Jesse
Holt, the lead pastor. “I think if

there’s anything people need to-
night, it’s hope.”

Lakepoint Community
Church member Kelley Crowell,
who said she knows many fam-
ilies that have students in the
high school, said the shooting
was a “horrible tragedy.”

“I don’t understand it,” she
said. “I don’t know what goes
through people’s minds.”

Ziegler said she knew at least
one of the victims from riding the
bus and other typical school du-
ties. She noted the significance of
the day.

“It’s never going to leave us,”
she said while standing with her
twin brother, Paul.

The weight of that knowledge

drew attendees such as Amy Dy-
mond of Oxford.

Standing in a sea of her neigh-
bors and others, she drew com-
fort knowing the community
united.

“It’s just so important to give
hope to one another in times like
this,” Dymond said. 

Oxford High School seniors
Zeiden Marshall, 17, and Jace
McCarthy, 18, attended the vigil.
McCarthy stayed home from
school Tuesday, sick with aller-
gies.

“It was terrifying to wake up
and hear that your friends might
just be gone,” McCarthy said.

mhicks@detroitnews.com

Students Max Myrand, 15, Ella Sharrow, 14, and Alex McArthur, 15, at the candlelight vigil Tuesday at LakePoint Community Church in Oxford.
Photos by Daniel Mears / The Detroit News

Community fi�lls Oxford church
seeking comfort amid tragedy

BY MARK HICKS
The Detroit News
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with local authorities to under-
stand all the information and
provide as much assistance as
my office can,” she added.

“I encourage anyone with in-
formation about this situation
to share it with the police, and I
thank our local responders for
their swift assistance and re-
sponse during this difficult
time.”

U.S. Rep. Elissa Slotkin, D-
Holly, whose district includes
the school, said she was headed
back to Michigan from Wash-
ington, D.C., on Tuesday after-
noon. 

“This is a dark & painful day
for Michigan. I send my deepest
condolences to the families of
the three students who have lost
their lives — they have received
the worst news any parent can
ever imagine,” Slotkin tweeted.

“We must continue to pray
and hope for the additional stu-
dents and teacher who have
been injured, and for the stu-
dents who are in shock right
now. They will somehow have to
make sense of one of their peers
doing this to them.”

Michigan Attorney General
Dana Nessel said her heart goes
out to the parents who lost their
children and to the school com-
munity “reeling” from the trage-
dy of the shooting.

“My department has reached
out to local law enforcement to
offer assistance as this investiga-
tion unfolds, and I want to ex-
tend my sincere gratitude to
first responders on the scene,”
Nessel said. 

“We must act to properly ad-
dress gun violence in our
schools and the ongoing threat
of another unconscionable trag-
edy if we continue to only offer
thoughts and prayers. Our kids
deserve better.” 

State Rep. John Reilly, R-
Oakland Township, said he was
praying for a quick recovery for
those wounded and “comfort”
for families and friends grieving
lost loved ones.

“A tragedy like this shocks us
all, and we need to support the
people who endured this horrif-
ic trauma,” Reilly said.

“Our community is unified in
the face of this heinous act of vi-
olence, and we are especially
grateful to our law enforcement
officers and first responders for
their efforts.”

Michigan Republican Party
Chairman Ron Weiser similarly
offered his support.

“There aren’t enough words
to express our sorrow for the
senseless act of violence that
took place earlier today in Oak-
land County,” Weiser said in a
statement. “We are keeping all
Oxford High families in our
prayers at this time.”

U.S. Rep. Haley Stevens, D-
Rochester Hills, she was an-
guished over the Oxford High
shooting and a community that
“will never be the same.” 

“So many want change, we
must continue to ask for it,” Ste-
vens tweeted. “Pushing to end gun
violence as we help people heal is
the imperative effort ahead.”

mburke@detroitnews.com

President Joe Biden ex-
pressed compassion Tuesday for
the families of the victims of the
tragic shooting at Oxford High
School where three were killed
and at least eight wounded.

Biden was one of many elect-
ed officials in Michigan and
across the nation who weighed
in on the shooting. 

“As we learn the full details,
my heart goes out to the families
enduring the unimaginable
grief of losing a loved one,” Bi-
den said.

“You got to know that that
whole community has to be just
in a state of shock right now.”

Biden was told of the school
shooting in Oxford by National
Security Adviser Jake Sullivan
in advance of his tour Tuesday at
Dakota County Technical Col-
lege in Rosemount, Minnesota,
the White House said. 

Press Secretary Jen Psaki
said Biden’s traveling team
would remain in close touch
with staff at the White House
and provide regular updates to
Biden as new information sur-
faces.

Michigan Gov. Gretchen
Whitmer appeared with Oak-
land County Undersheriff Mike
McCabe at an evening news con-
ference, telling reporters, “This
is every parent’s worst night-
mare.”

“My heart goes out to the
families. This is an unimagina-
ble tragedy,” she said. 

Whitmer ordered flags to be
lowered to half-staff to honor
and remember the shooting vic-
tims. 

“I want to thank the first re-
sponders on the ground work-
ing hard to keep people safe as
law enforcement officials inves-
tigate this shooting and get the
community the help it needs
right now,” she said in a state-
ment earlier Tuesday.

“As Michiganders, we have a
responsibility to do everything
we can to protect each other
from gun violence. No one
should be afraid to go to school,
work, a house of worship, or
even their own home,” Whitmer
added.

“Gun violence is a public
health crisis that claims lives ev-
ery day. We have the tools to re-
duce gun violence in Michigan.
This is a time for us to come to-
gether and help our children
feel safe at school.”

Oakland County Executive
Dave Coulter noted that the
county’s Emergency Operations
Center has been activated to of-
fer support to first responders
and families in Oxford.

“The entire Oakland County
community is in shock by this
terrifying display of violence,
and our thoughts are with Ox-
ford families tonight,” Coulter
said in a statement.

Lawmakers with Oakland
County ties shared their feelings
as well. “This is heartbreaking.
Schools are a place where stu-
dents should be safe,” tweeted
Sen. Gary Peters, D-Bloomfield
Township.

“I’m thinking of the families
& friends who lost loved ones in
Oxford today — and the entire
community grappling with this
harrowing news. Grateful to law
enforcement & authorities for
their swift response.”

State Sen. Rosemary Bayer,
D-Beverly Hills, called the
shooting “simply horrifying.”

“On top of an already difficult
situation with the ongoing CO-
VID-19 pandemic, our students
now have to face this traumatic
situation in a place that is sup-
posed to be a safe space for learn-
ing and growth,” Bayer said.

“My heart goes out to all
those involved. I am working

‘Worst nightmare’:
Offi�cials off�er 
their condolences

BY MELISSA NANN BURKE
The Detroit News

President Joe Biden said his
“heart goes out to the families
enduring the unimaginable grief
of losing a loved one.”

Carolyn Kaster / AP

There are those who will seize
on more regulation of the 300
million guns in closets, under
beds and in dresser drawers
across America as the answer.
Trust me, if I see a gun law that
will keep one of my grandchil-

dren from ending up in a pool of
blood on a classroom floor, I’ll be
all in.

Others will focus on proactive
mental health treatment for
children before they snap and
become killers. Or on installing
metal detectors and searching
backpacks. Or on cracking down
on bullying; or on vigilantly
monitoring social media for
signs of a lit fuse.

Here, here. Let’s do it all.
But let’s not forget that we

have gone through these efforts
before and kids are still being
gunned down in school. 

Protecting children is the first
job of a civilization. The sad
truth is we have no idea how to
do that in an open society where
our children venture everyday
into seemingly safe environ-
ments that can erupt in an in-

stant into deadly violence.
Tuesday it was Michigan’s

turn in the sights. Now it’s Mi-
chigan’s turn to hunt for the
elusive solution.

A suggestion: Let’s start the
process by placing our own
children’s faces on the dead
bodies carried out of Oxford
High School. By thinking about
how our hearts might stop, our
throats close if the message

Oxford parents received on their
phones Tuesday came from their
schools: active shooter. Maybe
that might better focus the work.

I’m not saying we will be the
ones who discover the magic
formula to end school shootings.
I’m not even sure one exists.

But we for sure won’t find it
unless we set aside our sacred
cows, partisan alignments and
political calculations and keep

our minds open to any and every
idea that might work.

And we must do it together as
Republicans and Democrats,
conservatives and progressives,
gun lovers and gun haters. Do it
as parents and grandparents,
aunts and uncles, with only the
safety of our children in mind.

Twitter: @NolanFinleyDN
Sign up for the Nolan Out Loud

morning report at
detroitnews.com/newsletters.

Finley
Continued from Page 1A

SHOOTING AT OXFORD HIGH

Detroit — While shootings
near schools in high-crime neigh-
borhoods are fairly common,
even in the most violent big city
in the United States, incidents in-
side schools in Michigan are rare.

The Detroit school district be-
gan using metal detectors at
building entrances in 1985, al-
though there have been a few
shootings inside Detroit facilities
since then.

Other school shootings in Mi-
chigan in recent decades include
a 1993 incident involving a Chel-
sea science teacher who killed his
school’s superintendent and
wounded two others, and a 6-
year-old boy who killed a 6-year-
old girl with a gun he brought to
school near Flint.

The deadliest incident of
school violence in U.S. history re-
mains the May 18, 1927 Bath
School bombing in Bath Town-
ship, near Lansing, where dis-
gruntled school board treasurer
Andrew Kehoe killed 38 children
and six adults with a homemade
explosive and wounded many
others.

Among the shootings over the
past 30 years inside Michigan
schools:

Nov. 4, 1992: Six students
were shot inside Finney High
School, part of that day’s wave of
violence that saw 10 students shot

at or near three Detroit schools.
Dec. 16, 1993: Chelsea High

School science teacher Stephen
Leith fatally shot School Superin-
tendent Joseph Piasecki and
wounded two other faculty mem-
bers in the school’s Administra-
tion Building.

March 27, 1995: Three teens
were shot in gang-related inci-
dents inside Pershing and Denby
high schools in Detroit.

Feb. 29, 2000: A six-year-old
brought a gun to Buell Elemen-
tary School near Flint and killed
six-year-old Kayla Renee Rolland
of Mount Morris Township.

Feb. 17, 2009: An argument
between a student and another
teen sparked a shooting inside
Detroit Central High School. Two
students were injured.

In the 1992 Finney High
School shooting, as students

were going from third hour to
fourth hour classes, the incident
began reportedly as retaliation
for a fight at a football game. The
three gunmen had been beaten
up at the game between Finney
and Cody high schools, police
said.

In the 2000 shooting, the first-
graders at Theo J. Buell Elemen-
tary were walking to the library
when a boy and girl who’d fought
the day before on the playground
began arguing again. A six-year-
old boy pulled a .32-caliber Davis
Industries pistol from his pocket
and shot Kayla Rolland, also six,
in the neck. She died less than an
hour later. 

Jamelle James, the shooter’s
uncle who had left the pistol in-
side a shoebox in his bedroom,
pleaded no contest to involuntary
manslaughter and spent more

than two years in prison before
he was released on probation.

Shootings that occurred near
Michigan schools include:

June 9, 1992: Detroit Webber
Middle School teacher Betty Ro-
berson was killed in the school’s
parking lot.

March 7, 2007: A 17-year-old
student shot his ex-girlfriend
four times outside Midland H.H.
Dow High School, then killed
himself.

Oct. 15, 2008: A gang-related
shooting outside Detroit Henry
Ford High School left 16-year-old
student Christopher Walker dead
and three others injured.

Sept. 17, 2013: Four teens
were wounded in a shootout
about two blocks from Lansing’s
Sexton High School. 

Oct. 22, 2019: A 20-year-old
man was injured after a shooting
in the playground of Poupard Ele-
mentary School in Harper Woods

According to Education Week,
which tracks school shootings,
there have been 28 school shoot-
ings this year, 20 of which hap-
pened since Aug. 1. There have
been 86 school shootings since
2018.

“The COVID-19 pandemic ap-
pears to have interrupted the
trend line,” the website said. “The
2020 figure, with 10 shootings,
was significantly lower than 2019
and 2018, which each had 24.”

ghunter@detroitnews.com

A look back at other Mich. school shootings
BY GEORGE HUNTER

The Detroit News

Three teens were shot inside 2 Detroit high schools on March 27, 1995.
The Detroit News
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said, appears to have acted alone.
The shootings happened in the
south end of the school building
which has about 1,800 students,
he said.

“We don’t know if they (the
students) were targeted,” McCabe
said. “We will get to the bottom of
that when we get further into this
investigation.”

The undersheriff said the sus-
pect was arrested by a deputy de-
tailed to the site and one who ar-
rived on the scene. As for how the
suspect got the gun inside,
McCabe said: “We know, but I’m
not going to say that right now.” 

Oakland County Sheriff Mike
Bouchard said late Tuesday night
that the suspect had a Sig Sauer 9
mm semi-automatic pistol with
seven rounds in it when author-
ities took him into custody.

The sheriff said the boy’s fa-
ther purchased the weapon four
days ago on Nov. 26, and police
found two 15-round clips in the
school and are looking for a third. 

Bouchard praised the hun-
dreds of first responders who as-
sisted.

“After other school shootings
across the country, in some sce-
narios where deputies didn’t go
in, I made it very clear to our staff,
if they get there first, they’re go-
ing in. (Deputies) went in and
searched out the threats. They
went to the gunshots.”

Earlier in the day, the suspect,
after being detained, “invoked his
right to not speak; he wants an at-
torney,” McCabe said. The sus-
pect is being housed at Children’s
Village in Pontiac. 

“We have to get permission
from parents to interview a juve-
nile, and we did not get that,”
McCabe added. 

The family has hired an attor-
ney, McCabe added, and author-
ities executed a search warrant at
the teen’s home. Authorities are
still investigating the motive. 

Authorities swarmed a nearby
neighborhood in Oxford and
could be seen entering the family
home of the suspect.

The Detroit News is not nam-
ing the alleged suspect because
he is a juvenile who has not been
charged. He has not been publicly
identified by authorities.

In a 2017 article in the local
newspaper, the boy appears as a
bespectacled fifth-grader at an
international baccalaureate

school. At the time, he was part of
a group of students working on a
project about poverty and ex-
pressed sympathy for the home-
less and hungry.

‘Terrible, terrible ... loss’
Oxford Township Supervisor

Jack Curtis, 68, told The News
Tuesday that he sent four kids
through Oxford High School. He’s
called Oxford home for 50 years
and said the shootings are “a very
large tragedy for this small town.”

“I have dinner and drinks fre-
quently with one of the grand-
mothers sitting in here, holding
her daughter, because her 17-year-
old daughter is lying on a con-
crete floor in a school with a bul-
let wound in her head,” Curtis
told The News, speaking by
phone from township offices. “I
watched my parents die. I
watched my grandparents die.
But to watch the mother of a child
who was killed in a school shoot-
ing is totally ludicrous.

“As resilient as we are, this is a
terrible, terrible, terrible loss of
three lives.”

After the shooting, the town-
ship supervisor said he’s left to
wonder what else could’ve been
done, or could be done, to secure
the school.

“We have a school liaison offi-
cer who works for the Oakland
County Sheriff ’s Department. We
have security guards in our
school. And they are roaming the
school; they’re actively patroll-
ing,” Curtis said. “We lock doors.
We have these things in place.

Unfortunately, we couldn’t be
there in a matter of seconds.”

The response after the shoot-
ing has been massive, he said.
Deputies who were off-duty came
in to help. There they joined po-
lice from all over Oakland Coun-
ty.

“We’ve had people reaching
out from as far as Washington —
Joe Biden’s office,” Curtis said. 

School addressed
unspecified ‘rumors’

Earlier this month, the high
school put out a notice to parents
and guardians about unspecified
“concerns and rumors.” 

“Please know that we have re-
viewed every concern shared
with us and investigated all infor-
mation provided,” according to
the notice obtained by The News.

“Student interpretations of social
media posts and false informa-
tion have exacerbated the overall
concern. We want our parents
and students to know there has
been no threat to our building
nor our students.”

The administration’s notice
continued: “The safety and secu-
rity of our students and staff is al-
ways our top priority. To accom-
plish this task, OHS has numer-
ous highly-trained professionals
who work to keep our building
safe and secure. We have counsel-
ors and social workers who work
with students on a daily basis. We
also have two highly-trained se-
curity guards and an Oakland
County Resource Officer on site
who assist us as well.”

McCabe noted Tuesday during
a late afternoon news conference
that the sheriff ’s office has a liais-
on assigned to the high school
and “we are not aware of any
warnings” that the shooting was
going to occur. 

“I can tell you, if there were, we
work very closely with Tim
Throne, the superintendent, and
the principal at the school. If
there were, I believe they would
have told us,” he said. “There’s all
kinds of stuff on social media.
Please don’t believe everything
you hear or see on social media.

“There’s a lot of stuff out
there,” he added. “Ultimately, we
will get to the bottom of this.”

Whitmer, during an evening
news briefing, said “it’s too early
to talk about policies that might
need to change as a result of this.”

“This is a uniquely American
problem that we need to address,”
she said. “But at this juncture, I
think we need to focus on the
community, the families, sup-
porting all the first responders,
including the incredible people at
our hospitals that are working so
hard to save the lives of those who
are fighting for their lives.”

John Lyman, public informa-
tion officer for several fire depart-
ments in the area, said “60 units”
were dispatched to the scene. 

A mass of law enforcement
covered roads with armed sheriff
deputies, police vehicles, ambu-
lances and emergency personnel.
At one point, helicopters hovered
above Lapeer and Ray roads near
the high school. 

Students evacuated from the
school were reunited with par-
ents or relatives in the nearby
parking lot of Meijer, 655 N. La-
peer Road.

Timothy Waters, a spokesman
for the FBI’s Detroit office, said
federal law enforcement also was
there in a support role. 

School a ‘large crime scene’
McCabe said authorities did

three sweeps of the school to en-
sure there weren’t other victims
or evidence, but “it’s a fairly large
crime scene.”

“All the parents and relatives
have been notified of the de-
ceased and of everyone that was
shot,” he said. “A deputy has been
assigned to each and every fam-
ily.”

Throne, the district superin-
tendent, asked for prayers for stu-
dents and families. 

“Of course, I’m shocked. It’s
devastating,” he said during an
afternoon briefing.

Late Tuesday, Oxford school
officials announced all of its
schools would be closed for the
rest of the week. It has activated
its crisis response team to sup-
port students, families and dis-
trict staff including a crisis help-
line through Common Ground at
(800) 231-1127.

Fifteen years ago, police be-
lieve they may have thwarted a
possible attempt to blow up Ox-
ford High School in May 2006,
when police interviewed 16-year-
old Joel Thomas about a fire that
had destroyed a school district
maintenance garage.

When Oakland County depu-
ties searched Thomas’ home,
they recovered 16 assembled
bombs, shotgun shell bombs,
blueprints of the school, a “na-
palm substance” and a flash drive

that contained information and
pictures of explosives. Thomas
served a year in a juvenile deten-
tion facility and was required to
get counseling.

Bill Keenist, a 34-year resident
of Oxford and a former Oxford
Community Schools board mem-
ber, compared his emotions Tues-
day to how he felt after the 9/11
terror attacks. 

“You’re convinced it couldn’t
happen. You believe it won’t hap-
pen. And then it did,” said Kee-
nist, 63. “When we were young, if
there was a safer place than
school, I don’t know what it was.
School and church.”

The former school board
member said he believes prepa-
redness proved valuable and “I
believe it probably did save lives.”

“That does not distract from
the fact that three young lives
were lost,” he said. “The teachers,
the administrators. There’s not a
person in our community that’ll
be the same after today. That’s not
an overstatement. It’s an absolute
fact.”

Marion Bokos Ginopolis, who
served as superintendent of Ox-
ford Community Schools for sev-
en years from 1993-2000 and as a
former superintendent in Lake
Orion, called the tragedy “just
heartbreaking.”

“In 1993-2000, we didn’t have
the same escalation of shootings,”
Ginopolis said. “By 2010-2020,
when I was in Lake Orion, it was a
high priority. “You don’t think it’s
going to happen, but you have to
prepare for it. You can tell from
the interviews with kids, they put
in place such wonderful proto-
cols, and the kids were following
those. They took all the precau-
tions. They bolted down the
doors. When they could escape,
they did. One of the protocols is,
‘if you can get out, get out.’”

Ginopolis said she underwent
training in Lake Orion after she
left Oxford. Oxford did the same
training; it became common-
place for school districts in Oak-
land County.

“We practiced. Most of the
Oakland County schools at the
time went through very specific
training on how to respond to an
active shooter,” she said. 

Anyone with information can
call the sheriff ’s dispatch center
at (248) 858-4911.

jchambers@detroitnews.com
mmartindale@detroitnews.com

jdickson@detroitnews.com
Staff Writers Robert Snell and Neal

Rubin contributed.
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Police officers conduct searches in a parking lot Tuesday at Oxford High School at the scene of Tuesday’s
shooting. About 15-20 shots were fired, apparently by a 15-year-old who acted alone, authorities said. 

Todd McInturf / The Detroit News

Undersheriff Mike McCabe said
“the whole thing lasted five
minutes,” but that was enough to
leave three students dead.

Daniel Mears / The Detroit News

find them anywhere,” he said.
“Nobody can get a hold of them.”

Other students, including
Barrett Dolata, recalled the
strange sound of gunshots inside
the school and had noticed a
teacher rescuing two students
standing in the hallway as the
shooter moved through school.

Dolata had walked into his
fifth-hour biology class just be-
fore 1 p.m. on Tuesday when he
heard a succession of gunshots
ring out inside his high school.

Dolata’s teacher sprang into
action, he said, grabbing two
girls who were in the hallway,
pulling them inside her class-
room and shutting the door,
then activating a night lock sys-
tem that prevents unwanted in-
truders from entering a class-
room.

Dolata, a 17-year-old senior,
said he, his fellow students and
his teacher ran to the corner of
the room and squeezed together,
sitting on the floor — and waited
as the gunman roamed the hall-
ways of Oxford High School for
what Oakland County Under-
sheriff Michael McCabe said was
about five minutes. 

“I heard gunshots like for a
minute or two ... it had to be at
least 20 gunshots,” he said. “At
first, it doesn’t even sound or feel
real. I was in complete shock.”

After waiting a few minutes,
Dolata said he and others began
barricading classroom doors
with their oversized and heavy
science desks.

“We flipped them over and
barricaded the doors,” he said.
“We sat and all called our par-
ents and were texting.”

Dolata, who spoke to The De-
troit News just hours after the
shooting, said he felt like he was
in shock. He was close to where
the shooting occurred, he said.

“I could almost feel it it was so
close to my class. ... I don’t know
how to feel about the situation

right now.”
Like many Michigan stu-

dents, Dolata said he has been
trained in active shooter drills in
school and knew to barricade
the doors and gather in a corner.

“There are three doors in the
classroom, and we had to make
sure they were all barricaded. It
was scary. It was just terrifying,”
he said.

Dolata said the authorities es-
corted students out of the
school, patted them down and
searched their backpacks before
releasing them. He said he was
eventually reunited with his par-
ents and hugged them.

Dozens of parents gathered
for much of the afternoon at the
nearby Meijer store searching for
their children. Many were happi-
ly reunited, running into each
other’s arms, while others waited
for news or left in tears as emer-
gency vehicle sirens and lights
filled the cold November air.

Aaron Carpenter, an Oxford
High School football coach,
waited with parents Tuesday af-
ternoon as students were bused
to the Meijer store to be joined
with their families.

“They are pretty shook up,”
said Carpenter of his own two
children, a senior and a fresh-
man. “My youngest saw the
whole thing in a classroom.”

In a video posted on TikTok
on Tuesday, a classroom of stu-
dents at Oxford High could be

seen hiding in a locked or barri-
caded classroom and later escap-
ing through a school window af-
ter refusing to open the door to
someone who identified himself
as law enforcement.

In the video, a male voice
said, “Sheriff ’s Department. It’s
safe to come out,” but students
were leery and responded: “We
are not willing to take that risk
right now.”

The voice outside the door
said, “Just open the door ... bro.”
The students became suspicious
the person wasn’t law enforce-
ment and began rushing to a
window and exiting the class-
room all at once.

They ran across open space
outside the school to another
door where a sheriff ’s deputy es-
corted them inside.

Cori McCarthy, a parent of
three children in Oxford schools,
came to the Meijer parking lot to
support other families and stu-
dents who needed a ride home
after the shooting.

Her three children were
home from school on Tuesday,
including two who attend Ox-
ford High.

“I am going back home and
am going to keep on hugging my
kids. And I am going to keep
them home. You think you are
safe, not my town. And appar-
ently, it comes,” McCarthy said.

jchambers@detroitnews.com
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Dozens of parents gathered for much of the afternoon at the nearby
Meijer store searching for their children. 

Jennifer Chambers / The Detroit News

SHOOTING AT OXFORD HIGH

The shootings at Oxford High
School that killed three students
and injured at least eight others
on Tuesday will have deep psy-
chological effects on children,
but adults can help students cope
by providing emotional support,
mental health experts say.

The advice applies to students
who were at Oxford High School
and others in the community
who have been affected by the
news, experts say. 

“It would be very important
for parents to just be observant of
things such as changes in sleep
and appetite, changes in behav-
ior, or children having trouble fo-
cusing or concentrating,” said Dr.
Hema Iyer, chief medical director
at Henry Ford Kingswood Hospi-
tal in Ferndale, a psychiatric facil-
ity for both children and adults.

“The most important thing an
adult can do for a child is just to
be fully present — to be physical-
ly, emotionally and mentally pre-
sent for the child, and to let them
know that they are in a safe
place.”

The Oakland Community
Health Network released num-
bers for people to call for mental
health support. The Oakland
County 24-hour Crisis Helpline is
at (800) 231-1127. Individuals also
can call or text (844) 446-4225 for
the Michigan Crisis and Access
Line.

Students are likely to experi-
ence some trauma-related symp-
toms, said Lyndsay Volpe-Ber-
tram, a clinical psychologist with
Spectrum Health in Grand Rap-
ids, a 14-hospital health system
that includes Helen DeVos Chil-
dren’s hospital. 

“It could be things like a sense
of decreased safety in their envi-
ronment, fear and worry about
something else happening,”
Volpe-Bertram said. “It could be
having intrusive thoughts and re-
membering specific details and
sensory information about what
has happened — probably a lot of
fear and nervousness about their
environment.” 

Students could also have phys-
ical symptoms such as headaches
or stomachaches, or feel nervous
or shaky, she said. 

“It’s a horrible thing, but their
veil of safety has been ripped off,”
Volpe-Bertram said. “When
something like this happens, it
inserts itself into our lives as
‘Now this is something that could
happen to me, to my friends, in
my school.’” 

Parents can help by being can-
did about what happened and al-
lowing their children to express
what they’re feeling, she said. If
students don’t want to talk, par-
ents should check in with them
periodically over the next days or
weeks to invite them to share
what they’re experiencing, she
added.

Parents who are struggling
with their own emotions should
reach out to other adults for sup-
port, Volpe-Bertram added.

“We don’t want to pretend ev-
erything’s OK, but we also don’t
want to overwhelm our kids with
our experience,” she said. “It’s
that balance of talking to another
adult about it, but also being can-
did with the kid about the experi-
ence and how we’re concerned
about them.”

Kingswood Hospital’s Iyer
said many children come
through traumatic experiences

without long-term negative ef-
fects. 

“But at the same token, chil-
dren are actively developing and
growing during this phase of
their life ... and there is definitely
some reason to be concerned that
trauma at a very young age can af-
fect how children view the world,
from a psychological perspective,
and how it affects their ability to
handle stress and anxiety,” Iyer
said.

According to Iyer, it is helpful
for parents to limit the amount of
time children spend watching the
news, talking about what hap-
pened or visually reliving the
event on their phones or other de-
vices 

It’s also important to maintain
a sense of normalcy as much as
possible, she said.

“Make sure the children feel
safe and secure, while also find-
ing a way to help them reinte-
grate back to their regular rou-
tine.”

The Oakland County Commu-
nity Health Network on Tuesday
published the following tips for
parents:

Acknowledge what hap-
pened. Provide age-appropriate
information and be supportive.

Ask older children who may
have seen news coverage what
they know about what happened
and how they feel about it.

Recognize the effect the
event had on your child; validate
their feelings and concerns.

Return to a normal routine
as soon as possible to help chil-
dren feel safe and secure.

kbouffard@detroitnews.com
Twitter: @kbouffardDN

Helping kids cope:
‘Just be fully present’

BY KAREN BOUFFARD
The Detroit News
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