Michigan teachers could carry guns in school under proposed bills
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President Donald Trump said Friday if teachers at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida had been able to carry concealed weapons, they "would have shot the hell out of (the gunman) before he knew what happened." AP
LANSING – Teachers could be armed with guns in schools under legislation being developed by two Republicans in the Michigan House of Representatives.

The legislation is coming in the wake of yet another mass shooting, this time at a high school in Parkland, Fla., that left 17 people dead two weeks ago, sparking protests across the nation from students, teachers and parents who want more gun control.

State Rep. Jim Runestad, R-White Lake, will schedule hearings this spring on a bill that he’s drafting that will allow school districts to provide access to guns in locked, undisclosed locations in school buildings to teachers who volunteer and who are trained in firearm use.

The teachers would have to go through 80 hours of training on how to shoot a gun, gun safety, how to engage with an active shooter and tactics to de-escalate a dangerous situation. The guns would be hidden in locked compartments that would only be accessible through the thumbprint of approved school employees.

 “There are some teachers who I wouldn’t feel safe around if they had a butter knife,” Runestad said. “But this is something that will make a difference.”

Two other bills that are being developed by Rep. Gary Glenn, R-Williams Township, take two approaches to guns in schools: One would let local school districts allow employees with concealed carry weapons permits and extra training to carry guns in schools, the other would have the state mandate that school employees with CCWs be allowed to bring their guns to schools.

Both bills would require monthly training for teachers who decide to carry their weapons at work.

“On the gun issue, the two sides simply can’t comprehend those on the other side,” Glenn said. “So, I can’t comprehend when we secure other places like banks and the state Capitol with armed security, that we leave completely undefended the buildings that house our most precious commodity.”

But schools and some Democratic lawmakers said teachers should be educating children, not becoming armed guards.

“My mom’s a teacher and I still have lunch with some of my former teachers. I talked with my school superintendents and I haven’t heard from a single one who has said we need to arm our teachers,” said state Rep. Robert Wittenberg, D-Oak Park. “The only person who should be in a school with a weapon is a licensed, trained uniform-wearing officer.”

Doug Pratt, spokesman for the Michigan Education Association, said teachers need to be armed with real solutions, such as smaller class sizes, more counselors and better security, rather than guns.

“It’s not something that makes sense,” he said. “What happens when a SWAT team member meets an armed teacher? What happens when a first-grader brings a gun to school? Does the teacher fire on her first-grader?”

Some school districts are already taking action to ensure that teachers don’t become the armed security at their schools. 
The East Lansing School District Board unanimously approved a resolution Monday night reiterating its opposition to open or concealed carry of guns in schools and calling on the state Board of Education to oppose all guns in schools except for those carried by trained law enforcement.

“Students cannot be safe unless and until all guns — other than those carried by trained law enforcement officers — are banned from our schools,” the resolution read.

About 100 people gathered on the steps of the state Capitol last week to call for more restrictive gun controls, including stricter background checks, a ban on high-capacity magazines, mandatory waiting periods before firearm purchases and increased funding for mental health care.

But the Legislature has been at an impasse on both expanding or restricting access to guns. The Senate has passed legislation that would allow concealed carry of weapons in gun-free zones, such as schools, bars, stadiums and churches, if the permit holder gets additional training. That bill has been stalled without a hearing or a vote in the House of Representatives.

The House of Representatives passed a bill that would allow concealed carry of guns without a permit for most Michiganders and that legislation has stalled in the Senate.

“We’re at that point now that we need to do something,” said Senate Majority Leader Arlan Meekhof, R-West Olive. “Safety and security of our schools and children and mental health issues can work in tandem.”

He suggested the possibility of using the state’s rainy day fund, along with school bonding issues, to help beef up security measures in schools.

But a speed bump on the gun issue is Gov. Rick Snyder, who vetoed legislation just days after the mass shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary school in Newtown, Conn., in 2012, that would have allowed concealed carry in schools for people with extra training. And he said last week that he doesn’t think that having more guns available is a good thing.

He added that so-called “red flag” legislation, which would allow authorities to take guns away from unstable individuals who pose a threat to themselves or others and restricting access to assault rifles, are issues worth examining.

Democrats have offered many bills that would restrict, but not ban, access to weapons, but none has gotten a hearing in the Republican-controlled Legislature.

Meekhof and Runestad said that the red flag legislation, which was introduced by Wittenberg earlier this month, was not something they were particularly interested in pursuing.

“Without some type of due process, you may not be doing it properly,” Meekhof said. “It can’t just be willy nilly, saying I don’t like this person and their gun gets confiscated. That’s not OK." 

Both Glenn and Runestad said they hope their bills will be ready to introduce within the next couple of weeks and taken up before the Legislature breaks for the summer in June.
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