Castaic Union
School District
When a prison break threatened nearby schools, Castaic Union School District used the
Blackboard Connect service to reach out to thousands of parents during the course
of the incident. According to district superintendent, James M. Gibson, “Blackboard
Connect allows us to share important information with parents in a timely manner. In an
urgent situation, parents always know what we’re doing, where we are, how the day is
going, and when the event concludes.”
CHALLENGE: Local Prison Breaks Require Frequent District Lockdowns
Castaic Union School District (CUSD) is located in northern Los Angeles County, 40 miles from downtown Los Angeles.
The district serves 3,400 students in grades K-8 and operates four schools, including one middle and three elementary
facilities. The surrounding area is suburban and rural and the community is primarily middle class. Approximately ten
percent of students are English learners.
While known for its recreational opportunities due to the proximity of two lakes—Castaic Lake and Pyramid Lake—the
area is also home to the North County Correctional Facility, a maximum security prison with capacity for 3,800
inmates. The facility is located two miles from Live Oak Elementary and five miles from the remaining schools. In the
early morning hours of April 28, 2010, two inmates escaped from the prison. “We’re accustomed to one or two breaks
a year. This year we’ve had three,” said Gibson. “Each time, it’s important for us to be able to quickly get messages
out to the parent community.”

SOLUTION: Blackboard Connect
The district had implemented the Blackboard Connect service to facilitate
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Forest. Fires are always a threat. Incidents involving either of these require
fast calls to parents.”
When district administrators heard of the prison break, communicating
with the parent community became first priority. At 8:45 am, Gibson used
the Blackboard Connect service to contact more than 2,500 households.
The message’s purpose was twofold: inform and provide reassurance.

“We wanted parents to know that in an emergency their
children are safer here than really anywhere else,” said

affecting the schools, the kids knew we would care for them
and keep them safe.”
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Gibson. “We needed to let parents to know that it was
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critical that each and every child attend class that day.”

specific population. Everybody gets the English message,
but our Spanish message goes out to families who have
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The escapees were found and detained at 5 pm, and
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Blackboard Connect service allowed the district to stay in
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release changes. In total, the district sent four messages,

including a reinstitution of summer school and possible

including an all-clear notification sent at 7 pm. “Blackboard

calendar changes. “I love the survey capabilities of the

Connect allows us to share important information with

service,” said Gibson. “Recently, we decided to change our

parents in a timely manner. In an urgent situation, parents

calendar so that it would start with the high school calendar.

always know what we’re doing, where we are, how the day

We surveyed all our parents to determine if they’d rather

is going, and when the event concludes,” said Gibson. “It’s

have two weeks at spring break or get out a week early. The

also important for us to be able to get our messages out

survey gave us overwhelming information that they wanted

without the filter of the media. The news media is usually

to be done early.”

Tests Proceed Uninterrupted

interested in sensationalizing a story. We just want to get
out what actually happened that day and be perceived as

Consistent, judicial use of the service for both urgent and day-

a source of reliable, factual information.”

to-day general outreach has resulted in positive feedback
from both parents and the community at large, and Gibson

Being able to provide rapid, ongoing reassurance to
parents via the service also proved invaluable: parents
were comfortable leaving their children in school, even as
the incident continued to unfold. The district was able to
continue with state assessments, and student achievement
was unaffected in terms of both testing and everyday
learning. “Kids were very quiet, and testing went off without

regularly recommends the Blackboard Connect service to
other districts. “I’m a happy customer. Blackboard Connect
performs wonderfully. The immediacy of response is great,
and I know the messages get out there. The community
really appreciates knowing what’s going on and they tell us
that. The goodwill that you get from that is tremendous.”

a hitch,” said Gibson. “Since this was the third prison break
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