
What is a Tabletop Exercise? 

A tabletop exercise is the most basic type of emergency management test or exercise. A discussion-based exercise in 

response to a scenario, is intended to generate a dialogue of various issues to facilitate a conceptual understanding, 

identify strengths and areas for improvement, and/or achieve changes in perceptions about plans, policies, or 

procedures. A tabletop exercise typically lasts one to four hours. 

Goals of Tabletop Exercises: 

❖ Enhance general awareness 

❖ Validate plans and procedures 

❖ Enhance roles and responsibility understanding 

Before the Tabletop Exercise: 

 Create an exercise planning team (EPT). The exercise planning team consist of trusted individuals from the 

organization(s) participating in the exercise that can aid in the development of the exercise while providing subject 

matter expertise. The EPT should meet to create the goals, objectives, and scenario along with the expected 

outcomes based upon the current plans, policies, and procedures. Developing a tabletop exercise takes more than 

a month to plan.   

 Create goals and objectives for the exercise. Think about what functional content areas need to be tested and 

what your school wants to evaluate. 

 Determine the appropriate players or participants. Depending on the scenario, consider inviting non-school staff 

to the exercise such as first responders, emergency management, trusted parents and students, community 

organizations, etc.  
o Consider having a designated facilitator to introduce the scenario, along with any scenario updates, and guide 

discussion.  

o Consider having a designated scribe to take notes during the tabletop exercise. This will help create the after-action 

report, document actions taken, etc.  

 Create a developing scenario. The scenario should be inspired by the goals and objectives and help drive 
discussion. Create Injects, or scenario updates, and guiding questions that will direct discussion to different roles, 
plans or policies, or actions to be taken. You can find premade scenarios on the Ohio School Safety Center 
website. 

After the Tabletop Exercise: 

 Conduct a Hotwash. A Hotwash is important to help debrief the players and gather information from the exercise. 

It is important to capture the strengths, weakness, and areas of improvement. You can find more information 

regarding Hotwashes here.   

 Create corrective actions. From the areas of improvement, create corrective actions/follow up items that to 

further improve the school’s emergency response and preparedness. Corrective actions should be actionable such 

as updating a policy or plan, attend a training, etc.  

 Report the tabletop exercise to the Ohio School Safety Center as the Emergency Management Test (EMT) through 

the school safety plan application. A tabletop can be reported as the EMT once every three years as a part of the 

EMT building block approach to emergency preparedness. Find out more about EMTs here.   

GROUND RULES WHEN CONDUCTING A TABLETOP EXERCISE 
1. Short discussion after each module.  
2. No “right” answers - discuss all options.  
3. Test the plan.  
4. Accept the artificialities of the scenario.  
5. Make notes on your responses. 

https://ohioschoolsafetycenter.ohio.gov/pre-k-12-schools/emergency-management-test/family-reunification-and-hotwash-resources
https://ohioschoolsafetycenter.ohio.gov/pre-k-12-schools/emergency-management-test

