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violent behavior can be quickly
detected and immediately
addressed; and efforts that pro-
mote a positive and nurturing
school climate that attends to
every child’s well-being.

Coordinated research and
practice efforts that effectively
address and prevent violence
among youths and in school
spaces are urgently needed.
Keeping schools safe must be
a national educational and public
health priority.

Sonali Rajan, EdD, MS
Charles C. Branas, PhD
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See also Galea and Vaughan, p. 856; and the Gun Violence

Prevention Section, pp. 858–888.

The year 2018 has seen 18
instances of gun-related injuries
and fatalities at American
schools in fewer than 100 days.1

We thought the outrage
following the murder of 20 chil-
dren in the Sandy Hook Ele-
mentary School was enough to
force a national dialogue on gun
violence 6 years ago, but itwas not.
Nevertheless, 2018 has been dif-
ferent. This year, the students af-
fected by the Marjory Stoneman
Douglas High School shooting in
Parkland, Florida, have started a
national student-led campaign
against gun violence, culminating
in the March for Our Lives
movement. As graduate public
health students who have the
honor of serving in the 2018AJPH
Student Think Tank, we wish to
use our platform to uplift and join
the voices of the brave high-school
students who have been thrust
into thenational spotlight to call for
better solutions to gun violence in
schools.

INTRICACIES
In the wake of the Marjory

Stoneman Douglas High School
shooting, political discourse has
shifted to thepropositionof arming
school teachers with guns as
a means of reducing the mortality
rate of school-related shootings.
We wonder if policymakers have
considered the intricacies of
implementing a plan to arm
teachers. Funding of any program
is imperative—quality firearms are
expensive, and we question how
this would be paid for when
schools already struggle with
funding for basic educational re-
sources. Teachers cannot be asked
to purchase a firearm in addition to
pencils and paper. When would
teachers undergo firearms qualifi-
cation training, and who would be
responsible for training them?
Unless educators undergo training
comparable to law enforcement
officers, their ability to stop or
prevent a mass shooting is ques-
tionable. Furthermore, educators

may not wish to work in such
conditions—multiple professors
resigned from the University of
Texas after firearmswere permitted
on campus.2 It is unethical to place
this burden on those who do not
wish to participate in such a pro-
gram that could result in inflicting
injury or death upon other people.

Firearms in a classroom setting
present enormous risk to life, limb,
and mental well-being. Improper
firearm storage, a common prob-
lem for American gun owners,
could result in student access or
theft.3 The potential psychological
traumaof forcing educators tofire a
weapon at a shooter who could be
their student and injuring or killing
students other than the shooter
are all possibilities that must be

considered. If a teacher fails to stop
a school shooting in progress or
hurts a party other than the shooter,
the school or the teacher could be
held liable and open to lawsuits.
We cannot imagine that many
school districts would eagerly sign
up for such a litigation risk. Is this
ournation’s best solution?Wemust
consider other ways to address gun
violence—placing more guns into
an environment from which we
wish to exclude them is, in our
opinion, not the right answer.

As public health students,
we believe the proposal to arm
teachers is fundamentally unsound.
Even if the practicalities were
meted out, we have already seen
that the presence of armed per-
sonnel in schools does not improve
matters. The school resource of-
ficer in the Marjory Stoneman
DouglasHighSchool shootingwas
armed, and the presence of this
qualified firearm-carrying indi-
vidual did not make a difference in
the outcome.4 Having firearms in
schools increases the risk of injury
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or death from accidental firearms
discharge, as in the case of a
California educator and reserve
law enforcement officer whose
weapon fired during a safety
demonstration.5 If weapon safety
cannot be maintained by an ed-
ucator with the highest standard
of firearms training available to
civilians, what chance do the
recipients of less rigorous training
have?

A GAG RULE
The politicians who posit

arming teachers as a solution to
school gun violence rest their
argument upon the Second
Amendment. A century has
passed since the Second
Amendment was subjected to
interpretation by the Supreme
Court. Since then, the rulings
have shifted from an inter-
pretation concentrating on
government-run militias and
a collective right to bear arms to
a modern emphasis on the rights
of the individual.6 Historic am-
bivalence in the Supreme Court
rulings has given progun in-
stitutions such as the National
RifleAssociation (NRA),with its
sway over campaign donations
and endorsements, the power to
lobby for policies that promote
gun sales over public safety.

The Dickey Amendment is an
NRA-endorsed policy decision
detrimental to public safety. This
provision was inserted into the
1996 federal government omni-
bus spending bill and prohibits
the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) from
using injury prevention and
control funds to advocate or

promote gun-control measures.
In effect, the amendment pro-
scribes federal research on gun
violence and establishes re-
strictions upon activities that
public health entities could use
to develop a body of evidence
for effective measures of gun
violence prevention.

We are future public health
policymakers, advocates, and
researchers.We, therefore, affirm
awareness that theDickeyAmend-
ment is a gag rule designed to
keep the number of deaths by
gun violence a mystery. With-
out these numbers, public health
officials cannot propose poli-
cies addressing gun violence
that could prevent the deaths of
thousands of Americans every
year, including deaths that have
occurred at schools such as
Marjory Stoneman Douglas
High School and Sandy Hook
Elementary. The lack of
research-based evidence on gun
violence gives progun lobbyists
and legislators the excuse to refute
the people’s demand for stricter
laws around gun permits and
tighter background checks. The
present pretext empowers politi-
cianswith ties to theNRAto argue
for the presence of more guns in
schools under the justification of
increased safety despite examples to
the contrary. We profoundly dis-
agree with their position.

PREVENTION
As public health students, we

emphasize that the goal of public
health is primary prevention.
Access to firearms is clearly the
risk factor involved. The proposal
to arm teachers as a means of

curbing mass shootings is akin to
an effort at secondary or tertiary
prevention as it only seeks to
reduce the damage of a shooting
once it has already started. Such
an intervention fails to get at the
heart of true prevention, which
in a public health perspective
should address the risk factor of
firearm access. It is necessary to
emphasize that secondary or
tertiary prevention in the form of
arming teachers is still fraught
with risks of morbidity and
mortality. These risks can be
decreased, and more lives saved,
with evidence-based primary
prevention efforts.

THE WAY FORWARD
We urge policymakers and

politicians to look at the gun
violence epidemic with a scien-
tific public health approach.
Repeal the Dickey Amendment
entirely so the CDC is less hin-
dered to fund and conduct cru-
cially needed research on gun
violence, then enact prevention
policies based upon sound evi-
dence rather than political rhet-
oric that bows to the fears of
politicians afraid to lose an NRA
endorsement. As a sign at the
Denver, Colorado, March for
Our Lives event read, “The
youth are at the door”—and we
will knock it down to demand
action.
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