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Introduction

Much as many Americans today speak of a pre- and post-9/11 political world, some 
speak of a pre- and post-Columbine world of education. As a number of K-12 
educators, academicians, and journalists suggest (e.g., McKenna & Haselkorn, 
2005; cf. Martinson, 2000; Lawrence & Birkland, 2004), Columbine and the other 
well-publicized mass school shootings (and attempted school shootings) that 
occurred during the 1990s have coalesced in the public mind, becoming a water-
shed event. Media coverage was wide-ranging and intense, and as Hancock (2001) 
points out, much of it was presented out of context (for examples of media coverage, 
see links provided at CNN.com, 2001; cf. Moore, 2003). As one prominent 
example, the March 19, 2001, cover of Time magazine proclaimed, “The Columbine 
Effect” and offered stories on “Inside the Mind of the California Killer,” 
“Confronting the Classroom Code of Silence,” and “Why Some Kids Snap–and 
Others Don’t” (cf. Gibbs, 2001). Indeed, Pam Riley, executive director of the 
Center for the Prevention of School Violence, publicly described Columbine as “the 
‘Pearl Harbor’ of school violence” (see Dunne, 2000). This, despite the fact that 
statistically schools are safer than homes and neighborhoods in terms of likelihood 
of children experiencing violence.

Hancock writes: “National education statistics show that, at most, thirty-five 
children were murdered in school during the 1997–1998 academic year, while 
2,752 were killed beyond campus” (Hancock, 2001, p. 77). As the Justice Policy 
Institute points out, during the 1998–1999 school year, the year of the Columbine 
mass school shootings, a child had about a one in two million chance of being killed 
in school. Indeed, of the 40 children (and adults) killed at schools during the 1997–
1998 school year, 11 were killed in mass school shootings. Similarly, on average, 
11 children died each day of that school year from family violence (Donohue et al., 
1998). Leone et al. (2000) point out that most crimes in schools are thefts, and the 
majority of injuries to children at school are nonviolent. Evidence of the uncommon 
nature of such violence is found in the fact that “until the release of the 1998 federal 
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school crime and safety index…there was no national reporting mechanism for the 
shootings, homicides, or suicides that occurred on school campuses” (Furlong 
& Morrison, 2000, p. 77).

Nevertheless, in response to reports of an “epidemic” of mass school shootings, 
many school boards, school districts, state governments, as well as the federal 
government, took decisive action, enacting or strengthening a variety of security-
related policies (Robelen, 1999; McCollum, 2004; cf. Austin 2003). Berger 
reports:

A recent U.S. Department of Education survey of public schools found that 96% required 
guests to sign in before entering the school building, 80% had a closed campus policy that 
forbids students to leave campus for lunch, and 53% controlled access to their school build-
ings… A National School Board Association survey of over 700 school districts through-
out the United States found that 39% of urban school districts use metal detectors, 75% use 
locker searches, and 65% use security personnel…. Schools have introduced stricter dress 
codes, put up barbed-wire security fences, banned book bags and pagers, and have added 
“lock down drills” and “SWAT team” rehearsals to their safety programs. (Berger, 2002, 
p. 119; cf.Fox & Harding, 2005; Brunner & Lewis, 2006).

Some of these measures are more provocative than others. As an example, con-
sider a controversial policy recently adopted by The Independent School District of 
Burleson, Texas. The district now trains students to fight against school shooters, 
using their strength in numbers to overwhelm perpetrators, rather than to hide and 
passively await rescue in locked-down, secure classrooms. This approach is based 
upon the recommendations of some security experts who suggest that waiting for 
police to take control of a school shooting scenario is a deadly mistake. Rather, they 
suggest, students should take tactical control by overwhelming school shooters, 
literally throwing everything available at the shooters, including books, backpacks, 
chairs, etc. The idea is that an interrupted and possibly off-balance shooter can be 
tackled and held until authorities arrive. However, such recommendations are not 
without their detractors. One serious concern is, of course, for the safety of the 
student or students leading the charge, as they could potentially draw an immediate 
and deadly response from the shooter (Von Fremd, 2006).

Up until the spate of mass school shootings and attempted mass school shootings 
in the 1990s, many may have thought that school violence primarily affected large 
urban schools (cf. Cirillo et al., 1998), and some may have attached a socioeco-
nomically (or even racially or ethnically) based significance to their understanding 
of school violence. As Sheley and Wright (1998) suggest,

Recent shootings by students of peers and teachers in school settings, where such events 
were markedly unexpected, have provoked fear and outrage in America. For many, the 
“youth-gun problem” seems be spreading beyond inner cities to suburbs and small towns 
and from “bad boy” cultures (i.e., those characterized by relatively high poverty, crime, 
unemployment, and school dropout rates) to “good boy” cultures (characterized by fewer 
such social ills).

Commentator Tim Wise is even more direct:

Two more white children are dead and thirteen are injured, and another “nice” community 
is scratching its blonde head, utterly perplexed at how a school shooting the likes of the one 


