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Introduction

School shootings are a sad part of our crime culture in the 21st 
century. Although rare, when school shootings occur, they shock the 
conscience of society and generate demands for such actions as tighter 
gun controls, stronger mental health intervention, and faster, more 
efficient law enforcement responses. Following each shooting, the same 
questions are raised. How can someone walk into a school or onto a 
college campus and shoot their fellow teachers and students? What is 
the motivation? Was the shooter angry, depressed, excited? Were there 
signs beforehand? What were the signs, who might have seen them, 
and how were these signs interpreted? Who or what is to blame? Can 
we stop these horrific events?

School shootings generate enormous amounts of media attention 
and constant exposure to both the cases and the shooters. Particu-
larly vulnerable to the influence of school shootings are a small group 
of already-troubled adolescents who are considering acting out in a 
similarly violent way. Watching other school shooters and their crimes 
receive national and international notoriety can serve as a challenge, a 
motivator, even a blueprint for them. The copycat or Werther effect, 
first identified in the early 1960s, seems to play a role in these school 
shootings. Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the shooters at Columbine 
High School, and Seung Hui Cho, the shooter at Virginia Tech, have 
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set the benchmarks for new school shooters and the amount of damage they can 
inflict on a school and its community. For some, these shooters have become almost 
like folk heroes.

The issue facing educators, law enforcement agencies, and the mental health 
community is not how to predict school violence but to assess a threat and the 
person making the threat in terms of the likelihood of the plan being carried out. 
Reliably predicting any type of violence is extremely difficult. However, predicting 
that an individual who has never acted out violently in the past will do so in the 
future is still more difficult. Seeking to predict acts that occur as rarely as school 
shootings is almost impossible. This is simple statistical logic. When the incidence 
of any form of violence is very low and a very large number of people have iden-
tifiable risk factors, there is no reliable way to pick out from that large group the 
very few who will actually commit the violent act.

After a violent incident has taken place, retracing an offender’s past and identi-
fying clues that, in retrospect, could have been signs of danger can yield significant, 
useful information. However, even clues that appear to help interpret past events 
should not be taken as predictors of similar events in the future. At this time, 
there is no research that has identified traits and characteristics that can reliably 
distinguish school shooters from other students, including other students who 
may threaten but never carry out their threat. Many students appear to have traits 
and characteristics similar to those observed in students who were involved in 
school shootings. They dress a similar way, they have similar tastes in music, they 
are loners, and they may even have felt bullied, but they have never acted out in a 
violent way. Simply put, there is no profile of a school shooter. However, lessons 
are learned from every school shooting incident and every school shooter.

The origins of human violence are complex. Social scientists, researchers, and 
philosophers have explored the issue for centuries, but answers remain elusive. 
The roots of a violent act are multiple, intricate, and intertwined. The mix of 
factors varies according to the individual and the circumstances. However, too 
frequently, explanations for this type of violence focus on one or two elements, 
such as mental illness, brain tumor, psychotropic medications, bullying, or poor 
parenting. As in other crimes of violence, the totality of the circumstances must be 
considered, and no one or two behaviors should be singled out and afforded more  
significance.

Case of Charles Whitman

The first televised school shooting and the second most lethal one in United 
States history occurred on August 1, 1966, a hot afternoon on the campus of the 
University of Texas (UT) in Austin, Texas. Charles Whitman, a 25-year-old former 
marine and engineering student, heavily armed and prepared for a siege, climbed 
the tower on the UT campus, and over the course of 96 minutes killed 14 people 
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and injured 31. Whitman’s victims were random and included anyone who came 
into his sites that day. Whitman showed no intention of surrendering or negotiating 
a cease fire that day. He was mission oriented for maximum lethality. Prior to the 
shooting, Whitman forecasted or leaked his homicidal ideation to his psychiatrist 
during a therapy session. Whitman talked about experiencing intense periods of 
anger and his fantasies of going up to the tower and randomly shooting people, but 
in the mid-l960s, the importance of leakage (or prior communication of homicidal 
intent) and its implications were not known. As a result, there was no intervention 
until Whitman was shot and killed by responding officers as he continued to shoot 
at the people below. A brain tumor was subsequently discovered during Whitman’s 
autopsy, and much speculation ensued regarding whether or not this tumor was the 
cause of his violent behavior. People wanted answers, reasons for why this tragedy 
occurred, as though there could ever be a reason significant enough to justify this 
type of carnage. The defense strategy that violence was caused by a brain tumor 
was eventually debunked.

Prior to climbing the tower that morning, Whitman murdered both his wife 
and his mother, leaving behind notes in which he attempted to explain his own 
behavior. Whitman wrote, “I don’t really understand myself these days. I am sup-
posed to be an average reasonable and intelligent young man. However, lately (I 
can’t recall when it started) I have been a victim of many unusual and irrational 
thoughts . . . I talked with a Doctor once for about two hours and tried to convey 
to him my fears that I felt come [sic] overwhelming violent impulses.” Regarding 
killing his mother and wife, Whitman wrote, “I love her dearly, and she has been 
as fine a wife to me as any man could ever hope to have. I cannot rationally pin-
point any specific reasons for doing this . . . Similar reasons provoked me to take 
my mother’s life also. I don’t think the poor woman has ever enjoyed life as she 
is entitled to. She was a simple young woman who married a very possessive and  
dominating man. . . .” Whitman concluded his note with an ostensibly cold and 
detached statement. “I imagine it appears that I bruttaly [sic] kill [sic] both of my 
loved ones. I was only trying to do a quick thorough job.” Anticipating his own 
death, Whitman requested his life insurance policy pay off bad checks he wrote the 
week before the shootings and that the remainder of the money be bequeathed to 
a mental health foundation to fund research that might prevent “further tragedies 
of this type.” 

Whitman’s apparent lack of insight into his own demons provides little explana-
tion for his motivations that morning. What was known is that Whitman’s father 
was described as an abusive, possessive, and dominant man. Whitman learned 
about guns starting at an early age, and while serving in the military he developed 
expertise in sharpshooting. To those who knew him, Whitman was a winner. In 
fact, he was labeled “the all-American boy,” someone who had it all. He was a suc-
cessful, handsome, former Marine, then a college student with a beautiful wife and 
a wonderful future. What went wrong? Where were the signs? 
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Scope of the Problem

Schools are locations where students should feel safe. For students to learn, 
they need to feel safe and secure. Danger, however, can threaten a school, whether 
it is man-made, such as a school shooting or gang violence, or a natural disaster, 
such as an earthquake or flood. When a danger is life threatening or poses a threat 
of serious injury, it becomes a potentially traumatic event for students and staff. 
Dangerous incidents at or around schools do occur. Such incidents include com-
munity violence that occurs on or adjacent to campus; violent behavior; school 
shootings; serious threats (for example, bomb threats or death threats against stu-
dents or teachers); accidents (for example, car accidents, sports accidents, or other 
accidents that occur on or adjacent to campus); deaths; and suicides.

The rate of serious violent crime—rape, sexual assault, robbery, and aggravated 
assault—at the nation’s schools fell from six victimizations per 1000 students in 
2003 to four victimizations per 1000 students in 2004, according to the US Depart-
ment of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) and the US Department of Educa-
tion’s National Center for Education Statistics (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2006). 
From July 1, 2004, through June 30, 2005, preliminary reports showed there were 21 
homicides at schools. During the previous year, 19 homicides occurred at schools, 
according to preliminary data. In the most recent school year for which overall 
homicide data were available (2003 to 2004), homicides of school-age children 
were about 50 times more likely to occur away from schools than at schools.

Serious violent victimization rates were lower at schools than away from schools 
for each survey year from 1992 through 2004. During the same time, the violent 
crime rate at schools dropped by 54%, and thefts at schools dropped by 65%. The 
violent crime rate went from 48 victimizations per 1000 students aged 12 to 18 
years to 22 victimizations per 1000 students aged 12 to 18 years. The theft rate 
dropped from 95 per 1000 students in the same age group to 33 per 1000 students. 
During 2004, younger students (those aged 12 to 14 years) were more likely than 
older students (aged 15 to 18 years) to be crime victims at school, whereas older 
students were more likely than younger students to be victims of crimes away 
from school. In 2005, 28% of students aged 12 to 18 years reported being bullied 
at school during the 6 months prior to the survey. Of those students who reported 
being bullied, 24% reported that they had sustained an injury as a result of the 
incident. Among students in grades 9 through 12, 43% reported they drank alcohol 
at school or elsewhere, and 4% reported drinking on school property during the 
30 days prior to the 2005 survey. There were no measurable differences by grade 
levels of drinking alcohol on school property, but students in higher grades were 
more likely than students in lower grades to report drinking anywhere.

Although the rate of violent victimization continues to fall, other aspects of 
safety in schools have not shown short-term improvement. During 2005, 24% of 
students reported that there were gangs at their schools, a 3% increase from 2003. 
Other school behavior measures, such as fighting at school, carrying a weapon, and 
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drinking remained at their 2003 levels. Some indicators showed that student safety 
had improved over a 10-year period. Between 1995 and 2005, the percentage of 
students who reported avoiding one or more places in school declined from 9% to 
4%. Fourteen percent of students surveyed in 2005 reported having been involved 
in a physical fight on school property during the past 12 months, compared to 16% 
in 1993. Between 1993 and 2005, the percentage of students in grades 9 through 
12 who reported carrying a weapon to school in the preceding 30 days declined 
from 12% to 6%.

During 2005, nearly all students aged 12 to 18 years encountered at least one 
security measure at school. The percentage of students who observed the use of 
security cameras at their schools increased from 39% in 2001 to 58% in 2005. At 
the same time, 90% of all students reported seeing school staff members or other 
adult supervisors in the hallway, and 68% of students reported the presence of 
security guards or assigned police officers at their school (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2006).

Effect on Students

A traumatic event can seriously interrupt the school routine and the pro -
cesses of teaching and learning. There are usually high levels of emotional upset, 
potential for disruptive behavior, or loss of student attendance unless efforts are 
made to reach out to students and staff with additional information and services. 
Students who are traumatized by exposure to violence have been shown to have 
lower grade point averages, more negative remarks in their cumulative records, and 
more reported absences from school than other students. They may have increased 
difficulties concentrating and learning at school and may engage in unusually reck-
less or aggressive behavior (National Child Traumatic Stress Network [NCTSN], 
2008).

A way to think about a school’s level of preparedness is to measure what has 
been done to address the 3R’s of School Crises and Disasters (NCTSN, n.d.):

Readiness: Readiness is the level at which a school is prepared to respond to a crisis or 
to an emergency if the crisis or disaster were to happen today. 

Response: Response is the sum total of the school’s resources and skills to take decisive 
and effective action when a crisis situation has occurred. 

Recovery: Recovery is the process of restoring the social and emotional equilibrium 
of the school community. 

Intervention

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network recommends three phases of 
service that can facilitate the recovery of students, staff members, and the school 
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environment. Those include (1) the early recovery services that are implemented 
during the first 3 months following a crisis; (2) the immediate recovery services that 
are implemented from approximately 3 months to 1 year following the crisis event; 
and (3) the long-term intensive recovery services that may extend 2 or 3 years past 
the crisis event. At each juncture, an assessment should be conducted.

Cases of School Shooters

Cases of school shooters illustrate both mass killings and spree crime killings 
of students and staff with guns. The shooters are usually students at the institution 
they target. The cases emphasize the motive for the shooting and the impact on 
victims and their families.

Michael Carneal

Michael Carneal was in the eighth grade when he experienced a serious teasing 
incident that became public very fast. In the school newspaper, a fellow student 
gossip columnist implied that Carneal was involved in a homosexual relationship. 
At a time when he already felt isolated and unpopular with his peers, the specula-
tion about his sexual orientation increased his anguish and exposed him to an 
avalanche of bullying, teasing, and humiliation (Gutierrez, 2002). The adults who 
were responsible for supervising the school paper somehow missed the column. 
Later, when the staff and teachers were interviewed, they claimed they were never 
aware of the humiliation that followed. In late 1997, at the age of 14 years, Carneal 
planned to regain his reputation with a show of power and force. He arrived at 
school with a shotgun, killing three people and wounding five students who were 
engaged in a prayer circle. Carneal pleaded guilty but mentally ill. He was sentenced 
to life in prison without possibility of parole for 25 years.

In early 1999, the parents of three victims filed a lawsuit against two Internet 
pornography sites, several computer game companies, and makers and distributors 
of the 1995 film The Basketball Diaries. They claimed that media violence inspired 
Carneal and therefore should be held responsible. The case was dismissed in 2001. 
The Sixth Circuit of the US Court of Appeals ruled that it was “simply too far a 
leap from shooting characters on a video screen to shooting people in a classroom.” 
A psychiatrist who interviewed Carneal rebuked the idea that Carneal had never 
fired a gun before, as was claimed, because Carneal admitted to having stolen and 
practiced with a .22 caliber pistol and had previously practiced with other hand-
guns. Carneal eventually stole five rifles from a friend’s father’s gun cabinet while 
the family was away at a Thanksgiving dinner, as well as two shotguns from his 
own father (Moore, Petrie, Braga, & McLaughlin, 2003).

Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold 

The Columbine High School massacre occurred on Monday, April 20, 1999, 
when two students, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, shot and killed 12 students and 
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a teacher, as well as wounding 24 others, before committing suicide. It remains one 
of the deadliest high school shootings in the United States and is the third-deadliest 
school shooting in US history, after the 1966 University of Texas mass shooting 
and the 2007 Virginia Tech shootings. 

Early warning signs began to surface in 1996, when Eric Harris first created 
a private Web site on America Online. Harris and Klebold set up the site to host 
user-created levels for the game Doom for friends. Harris also began a blog on the 
site, which included jokes and small journal entries concerning his thoughts about 
parents, school, and friends. By the end of the year, the site contained instructions on 
how to cause mischief, as well as instructions on how to make explosives and logs of 
the trouble he and Klebold were causing. Beginning in early 1997, the blog postings 
began to show the first signs of Harris’s ever-growing anger against society.

On January 30, 1998, both Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold were caught with 
computer equipment that had been stolen, moments earlier, from a parked van. 
Both were arrested and attended a joint court hearing, where a judge decided that, 
because of their lack of moral judgment, the two needed psychiatric help. They 
attended a support group. Both boys were released from the program early due to 
their good behavior. Harris wrote an ingratiating letter to the owner of the equip-
ment they stole, offering not just apologies but empathy. During this time he often 
boasted in his journal entries about faking regret, and he applauded himself at his 
deception. It is believed that shortly after being released from psychiatric care in 
April 1998, Harris and Klebold began to plot the attacks as a form of retaliation; 
the pair felt as if they were at war against society and needed to take action toward 
those they hated.

Shortly after his and Klebold’s court hearing, Harris’s blog disappeared, and 
his Web site was reverted to its original purpose of posting user-created levels for 
the game Doom. It was at this time that Harris began to write out his thoughts and 
plans in a paper journal. Despite this, Harris still dedicated a section of his Web 
site to posting his progress on the collection of guns and the building of the bombs 
used in the attack. After its existence was released to the public, America Online 
permanently deleted the Web site from its servers. Both Harris and Klebold began 
keeping journals of their progress soon after their release from the psychiatric center. 
The pair also documented their arsenal with videotapes, which were kept secret.

Journal entries revealed that the pair had an elaborate plan for a major bombing 
rivaling that of Oklahoma City. The entries contained blurbs about ways to escape 
to Mexico, hijacking an aircraft at Denver International Airport and crashing into a 
building in New York City, as well as details about the attacks. The pair hoped that 
after setting off bombs in the cafeteria, they would rampage through the school and 
shoot any survivors, then continue their attack on surrounding houses as neighbors 
came out to see the commotion; this original plan failed when their main explosives 
did not detonate. The pair also kept videos that were used mainly as documenta-
tion of explosives, ammunition, and weapons they had acquired illegally. In these 
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videos, the shooters also revealed all the elaborate and creative ways the two had 
thought up to hide their arsenals in their own homes, as well as the ways they 
would deceive their parents about their activities. Some videos contained footage 
of the pair doing target practice in nearby foothills, as well as shots of the areas 
of the high school they planned to attack. On April 20, approximately 30 minutes 
before the attack, a final video had the pair saying good-bye and apologizing to 
their friends and families.

Kipland Kinkel 

Both of Kipland Kinkel’s parents were Spanish teachers. The Kinkel family had 
spent 1 year in Spain when Kipland was aged 6 years, where he attended a non-
English-speaking school. Kinkel had a strong interest in guns and bombs from an 
early age. His father at first resisted this but later signed his son up for a gun safety 
class and bought him a .22 caliber rifle and eventually a 9 mm Glock handgun. On 
May 20, 1998, the day before the initial shooting, Kinkel was expelled from Thurston 
High School for possession of a handgun. A friend had stolen a gun from the father 
of one of his friends and arranged to sell it to Kinkel the night before. On May 20, 
Kinkel paid $110 for the gun, a Beretta .32 caliber pistol loaded with a nine-round 
magazine, which he then put in a paper bag and left in his locker.

The father soon discovered that he was missing a handgun. He called the police 
to report it and gave them a list of names of students he believed might have sto-
len the firearm. Kinkel’s name was not on the list. Eventually, the school became 
aware of Kinkel’s possible involvement and sent for him. When he was checked 
for weapons on his person, he reportedly stated, “Look, I’m gonna be square with 
you guys; the gun’s in my locker.” Kinkel was then arrested along with his friend, 
expelled, then released from police custody and driven home by his father. Later 
that afternoon, Kinkel retrieved his locked up Ruger semiautomatic rifle from his 
parents’ room, loaded it, and proceeded to the kitchen, where he shot his father 
once in the back of the head as he was drinking coffee, killing him instantly. Kinkel’s 
father had told his son that he would send him to military school due to trouble he 
was getting into. Kinkel then waited for his mother to come home. When she did, 
at about 6:00 p.m., Kinkel shot her six times through the head and heart. He later 
claimed he wanted to protect his parents from the embarrassment his expulsion 
would have caused them. Kinkel left his mother’s body in the garage and dragged 
his father into the bathroom, where he locked the door. He placed a white sheet 
over each of the bodies. During the night he also played a song from the soundtrack 
of the movie William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet repeatedly. It was still playing 
when the police arrived.

On May 21, Kinkel drove his mother’s car to his former high school. He wore 
a trench coat to hide the four weapons he carried. He left his mother’s car outside 
the school and carried a backpack filled with ammunition. He entered the hallway 
and fired two shots, one fatally wounding Ben Walker and the other wounding Ryan 
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Atteberry. Kinkel then entered the cafeteria and, while walking across the cafeteria, 
fired the remaining 48 rounds from the 50-round magazine in his rifle, wounding 
24 students and killing Mikael Nicholauson, also a student. When his rifle ran out 
of ammunition and Kinkel began to reload, wounded student Jake Ryker tackled 
Kinkel, who attempted to kill Ryker with the Glock. He only managed to fire one 
shot before Ryker knocked the gun out of his hand. More students, including 
Jake’s brother Josh, helped restrain Kinkel until the police arrived and arrested 
him. Nicholauson died at the scene, and Walker died after being transported to 
the hospital and kept on life support until his parents arrived. The other students, 
including Jake Ryker (who was in critical condition), were also taken to the hospital 
with a variety of wounds. At the high school, Kinkel fired 48 rounds in less than a 
minute; 38 of them were hits. Forty-seven rounds were .22 bullets from the rifle, 
and one was from the 9 mm Glock.

Kinkel was arrested. When brought to the police station, he lunged at a police 
officer with his knife, screaming, “Shoot me, kill me!” The officer sprayed Kinkel 
with pepper spray, thwarting his attack. Kinkel later said that he wanted to trick the 
officer into shooting him and that he had wanted to commit suicide after killing 
his parents but could not bring himself to do it. It was reported that he had two 
bullets strapped to his chest at the time of the shooting with which to end his life; 
however, he was never able to use them. At his sentencing, the defense presented a 
number of experts in mental health in an effort to prove that Kinkel was mentally 
ill. The only psychologist who had seen Kinkel before the shootings maintained 
that he was in satisfactory mental health. However, he had only seen Kinkel for a 
total of nine sessions, after which his parents thought that he had made satisfac-
tory progress. On September 24, 1999, 3 days before jury selection was set to begin, 
Kinkel pleaded guilty to murder and attempted murder, foregoing the possibility 
of being acquitted by reason of insanity. It was hoped he would receive a 30–40 
year prison sentence because of his guilty plea, but in November 1999, Kinkel was 
sentenced to more than 111 years in prison without the possibility of parole. His 
last statement to the court was that he was sorry for the shootings.

Seung Hui Cho

The Virginia Tech massacre was a school shooting comprised of two separate 
attacks about 2 hours apart on April 16, 2007, on the school campus in Blacksburg, 
Virginia. Seung Hui Cho killed 32 people and wounded many more before com-
mitting suicide.

Governor Timothy M. Kaine issued an executive order for a report to be pre-
pared regarding the Virginia Tech shooting. The following information was obtained 
from that report (Virginia Tech Review Panel, 2007). Cho, a South Korean, moved 
with his family to the United States in 1992 at age 8 years. His childhood history 
was obtained from his family after the shootings. His parents reported that they 
always worried about him because he was a very poor communicator and would 
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not make eye contact. He became very anxious if he had to speak, for example, 
develop sweaty palms, grow pale, freeze, and even cry. He was evaluated and diag-
nosed with severe social anxiety and social immaturity. He was noted to lack verbal 
skills despite having an average IQ. He began receiving art therapy. By the time he 
was in the eighth grade, the therapist began noting changes in his drawings where 
he drew tunnels and caves. She became concerned that he was suicidal. A month 
later the Columbine school shootings occurred. Cho wrote a disturbing paper that 
said he wanted to repeat Columbine. The family was urged to have him reevaluated 
not only for his disturbing behavior but also his older sister was leaving for college, 
and she had been his main communicator.

Cho’s psychiatric diagnosis at this point was major depression, single episode 
and selective mutism, which is an anxiety disorder where there is failure to speak 
in situations when there is an expectation to speak. The school setting adapted 
to Cho’s peculiarities by allowing him to eat lunch alone, speak to teachers in 
private, and whisper when asked to speak in class. In the 11th grade, he resisted 
going to therapy, saying there was nothing wrong with him. When he turned 18 
years old, he legally made the decision to stop treatment. Cho earned good grades, 
with a 3.52 average in an honors program. His SAT scores were 620 in math and 
540 in verbal. His high school guidance counselor advised him to attend a small 
school near home and cautioned against a large school. Cho insisted on Virginia  
Tech.

In college, Cho started as an information technology major in the business 
school. During his first semester, he was unhappy with his roommate and requested 
a change in second semester. His parents visited every weekend. Cho earned a 3.0 
average in his freshman year. He lived off campus during his sophomore year and 
changed his major to English. He tried writing but received a rejection letter for 
his first book attempt. His grades began to slip. By his junior year, Cho’s writings 
were hostile and violent. His roommates tried taking him to parties, but he sat 
alone in a corner and once went back to a female’s room and stabbed the carpet. 
He rarely talked. He borrowed movies from the library and watched them on his 
laptop. Cho listened to heavy metal music. He wore reflector glasses to class with 
a hat over his face. In one class he accused students of mass murder for eating 
animals. Some students stopped coming to class because they feared him. He used 
his cell phone to take pictures of them. The teacher asked to have him transferred 
and threatened to resign because she did not want him in her class. Administra-
tors looked at the school policy and decided he did not pose a specific threat. Cho 
was asked to meet with administrators; he then wrote an angry letter but later 
said he was just joking. This behavior succeeded in having him tutored by another  
teacher.

One female student complained that Cho was text messaging her. He then 
appeared at her dorm room wearing sunglasses and a hat, and he said he was a 
question mark. He talked of having a twin brother. She panicked and called secu-
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rity, who told Cho not to bother the student. In 2005, Cho was accused of stalking 
two female students. His behavior was becoming stranger and stranger. A teacher 
had suggested he go for counseling, and he did make an appointment in the fall of 
2005 but failed to show up. He then wrote that he should kill himself. The police 
again returned and he was taken to the mental health center, where he was evalu-
ated as mentally ill and a danger to himself. His diagnosis was mood disorder, and 
he acknowledged that he did have access to firearms. The next day he was again 
evaluated in an independent exam that lasted 15 minutes. He was told to have 
follow-up care, not hospitalization. By spring semester 2006, Cho did not come 
to class. He received a D in creative writing. One of his papers talked of a student 
killing everyone in class. In the fall of 2006, he took a class on contemporary hor-
ror films. He received a B for his analysis of a film. In spring semester of 2007, Cho 
began buying guns, and on April 16, 2007, he went on a shooting rampage at the 
school. His suicide ended his shooting.

Myths About School Shooters

The origins of human violence are complex. Thinkers, historians, and scien-
tists have explored the issue for centuries, but answers remain elusive. The roots 
of a violent act are multiple, intricate, and intertwined. The mix of factors varies 
according to the individual and the circumstances (O’Toole, 2000, p. 1). School 
shooters are not a homogeneous group, and they differ in terms of their person-
alities, their familial dynamics, their school and social dynamics and how they 
perceive these dynamics, and the crime itself. Understanding the differences and 
similarities among school shooters and their crimes is essential for mental health, 
law enforcement, researchers, parents, and others, not just for intervention but 
prevention as well. 

In general, people do not switch instantly from nonviolence to violence. Non-
violent people do not snap or decide on the spur of the moment to meet a problem 
by using violence. Instead, the path toward violence is an evolutionary one, with 
signposts along the way. Vossekuil and colleagues found that in 95% of the cases 
they studied, the students entertained and developed the idea to hurt their target 
prior to the actual attack (Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy, Borum, & Modzeleski, 2002). A 
threat is one observable behavior. Other observable behaviors  may be the student 
brooding about frustration or disappointment; planning fantasies of destruction or 
revenge that can be noted in conversations, writings, drawings, and other actions, 
such as blowing off steam over some frustration; or seeking to frighten or intimidate 
a particular victim or disrupt a school’s events or routine.

Myths about school shootings were identified from several sources: (1) by the 
FBI in their 1999/2000 research on school shooters, (2) in subsequent research,  
(3) from MSNBC.com, and (4) from a 2002 study published jointly by the US Secret 
Service and the US Department of Education (Dedman, 2007). 
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Myth No. 1. “He didn’t fit the profile”: In fact, there is no profile. Research-
ers found no accurate or useful “profile” of students who engaged in 
targeted school violence (Vossekuil et al., 2002). The stereotypes of teens 
in Goth makeup or other types of dress are not useful in preventing 
attacks. Just as in other areas of security—workplace violence, airplane 
hijacking, even presidential assassination—too many innocent students 
will fit any profile, and too many attackers will not. “The demographic, 
personality, school history, and social characteristics of the attackers var-
ied substantially,” the report said. Attackers were of all races and family 
situations, with academic achievement ranging from failing to excellent. 
Most, but not all, have been male, though that fact alone doesn’t help 
an adult rule in or out someone as dangerous.

Myth No. 2. “He just snapped”: Rarely were incidents of school violence 
sudden, impulsive acts. Attackers do not “just snap,” but they progress 
from forming an idea, to planning an attack, to gathering weapons. This 
process can happen quickly, but sometimes the planning or gathering 
weapons are discoverable. Although the researchers point out that there 
is no type of student who is likely to commit such violence, there are 
types of behaviors that are common to planning or carrying out the 
attacks. This pattern, they say, gives some hope of intervening before 
an attack. 

Myth No. 3. “No one knew”: Before most of the attacks, someone else knew 
about the idea or the plan. In most cases, those who knew were other 
kids—friends, schoolmates, siblings, and others. However, this informa-
tion rarely made its way to an adult. Most attackers engaged in some 
behavior prior to the incident that caused concern or indicated a need 
for help.

Myth No. 4. “He hadn’t threatened anyone”: Too much emphasis is placed on 
threats. A student may make a threat (“I’m going to kill the principal”), 
but most threateners don’t ever attack anyone. However, less explicit 
words can reveal an intention, the researchers say. A child who talks of 
bringing a gun to school or being angry with teachers or classmates can 
pose a threat, whether or not an explicit threat is made.

Myth No. 5. “He was a loner”: In many cases, school shooters were con-
sidered to be in the mainstream of the student population and were 
active in sports, school clubs, or other activities. Only one-fourth of 
the school shooters hung out with a group of students considered to 
be part of a fringe group.

Myth No. 6. “He was crazy”: Only one-third of the attackers had ever been 
seen by a mental health professional, and only one-fifth had been diag-
nosed with a mental disorder. Substance abuse problems were also not 
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prevalent. A review of the attacker’s psychological history showed some 
history of suicidal attempts or thoughts, or a history of feeling extreme 
depression or desperation (Vossekuil, 2002). A review of the background 
history of many of the attackers suggested they had difficulty coping 
with significant losses or personal failures.

Myth No. 7. “If only we’d had a SWAT team or metal detectors”: Despite 
prompt law enforcement responses, most shooting incidents were 
over well before a SWAT team could have arrived. Metal detectors have 
not deterred students who were committed to killing themselves and  
others.

Myth No. 8. “He’d never touched a gun”: Most attackers had access to weap-
ons and had used them prior to the attack. Most of the attackers acquired 
their guns from home.

Myth No. 9. “We did everything we could to help him”: Many attackers felt 
bullied, persecuted, or injured by others prior to the attack and said they 
had tried without success to get someone to intervene. Administrators 
and teachers were targeted in more than half the incidents.

Myth No. 10. “School violence is rampant”: It may seem that school violence 
is rampant, with media attention focused on a spate of school shootings. 
In fact, school shootings are extremely rare. Even including the more 
common violence that is gang related or dispute related, only 12 to 20 
homicides a year occur in the 100,000 schools in the United States. In 
general, school assaults and other violence have dropped by nearly half 
in the past decade.

Myth No. 11: “All school shooters are alike”: School shooters are not a 
homogenous group. They differ in term of the extent of their plan-
ning, the amount and type of leakage they provide to others to fore-
cast their intent, and how mission oriented they are in lethal damage. 
The four worse school shootings—Virginia Tech, University of Texas, 
Columbine, and Red Lake High School—involved shooters who were 
older and committed to maximum lethality. Intervention at the school, 
negotiations, and so forth would not likely have been successful with 
these shooters. 

Myth No. 12: “Kids copycat school shooters”: The copycat theory in school 
shootings has no basis. The Columbine shooting has become almost a 
blueprint for many of the other school shootings, more in terms of a 
challenge to create a worse massacre. The investigation of other cases 
indicates that shooters like Jeffrey Weise at Red Lake High School and 
Seung Hui Cho at Virginia Tech both had made references to the shoot-
ing at Columbine prior to their crimes, and the shooter in the Kauhojoki 
school shooting in Finland referenced Columbine. 
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Motivation for School Shootings

Part of developing a prevention program is understanding what motive prompts 
school shooters to act so lethally against their peers and school authorities. The 
following motives were identified in the various studies on school shooters.

Revenge 

There is a great deal of discussion about what motivates someone to go into a 
school and shoot and kill other students and teachers. In the joint US Department 
of Education and US Secret Service study, revenge was a motive for more than half 
(61%) of the attackers. In addition they found that 81% of the attackers had some 
sort of grievance at the time of the attack, either against their target(s) or someone 
else (Vossekuil, et al., 2002). Although depression and psychotropic medications 
are frequently proffered as the motivations for school shooters, one theory seems 
to supersede all others: bullying.

Bullying 

Bullying is a behavior that has been repeatedly noted as instrumental in the 
lives of the shooters. In 1982, Norway reportedly became the first country to focus 
efforts on bullying following the suicides of three male youths aged 10 to 14 years. 
Investigations of the deaths revealed that all the boys were victims of severe bulling 
by their peers. In 1983, the Norway Ministry of Education began to fund research 
regarding bullying, resulting in the development of antibullying programs. Starting 
in the 1990s in the United States, the problem of serious bullying was noted to be 
a factor in at least 21 out of 27 school shootings studied by the FBI.

Research identifies characteristics of the bully and victim categories; however, 
neither category is static. Up to 17% of those involved in bullying situations identify 
themselves as both bully and victim at different times (Olweus, 1993). Bullying is 
best conceptualized on a continuum; on one end are the less severe forms of bul-
lying. The opposite end of the continuum includes severe and chronic verbal or 
physical bullying. A key question is, When does teasing and roughhousing cross the 
line and enter bullying territory? One answer is that bullying occurs when someone 
who is not considered to be a friend inflicts the behavior. Bullying is problematic 
at every socioeconomic level and community setting. 

Research studies suggest that bullying has negative short-term and long-term 
consequences for all those involved. Of particular concern is the association of bul-
lying behaviors with future violence. Nansel et al. (2001) examined the extent to 
which bullying and being bullied were associated with violence-related behaviors, 
such as weapon carrying, weapon carrying at school, frequent fighting, and being 
injured in a fight. Both bullying others and being bullied were consistently related 
to each of the violence-related behaviors for both boys and girls. For example, 
youths who are bullied both in and away from school are 2.7 times more likely to 
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carry a weapon, and youths who are both bully victims as well as bullies have 15.9 
greater risk of carrying a weapon. Based on their results, Nansel et al. (2001) sug-
gest that 2.7 million students have carried a weapon in the last 30 days, 1.8 million 
have actually carried a weapon to school, 1.7 million are frequent fighters, and 2.9 
million have been injured in a fight in the past year. Hence, the rate of violence 
increases with increased frequency of bullying activities. 

The School Shooter Phenomenon and Threat Assessment

In 1999, following the mass shooting at Columbine High School, the FBI 
National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime (NCAVC) hosted a first-of-
its-kind conference on school shootings. Based on the data generated from this 
conference combined with their extensive experience in the area of threat assess-
ment, in 2000 the FBI published a monograph entitled The School Shooter: A Threat 
Assessment Perspective (O’Toole, 2000). The following section contains information 
from this monograph and is reprinted with permission.

What Is a Threat?

A threat is an expression of intent to do harm or act out violently against someone 
or something. A threat can be spoken, written, or symbolic—for example, motion-
ing with one’s hands as though shooting at another person. Threat assessment rests 
on two critical principles: first, that all threats and all threateners are not equal; sec-
ond, that most threateners are unlikely to carry out their threat. However, all threats  
must be taken seriously and evaluated. A comprehensive threat assessment pro-
gram should include not only procedures to assess a threat but also to assess a 
student’s behavior and other communications that could be indicative of future 
violence.

In NCAVC’s experience, most threats are made anonymously or under a false 
name. Because threat assessment relies heavily on evaluating the threatener’s back-
ground, personality, lifestyle, and resources, identifying the threatener is necessary 
for an informed assessment to be made and also so criminal charges can be brought 
if the threat is serious enough to warrant prosecution. If the threatener’s identity 
cannot be determined, the response will have to be based on an assessment of the 
threat alone. That assessment may change if the threatener is eventually identified; 
a threat that was considered to be low risk may be rated as more serious if new 
information suggests the threatener is dangerous, or conversely, an assessment of 
high risk may be scaled down if the threatener is identified and found not to have 
the intent, ability, means, or motive to carry out the threat.

Motivation

Threats are made for a variety of reasons. A threat may be a warning signal, a 
reaction to fear of punishment or some other anxiety, or a demand for attention. 
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It may be intended to taunt; to intimidate; to assert power or control; to punish; 
to manipulate or coerce; to frighten; to terrorize; to compel someone to do some-
thing; to strike back for an injury, injustice, or slight; to disrupt someone’s or some 
institution’s life; to test authority; or to protect oneself. The emotions that underlie 
a threat can be love; hate; fear; rage; or desire for attention, revenge, excitement, 
or recognition.

Motivation can never be known with complete certainty, but to the extent pos-
sible, understanding motive is a key element in evaluating a threat. A threat will reflect 
the threatener’s mental and emotional state at the time the threat was made, but it is 
important to remember that a state of mind can be temporarily but strongly influ-
enced by alcohol or drugs or a precipitating incident, such as a romantic breakup, 
failing grades, or conflict with a parent. After a person has absorbed an emotional 
setback and calmed down, or when the effects of alcohol or drugs have worn off, 
the person’s motivation to act on a violent threat may also have diminished.

Specific, plausible details are a critical factor in evaluating a threat. Details can 
include the identity of the victim or victims; the reason for making the threat; the 
means, weapon, and method by which it is to be carried out; the date, time, and 
place where the threatened act will occur; and concrete information about plans 
or preparations that have already been made.

Specific details can indicate that substantial thought, planning, and prepara-
tory steps have already been taken, suggesting a higher risk that the threatener will 
follow through on the threat. Similarly, a lack of detail suggests the threatener may 
not have thought through all of the contingencies, has not actually taken steps to 
carry out the threat, and may not seriously intend violence but is blowing off steam 
over some frustration or seeking to frighten or intimidate a particular victim or 
disrupt a school’s events or routine.

Details that are specific but not logical or plausible may indicate a less seri-
ous threat. For example, a high school student writes that he intends to detonate 
hundreds of pounds of plutonium in the school’s auditorium the following day at 
lunchtime. The threat is detailed, stating a specific time, place, and weapon, but the 
details are unpersuasive. Plutonium is almost impossible to obtain, legally or on 
the black market. It is expensive, hard to transport, and very dangerous to handle, 
and a complex high explosive detonation is required to set off a nuclear reaction. 
No high school student is likely to have any plutonium at all, much less hundreds 
of pounds, nor would the student have the knowledge or complex equipment to 
detonate it. A threat this unrealistic is obviously unlikely to be carried out. The emo-
tional content of a threat can be an important clue to the threatener’s mental state. 
Emotions are conveyed by melodramatic words and unusual punctuation—“I hate 
you!!!!!” “You have ruined my life!!!!” “May God have mercy on your soul!!!!”—or 
in excited, incoherent passages that may refer to God or other religious beings or 
deliver an ultimatum.
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Though emotionally charged threats can tell the assessor something about 
the temperament of the threatener, they are not a measure of danger. They may 
sound frightening, but no correlation has been established between the emotional 
intensity in a threat and the risk that it will be carried out. Precipitating stressors 
are incidents, circumstances, reactions, or situations that can trigger a threat. The 
precipitating event may seem insignificant and have no direct relevance to the 
threat, but nonetheless it becomes a catalyst. For example, a student has a fight 
with his mother before going to school. The argument may have been a minor 
one over an issue that had nothing to do with school, but it sets off an emotional 
chain reaction that leads the student to threaten another student at school that day, 
possibly something he has thought about in the past. The impact of a precipitating 
event will obviously depend on predisposing factors—underlying personality traits, 
characteristics, and temperament that predispose an adolescent to fantasize about 
violence or act violently. Accordingly, information about a temporary trigger must 
be considered together with broader information about these underlying factors, 
such as a student’s vulnerability to loss and depression. Various types of threats 
can be found in Table 6–1.

NCAVC’s experience in analyzing a wide range of threatening communica-
tions suggests that in general, the more direct and detailed a threat is, the more 
serious the risk of its being acted on. A threat that is assessed as high level will 
almost always require immediate law enforcement intervention. In some cases, the 
distinction between the levels of threat may not be as obvious, and there will be 
overlap between the categories. Levels of threat can be found in Table 6–2. Gener-
ally, obtaining additional information about either the threat or the threatener will 
help in clarifying any confusion. What is important is that schools can recognize 
and act on the most serious threats and then address all other threats appropriately 
and in a standardized and timely fashion.

TABLE 6–1 Types of Threats

Direct threat Identifies a specific act against a specific target and is delivered in a straightforward, 
clear, and explicit manner: “I am going to place a bomb in the school’s gym.”

Indirect threat Tends to be vague, unclear, and ambiguous. The plan, the intended victim, the motivation, 
and other aspects of the threat are masked or equivocal: “If I wanted to, I could kill 
everyone at this school!” Although violence is implied, the threat is phrased tentatively—
“If I wanted to”—and suggests that a violent act could occur, not that it will occur.

Veiled threat Strongly implies but does not explicitly threaten violence. “We would be better off without 
you around anymore” clearly hints at a possible violent act but leaves it to the potential 
victim to interpret the message and give a definite meaning to the threat.

Conditional threat Often seen in extortion cases. It warns that a violent act will happen unless certain demands 
or terms are met: “If you don’t pay me $1 million, I will place a bomb in the school.”
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The Four-Pronged Assessment Model

The FBI developed a Four-Pronged Assessment Model designed to obtain as 
much information as possible about a student whose behavior and/or conduct 
raises serious concerns about his or her potential for acting out violently against 
the school and/or its students and teachers. This innovative model is based on the 
BioPsychoSocial Medical Model used by medical professionals to obtain compre-
hensive patient information before providing a diagnosis. It was designed to develop 
a more in-depth understanding about a student’s unique personality, perspectives, 

TABLE 6–2 Levels of Risk

Low level of threat A threat that poses a minimal risk to the victim and public safety.

Information contained within the threat is inconsistent, implausible, or 
lacks detail.
Threat lacks realism.
Content of the threat suggests person is unlikely to carry it out.

Medium level of threat A threat that could be carried out, although it may not appear to be entirely 
realistic.

Threat is more direct and more concrete than a low-level threat.
Wording in the threat suggests that the threatener has given some 
thought to how the act will be carried out.
There may be a general indication of a possible place and time (though 
these signs still fall well short of a detailed plan).
There is no strong indication that the threatener has taken preparatory 
steps, although there may be some veiled reference or ambiguous or 
inconclusive evidence pointing to that possibility, such as an allusion 
to a book or movie that shows the planning of a violent act, or a vague, 
general statement about the availability of weapons.
There may be a specific statement seeking to convey that the threat is 
not empty: “I’m serious!” or “I really mean this!”

High level of threat A threat that appears to pose an imminent and serious danger to the safety 
of others.

Threat is direct, specific, and plausible.
Threat suggests that concrete steps have been taken toward carrying it 
out; for example, statements indicating that the threatener has acquired 
or practiced with a weapon or has had the victim under surveillance.
Example: “At 8:00 tomorrow morning, I intend to shoot the principal. 
That’s when he is in the office by himself. I have a 9 mm. Believe me,  
I know what I am doing. I am sick and tired of the way he runs this 
school.” This threat is direct, specific as to the victim, motivation, 
weapon, place, and time, and it indicates that the threatener knows his 
target’s schedule and has made preparations to act on the threat.
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experiences, and circumstances that might increase the student’s potential for acting 
out violently. Threat assessors who obtain specific, detailed, and relevant informa-
tion about the student and his or her life can use a finite list of personality traits 
and characteristics as questions. The list can also help to minimize the potential 
for assessors to unintentionally isolate a single trait or characteristic and rely on it 
disproportionately to predict the next school shooter. 

The innovative Four-Pronged Assessment Model is designed to assess someone 
who has made a threat and evaluate the likelihood that the threat will actually be 
carried out. Anyone can deliver a spoken or written message that sounds foreboding 
or sinister, but evaluating the threat alone will not establish if the person making 
it has the intention, the ability, or the means to act on the threat. To make that 
determination, assessing the threatener is critical.

Educators, law enforcement personnel, mental health professionals, and oth-
ers must realize that they cannot handle threats in the same old way. Those tasked 
with assessing threats must be trained in the basic concepts of threat assessment, 
personality assessment, and risk assessment and realize the importance of assessing 
all threats in a timely manner.

What information about students can help us tell which threateners are likely 
to carry out their threats? Their age? Their grades in chemistry class? Their socio-
economic level? The experience of the NCAVC is that frequently, only limited 
information is known about someone being evaluated for threat assessment, or 
information may be available only in certain areas—a student’s academic record, 
family life, or health. All aspects of a threatener’s life must be considered when 
evaluating whether a threat is likely to be carried out. This model provides a 
framework for evaluating a student to determine if he or she has the motiva-
tion, means, and intent to carry out a proclaimed threat. The assessment is based 
on the totality of the circumstances that are known about the student in four 
major areas: personality dynamics, family dynamics, school dynamics, and social  
dynamics.

If a threat is received at a school, a preliminary assessment is done on the 
threat itself. If the threatener’s identity is known, a threat assessor quickly collects 
as much information as is available in the four categories. The assessor may be a 
school psychologist, counselor, or other staff member or specialist who has been 
designated and trained for this task. Information can come from the assessor’s 
personal knowledge of the student or can be sought from teachers, staff, other 
students (when appropriate), parents, and other appropriate sources, such as law 
enforcement agencies or mental health specialists.

If the student appears to have serious problems in the majority of the four 
prongs or areas, and if the threat is assessed as high or medium level, the threat 
should be taken more seriously, and appropriate intervention by school authori-
ties and/or law enforcement should be initiated as quickly as possible. To effect a 
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rapid assessment, it may not be possible to evaluate a student thoroughly in each 
of the four prongs. Nonetheless, having as much information as possible about a 
student and his or her life is important to determine if that student is capable and 
under enough stressors to carry out a threat.

Personality Dynamics

Personality is the unique pattern of characteristics that distinguish individuals 
from each other.  The characteristics include behavioral, temperamental, emotional, 
and mental traits. The  personality pattern is a product of both inherited tempera-
ment and environmental influences. Personality shapes how people consistently 
view the world and themselves and how they interact with others. Forming an 
accurate impression of someone’s personality requires observing his or her behavior 
over a period of time and in a wide variety of situations.

Understanding adolescent personality development is extremely important in 
assessing any threat made by someone in that age group. An adolescent’s personality 
is not yet crystallized. It is still developing. During adolescence, young people are 
likely to explore or engage in what others perceive as strange behavior. Adolescents 
struggle with vulnerability and acceptance (“Am I lovable and able to love?”), with 
questions of independence and dependence, and with how to deal with authority, 
among other difficult issues. Assessors who have not been able to observe a student 
firsthand should seek information from those who knew the student before he or 
she made a threat.

Clues to a student’s personality can come from observing behavior when the 
student is:

Coping with conflicts, disappointments, failures, insults, or other stresses 
encountered in everyday life
Expressing anger or rage, frustration, disappointment, humiliation, sadness, 
or similar feelings
Demonstrating or failing to demonstrate resiliency after a setback, a failure, 
real or perceived criticism, disappointment, or other negative experiences
Demonstrating how the student feels about him- or herself, what kind of 
person the student imagines him- or herself to be, and how the student 
believes he or she appears to others
Responding to rules, instruction, or authority figures
Demonstrating and expressing a desire or need for control, attention, respect, 
admiration, confrontation, or other needs
Demonstrating or failing to demonstrate empathy with the feelings and 
experiences of others
Demonstrating his or her attitude toward others (for example, does the 
student view others as inferior or with disrespect?)
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Family Dynamics

 Family dynamics are patterns of behavior, thinking, beliefs, traditions, roles, 
customs, and values that exist in a family. When a student has made a threat, knowl-
edge of the dynamics within the student’s family—and how those dynamics are 
perceived by both the student and the parents—is a key factor in understanding 
circumstances and stresses in the student’s life that could play a role in any deci-
sion to carry out the threat.

School Dynamics

The relationship between school dynamics and threat assessment has not been 
empirically established, and therefore its level of significance can either increase 
or decrease depending on additional research into these cases. Although it may be 
difficult for educators or assessors to critique their own school, it is necessary to 
have some level of understanding of the particular dynamics in their school because 
their school can ultimately become the scene of the crime.

School dynamics are patterns of behavior, thinking, beliefs, customs, tradi-
tions, roles, and values that exist in a school’s culture. Some of these patterns can 
be obvious, and others are subtle. Identifying those behaviors, which are formally 
or informally valued and rewarded in a school, helps explain why some students 
get more approval and attention from school authorities and have more prestige 
among their fellow students. It can also explain the role a particular student is given 
by the school’s culture and how the student may see himself or herself fitting in, 
or failing to fit in, with the school’s value system. Students and staff may have very 
different perceptions of the culture, customs, and values in their school. Assessors 
need to be aware of how a school’s dynamics are seen by students. A big discrepancy 
between students’ perceptions and the administration’s perception can itself be a 
significant piece of information for the assessor.

Social Dynamics

Social dynamics are patterns of behavior, thinking, beliefs, customs, traditions, 
and roles that exist in the larger community where students live. These patterns also 
have an impact on students’ behavior, their feelings about themselves, and their 
outlook on life, attitudes, perceived options, and lifestyle practices. An adolescent’s 
beliefs and opinions; his or her choices of friends, activities, entertainment, and 
reading material; and his or her attitudes toward such things as drugs, alcohol, 
and weapons will all reflect in some fashion the social dynamics of the community 
where the student lives and goes to school.

Within the larger community, an adolescent’s peer group plays an especially 
crucial role in influencing attitudes and behavior. Information about a student’s 
choice of friends and relations with his or her peers can provide valuable clues to 
the student’s attitudes, sense of identity, and possible decisions about acting or 
not acting on a threat.
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Threat Assessment Model for Threatening Communications

In the school shooter monograph (O’Toole, 2000), classifying threats was based 
on the threatener’s likelihood of acting out. Developing this probability was done 
after a thorough analysis of the threat, including method of writing, dissemination 
of the threat, threat content, writing style of the threatener, and the specificity of 
detail provided about the threat. A classification of high, medium, or low threat 
is deduced based upon this analysis and serves as the framework for the type of 
intervention that is warranted, with a high level of threat requiring immediate law 
enforcement intervention. 

It is critical to understand that the threat assessment process must be a dynamic 
one. New research findings in the area of threat assessment, particularly as it relates 
to school shootings, should be monitored for its application and usefulness in 
threat assessment programs. One such research effort is that of Dr. Sharon Smith, 
retired FBI Supervisory Special Agent. In Smith’s doctoral research (2007) on threat 
assessment, she found that several language tools that have typically been used 
in the past by law enforcement to analyze threats were not predictive for future 
violence. Although her research included all types of threats and not specifically 
school shooters, Smith found that law enforcement generally categorizes threats as 
direct, conditional, indirect, and/or veiled based, in part, on the specificity of the 
detail contained within the threat. However, Smith’s research found no association 
between the type of threat made and whether or not the threatener would ultimately 
act out. Her findings corroborated the earlier 1991 findings of Dietz et al., which 
looked at threatening letters sent to members of Congress. Smith’s research also 
found that there were key language features, document features, and methods used 
to communicate threats, which were associated with the outcome of a threat case. 
For example, in her group, Smith found that threateners were significantly more 
likely to act when they repeatedly mentioned love, marriage, and romance and used 
a polite tone in their threat. Conversely, a threatener was significantly less likely to 
act if he or she used words to specifically indicate religious prejudice in his or her 
threat as opposed to other types of prejudice (Smith, 2007).  

Summary

Violence—whether in a school, home, workplace, or on the street—is a com-
plex issue with complex causes and consequences. Imagining that there are easy 
answers and instant solutions is counterproductive; there is no easy way to attack 
the causes and no simple formula that can predict who will commit a violent act. 
It is also true, however, that violent behavior develops progressively, that making a 
threat represents a stage in an evolutionary process, and that there are observable 
signs along the way that most of us can see if we know what to look for.

Overall, the level of violence in American schools is falling, not rising, but the 
shock and fear generated by the recent succession of school shootings and other 
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violent acts in schools—and by violence in society at large—have led to intense 
public concern about the danger of school violence. In this atmosphere, it is criti-
cally important for schools to respond to all threats swiftly, responsibly, fairly, and 
sensitively and with an understanding that all threats are not equal.

It is not enough to react only to a threatening message, whether spoken, writ-
ten, or symbolic. It is also vital to assess whether the person who made the threat 
has the intent, means, and motivation to carry it out. The procedure presented 
can help schools assess a threat and the threatener, evaluate the risk, and respond 
appropriately and effectively (O’Toole, 2000).

Key Terms

Conditional Threat Warns that a violent act will happen unless certain demands 
or terms are met.

Direct Threat Identifies a specific act against a specific target.
Indirect Threat A threat that tends to be vague, unclear, and ambiguous.
Personality The pattern of collective character, behavioral, temperamental, emo-

tional, and mental traits of an individual.
School Dynamics Patterns of behavior, thinking, beliefs, customs, traditions, 

roles, and values that exist in a school’s culture.
Threat An expression of intent to do harm or act out violently against someone 

or something. 
Veiled Threat A threat that strongly implies but does not explicitly threaten 

violence.

Discussion Questions

Categorize threats you have heard being made by classmates.1. 
How would you advise a classmate to handle a threat made to her by another 2. 
classmate?
What action would you take if a shooter came into a classroom?3. 
How should bullies be managed in a school setting?4. 
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