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Lessons for Today

Different types of shooters commit different types 
of attacks for different reasons

There is no one cause of a school shooting.

There is no one profile of a school shooter.

There is no one type of school shooting.



The Stereotype

School shooters are

teenaged white males

who are loners

who play violent videogames

and get picked on so badly

that they kill the bullies who abused them.



Beyond the Stereotype



Psychology
Three categories



Psychopathic Shooters

Extreme narcissism

Reject morality

Lack of empathy, guilt, remorse

Sadistic

Impression management

Feel like the victim: nothing is their fault

Entitled and easily enraged



Eric Harris

Columbine H.S.

Littleton, Colorado

April 20, 1999

Age 18

Killed: 8

Wounded: 13

Psychopathic



Eric Harris: Extreme Narcissism

“Ich bin Gott” (German: “I am God”)

“I feel like God and I wish I was, having 
everyone being OFFICIALLY lower than 
me.”

“My belief is that if I say something, it 
goes. I am the law, if you don’t like it, you 
die.”  



Eric Harris: Rejection of Morality

“‘Morals’ is just another word.” 

“There’s no such thing as True Good or 
True evil.” 



Eric Harris: Lack of Empathy

“NATURAL SELECTION. Kill all retards. . . 
People spend millions of dollars on saving the 
lives of retards, and why. I don’t buy that shit 
like ‘oh, he’s my son, though!’ so the fuck what, 
he ain’t normal, kill him. Put him out of his 
misery. He is only a waste of time and money.”



Eric Harris: Sadistic
“I want to tear a throat out with my own teeth like a 
pop can. I want to gut someone with my hand, to tear 
a head off and rip out the heart and lungs from the 
neck, to stab someone in the gut, shove it up to their 
heart, and yank the fucking blade out of their rib cage! 
I want to grab some weak little freshman and just tear 
them apart like a wolf, show them who is god. 
Strangle them, squish their head, bite their temples in 
the skull, rip off their jaw, rip off their collar bones, 
break their arms in half and twist them around, the 
lovely sounds of bones cracking and flesh ripping, 
ahhh…so much to do and so little chances.”



Eric Harris: Impression Management

“If [I] have to cheat and lie to everyone then that’s 
fine. . . I have confidence in my ability to deceive 
people.”

"I could convince them that I'm going to climb 
Mount Everest, or I have a twin brother growing out 
of my back. I can make you believe anything.” 



Eric Harris: Impression Management

Apology letter to owner of van he robbed:
“I strongly feel I owe you an apology and 
explanation. . . I am truly sorry for what I 
have done.”

Teacher’s reaction to Eric’s essay about his 
arrest: 

“It’s not one action that makes a person. I 
would trust you in a heartbeat.”



Eric Harris: Journal entry

“Isn’t America supposed to be the land of 
the free? How come, if I’m free, I can’t 
deprive a stupid fucking dumbshit from his 
possessions if he leaves them sitting in the 
front seat of his fucking van out in plain 
sight and in the middle of fucking nowhere 
on a Frifuckingday night. . . Fucker should 
be shot.”



Eric Harris: Impression Management
Parent of a friend

“The ultimate little gentleman.”
Teacher comments

“Positive attitude and good cooperation.”
“Strong interest and participation.”
“Eric is doing awesome!” 

Probation officer (early termination, 2/3/99)
“Really nice young man. Seems responsible and 
remorseful. . . Prognosis: Good. Eric is a very 
bright young man who is likely to succeed in life.”



Psychotic Shooters

Hallucinations

Delusions

Disorganized speech, writing, behavior

Impaired social/emotional functioning
Profound alienation
Envied more successful peers



Kip Kinkel
Thurston High School
Springfield, Oregon
May 20-21, 1998
Age 15
Killed: 4
Wounded: 25
Psychotic



Kip Kinkel: Psychosis

Hallucinations
Heard 3 voices starting at age 12

Paranoid delusions
Thought government might have put 
computer chip in his brain
Prepared for invasion by China



Kip Kinkel: Psychotic

“I don’t know who I am. . . I hate myself for what I’ve 
become. . . I am repulsive. . . Why aren’t I normal?” 

“I am so full of rage that I feel I could snap at any 
moment. . . I sound so pitiful. People would laugh at 
this if they read it. I hate being laughed at. But they 
won’t laugh after they’re scraping parts of their 
parents, sisters, brothers, and friends from the wall of 
my hate. . . Please. Someone, help me. . . Oh God, I 
am so close to killing people. So close.” 



Kip Kinkel: Psychotic

“I have just killed my parents! . . . I’m so 
sorry. I am a horrible son. I wish I had been 
aborted. I destroy everything I touch. . . My 
head just doesn’t work right. God damn 
these VOICES inside my head. I want to 
die. I want to be gone. But I have to kill 
people. I don’t know why. I am so sorry! 
Why did God do this to me?”



Traumatized Shooters

Unstable, chaotic, fragmented families

Parental substance abuse

Parental criminal behavior

Physical, sexual, emotional abuse

Frequent relocations

Changing caregivers



Jeffrey Weise
Red Lake H.S.

Red Lake, Minnesota

March 21, 2005

Age 16

Killed: 9

Wounded: 7

Traumatized



Jeffrey Weise: Traumatized

“My mom used to abuse me a lot when I was 
little. She would hit me with anything she could 
get her hands on, she used to drink excessively, 
too. She would tell me I was a mistake, and she 
would say so many things that it’s hard to deal 
with them or think of them without crying.”



Jeffrey Weise: Traumatized

“So fucking naïve man, so fucking naïve. Always 
expecting change when I know nothing ever 
changes. I’ve seen mothers choose their man over 
their own flesh and blood. I’ve seen others choose 
alcohol over friendship. I sacrifice no more for 
others, part of me has fucking died and I hate this 
shit. I’m living every man’s nightmare and that 
single fact is kicking my ass. I really must be fucking 
worthless. This place never changes, it never will. 
Fuck it all.”



Jeffrey Weise: Traumatized

“Most people have never dealt with people who have 
faced the kind of pain that makes you physically sick 
at times, makes you so depressed you can’t function, 
makes you so sad and overwhelmed with grief that 
eating a bullet or sticking your head in a noose seems 
welcoming.”

“16 years of accumulated rage suppressed by nothing 
more than brief glimpses of hope, which have all but 
faded to black. I can feel the urges within slipping 
through the cracks, the leash I can no longer hold.”



Multi-determined Violence

Most people who are psychopathic, 
psychotic, or traumatized never kill 
anyone

Many factors come together to cause 
rampage attacks



Social
Setbacks, Failures, Frustrations



Precipitating Events
Educational issues

Academic failures

Disciplinary problems

Romantic failures

Legal trouble

Conflicts with peers

Loss of potential future

Thwarted military aspirations



Combination of who they are and what happens to them

Psychological

Psychopathic

Psychotic

Traumatized

Social

Setbacks

Failures

Rejections



# of Shooters Who Targeted Victims
(out of 48 shooters)
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Threat Assessment
Responding to Warning Signs 



Prevention vs. Response
Emergency response: to minimize damage 
from an attack

Goes into effect after an armed attacker 
arrives at the school

Threat assessment: to prevent attacks by 
identifying potential threats

Intervention so that you don’t have an 
armed attacker showing up at the school



Punishment is Not Prevention

Suspension/expulsion do not eliminate the 
danger

May increase anger or sense of rejection, 
failure, hopelessness

May cause punishment/abuse at home

May mean out of sight of supervision

Punishment does not resolve the situation



Threat Assessment

Purpose: 
to differentiate real threats from false alarms and 
guide intervention and follow-up

Do not limit inquiry to the student
May need to include 

Faculty, staff, administrators
Peers
Family
Computer



Where Warning Signs Appear

Orally: conversation, videos

Writings: journal, online, social media, 
school assignments, letters

Computer searches

Bedrooms



Warning Signs

Three types of behavior should trigger a 
threat assessment

Threats

Attack-related behaviors

Leakage



Types of Threats

Direct threat to intended victim

“I am going to bring a gun to school and kill you.”

Indirect threat about an intended victim

“The principal won’t live to see Homecoming.”

Implied threat

“You better watch your back if you’re going to flunk me.”

”You know who I am and what is going to happen.”



Attack-Related Behavior

Diagramming the school

Writing a hit-list 

Planning attack

Obtaining weapons/materials

Rehearsing: practicing with guns/bombs

Selecting intended victims



Leakage
Bragging about upcoming attack

Warning people to stay away 

Trying to recruit peer to help with attack

Admiring/imitating other shooters

Posting writings, photos, videos that 

suggest/indicate impending violence

More details  more imminent risk

Time, place, method, access to means



Warning Signs: Example #1

warned kids “something big is going to happen on Monday” 

and told them to stay away from the morning prayer group; 

told at least one that it would involve “blood and guts”

told peer that Monday would be the “day of reckoning” and 

warned him to stay away

“We should go into the principal’s office and shoot them”

Said it would be “cool to walk down the hall and kill people; 

this peer had seen Michael with gun in school several times

peer heard Michael fantasize about taking over the school; 

saw him bring gun to school a few weeks before attack



Warning Signs:  Example #2

13-year-old

told peer, “some people are going to die”

“he said he was gonna kill a lot of people”

“all my girlfriends who ever broke up with me, I am gonna 

kill them”

“he said he was going to ‘cut school tomorrow and bring a 

gun to school, and we’d find out if we’d live or die.’ 

told girl that if she went outside the next day during fifth 

period, she would die

He said “he was going on a killing spree”

said he was going to “get back at some people from last 

year” and “kill them and stuff”



Warning Signs: Example #2

11-year-old:

He told a girl that he and his friend were going to 

pull the fire alarm, set up a sniper position in a 

field, and shoot people as they exited the building. 

Two days after this, however, he said he wasn’t 

going to go through with it.

Later, he stood on a table in the cafeteria during 

lunch and said, “You’re all going to die.” 



Barriers to Reporting

Denial: General
It can’t happen here.

Denial: Specific
He would never do it.
He’s too young/small.
He’s from a good family.
I know the parents. 



Barriers to Reporting 

Fear
Of perpetrator—don’t want to make him angry
Don’t want to get him in trouble
Of over-reacting, of not having sufficient 
information
Of getting involved



Barriers to Reporting
Faulty reasoning

He said he didn’t mean it/wasn’t going to 
do it.
He’s weird, he always says strange things.
He’s been saying that for months and 
hasn’t done anything.
If he were going to do it, he wouldn’t 
announce it.



Barriers for Staff

“We don’t want to stigmatize him.”

“We don’t want the parents to sue us.”

“We referred him to a psychologist—it’s out of our 
hands.”

“We’re not allowed to break confidentiality.” 
(FERPA)



FERPA vs. Safety

FERPA “allows schools to take key steps to maintain 
school safety.” 

“If a teacher overhears a student making threatening 
remarks to other students, FERPA does not protect that 
information.”

“In an emergency, FERPA permits school officials to 
disclose without consent.”

“Balancing Student Privacy and School Safety: A Guide to the 
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act for Elementary and 
Secondary Schools,” U.S. Dept. of Education



The Karl Pierson Attack

September, 2013:  homicidal threat against 

teacher

School knew of threat and investigated

Threat assessment result: low risk 

December, 2013: Pierson committed shooting



Lessons Learned: Karl Pierson Attack

Do not limit inquiry to potential perpetrator

Do not do a “once and done” assessment

Risk level is dynamic and can change quickly

Make sure people are trained

Streamline policies/procedures for ease of use

Flow charts, checklists, etc. 

Must educate students about reporting

Don’t under-communicate



Educating Students

Teach them about warning signs

Discuss snitching vs. safety concerns

Explore ramifications of reporting or not

Provide easy, anonymous reporting



Warning Signs in Assignments



Student Writings

Guidelines are neat

Life is messy

What you see is often the tip of the 
iceberg

When do you look for what might be 
hidden?



Case Example #1
“Romeo and Juliet” assignment: write from point of 

view of one of the characters:

Student chose Tybalt

“But you know me, I loathe all of them. . . I am no 

longer blind in my hatred, I can see with my hate. . . 

Blood will flow until they are all dead. . . [after killing 

Mercutio] This was the first moment in my life where 

I had taken the life of another. I loved it, it dispelled 

all the anger and animosity I was feeling.”



Case Example #1

Teacher reports he called out in class, “God 
damn these voices in my head.”

When asked if he were hearing voices, he 
said no, that the line is from a song

Teacher reports that he gave an oral report on 
how to build bombs from household materials



Case Example #1

“No, I don't believe in love at first sight because love 
is an evil plot to make people buy alcohol and 
firearms. . . That is why you go to a pawn shop and 
buy an AR-15 because you are going to execute every 
last mother fucking one of you. . . I plan to live in a 
big black hole. My firearms and [illegible] will be the 
only things to fight my isolation. I would also like to 
point out Love is a horrible thing. It makes things kill 
and hate.”  



What Others Knew

Talked about making bombs, being next Unabomber

Liked Jonesboro shooting: 

“cool,” “someone should do that around here”

Said he might commit school shooting

Said he might bomb the school during a pep rally

Tried to recruit a peer to join the attack

Peers sold him guns three times



Case Example #2

Murder

It’s my first murder

I’m at the point of no return

I can’t let him live now

He’d go to the cops for sure

So I finish

I look at his body on the floor,

Killing a bastard that deserves to die,

Ain’t nothing like it in the world,

But he sure did bleed a lot. 

- Wrote poems about father being “worthless,” wished he were dead.



What Others Knew
Quoted Natural Born Killers: “Murder is pure. People make 
it impure.”

Talked about wanting to kill 15-20 small animals.

“He said it would be fun and good adventure to go on a 
killing spree.”

Talked about his desire to kill somebody before he dies.

“It would be cool to kill people . . . to try to get away with it.”

“Some people don’t deserve to live; some people should just 
die or be killed.”

He told a girl who rejected him that he was going to kill her.



What Others Knew
Made threatening comment to peer.

”Do you treasure your life?”

Told someone else he was going to kill the peer. 

“If I had a gun right now, I wonder what I’d do?”

Said he was going to kill a teacher.

He asked a girl, “Do you think you deserve to live?”

Showed father’s gun collection to friend and talked about 
where he could get ammunition. 



Domains to Investigate

Threats, attack-related behavior, leakage

Recent or impending losses, failures, rejections, 

blows to identity, conflicts

Capability of killing

Psychopathic, psychotic, traumatized

Desperate, enraged, believe others deserve to 

die

Evidence of imminence



Final Test
Is there one cause of school shootings?

Is there one profile of a school shooter?

Who are the most common targets of school shooters?

What are the three psychological types of perpetrators?

What prevents attacks: threat assessment or lockdown?

What is leakage?

Does FERPA prohibit you from reporting threats?

Should inquiry be limited to the student in question?

Is a “once and done” assessment sufficient?

Does suspension/expulsion solve the problem?


