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Abstracts

Lessons Learned from School Shootings:  
Looking Back and Beyond 

Over the last three decades, school shootings have become a prominent concern that 
have gained significant public attention nationwide. High profile massacres such as 
those at Columbine and Sandy Hook have prompted calls for changes related to 
school safety measures and gun legislation. Response efforts have included growing 
research, increased prevention programming, and legislative modifications. As a 
result, current data reveal that schools continue to be one of the safest environments 
that youth spend their time in, and the risk of school shootings remains relatively 
low. Despite this, Americans continue to report heightened fears about the state of 
safety in our schools and myths regarding mass shootings reaching epidemic levels 
perpetuate. As such, it is pertinent that current and comprehensive reviews of school 
shootings are provided in order to inform the public and clarify misinformation. 
Further, given the continued occurrences of shootings in our schools, evolving 
response efforts and ongoing evaluation are necessary. This brief will investigate 
school shootings and their impact on individual, community, and societal levels. 
Additionally, it will include professional and personal perspectives from individuals 
such as school psychologists, teachers, and parents, all of whom have been directly 
involved in and impacted by school shootings. Such perspectives will provide valu-
able insight related to numerous aspects of school shootings. The authors aim to 
offer novel perspectives that can aid in informing best practices necessary to 
strengthen school safety measures, as well as prevention and response efforts. This 
brief will serve as helpful guide to better understanding the many factors surround-
ing school shootings, providing critical information and updated data that will be a 
meaningful contribution to the current literature.
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Chapter 1
School Shootings: An Overview

School shootings have gained significant attention over the last two decades, 
prompting heightened levels of concern and misconceptions about the related risks 
and current state of incidences. Further, the literature related to school shootings is 
inconsistent and reveals areas of mixed findings, some of which likely contributes 
to misinformation about the topic. For example, basic statistics of incidents and 
definitions of school shootings are variably reported, generating confusion about the 
trends and the current state of school shootings. As such, it is imperative that current 
data are updated and presented consistently, and that limitations to the way in which 
this topic is investigated are highlighted.

This brief will provide such information and clarify facts versus fears related to 
school shootings. Of particular importance is an examination of the history of 
school shootings, the related oversaturation of media coverage, and amplified con-
cerns that school shootings are frequent occurrences. Despite the increased fear, the 
data continues to show that the risk of school shootings remains relatively low 
(Cornell, 2015). Moreover, trends indicate that school settings can be considered 
just as safe as other environments in which youth spend their time. While this brief 
aims to clarify misinformation, it also recognizes the ongoing occurrences of mass 
shootings in schools and their tragic implications, further justifying continued need 
for public attention, scholarly exploration, and evidence-based recommendations.

Risk factors and traits among the school shooter population will be explored. 
Specifically, commonly identified factors related to school shooters will be exam-
ined, including typologies, intrapersonal and interpersonal characteristics, and 
motives. Such knowledge is of vital importance, as it informs the public and, relat-
edly, the prevention process. While school shootings cannot be predicted, there a 
variety of methods for safety and prevention that should be implemented on indi-
vidual, community, and societal levels. Currently, such methods are being executed 
inconsistently across schools, suggesting the need the for continued review and 
multidisciplinary collaboration. Best practices for school safety and prevention will 
be presented, including recommendations from relevant experts.
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