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School shootings can be prevented. The current “best practice” 
for violence prevention in schools is to have a trained threat as-
sessment team that can investigate behaviors that may indicate 
a risk of violence. The State of Virginia developed and adopted 
guidelines for student threat assessment (Cornell & Allen, 2011); 

types of school violence (Cornell, 2013). School threat assess-
ment teams typically consist of a school administrator, school 

-
cilities director, nursing personnel and so forth). Whether or not 

role as part of the threat assessment process. This article discuss-
es both logistical and clinical issues to help inform psychologists 

 
Though the term “student” is generally used in this article to 
refer to potential perpetrators, it is important to recognize that 
school shootings have been committed by current and former 

and professors. Also, although this article uses male pronouns, 

in an agency or private practice. There are some additional fac-

school system as a school psychologist.

Decision-Making about Referral Acceptance
 
If you are asked to become involved in a risk assessment of an 

join the school’s threat assessment team, or are you being asked 

attention to violence potential, or is this a referral for treatment? 

-

If the initial contact is someone from the school system, you need 

individual to be evaluated. You need to determine the urgency 
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-

If the initial contact is by the parents of the adolescent, you need 

you because the school told them that they had to do so, or are 
they calling you because they are in some degree of crisis after 

-

school, or does the parent seek assessment and treatment of their 
child? Have they independently had concerns about their child?

Once you have a clear understanding of the nature of the refer-

a timely manner that is responsive to the urgency of the situation 
and the needs of the school and the family? 

of a fairly general nature seeking routine information about per-

and family relations, this is an evaluation that most general prac-
-

specializes in such evaluations. 

If you agree to do a psychological assessment for threat assess-
ment purposes (among other potential reasons), attention to in-

of all parties is essential to establish before beginning the evalua-
tion. If the school is the initial contact, have they prepared the par-
ents for the referral and have they already started the process of 

-

not in place or cannot be put in place, you should consider not 
-

Health Privacy rules may be relevant, so permissions and releases 

FERPA and Communication Issues

-

-

-
sure of student information. As a result, information is not shared 

-

Pierson incident at Arapahoe High School in Colorado in 2013. 

that LPS [Littleton Public School] personnel, in general, and 
-

security did not have access to important student information.
 

-

preventing school shootings, because if threats cross the thresh-

-
garding Pierson’s menacing behavior. 
 

-

Continuing Education Exam Available at CE.NationalRegister.org

FERPA 
from disclosing information about a 

student if the information is obtained 

knowledge or observation, and not from 
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 -
formation about a student if the information is obtained through 

overhears a student making threatening remarks to other stu-
 does not protect that information, and the teacher 

-
formation from school personnel might be denied due to a mis-

-
duct a thorough evaluation or not. 

Warning Signs that Trigger a Threat Assessment

-
sessment (O’Toole, 2000). Though sometimes these are obvious, 

one meaning and covers a variety of actions that might indicate 

the headings of threats, attack-related behavior, and leakage, but 

Threats Made vs. Threats Posed

Not all school shooters make threats. But, of course, some 

-

incident, told his peers, “You are all going to die.” These are 

-

-
-

ever, the absence of direct threats to intended victims does not 
mean that the student is not at risk for committing violence. 

Attack-Related Behaviors

Attack-related behaviors are actions that indicate someone is 

of the school to determine the best location to carry out the at-

years of fantasizing, thinking, and planning. 
 
Thus, if a student is being investigated due to a threat or other 
behavior of concern, it is important to ask about plans they might 

-

Leakage

-
-

-

upcoming actions, but if threat assessments had been in process 

 
In some cases, students leak their intentions in their school as-

describes the mass murderer as “god-like” and the narrator of the 
story states that he understands the man’s actions.
 

-
other student to come to school and kill people. Michael Carneal, 

drawing a diagram of the school to 
determine the best location to carry out 

practicing with them; obtaining materials 
to make explosives and experimenting 
with making bombs; or writing a list of 
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-

-
sion or fantasizing. 

The Failure to Respond to Warning Signs
 
It is not uncommon for school personnel or others (including stu-

-
ate action. Research is ongoing regarding the conditions under 

Huang, & Datta, 2015). Reasons for non-reporting by school 
-

tion is capable of violence, or a conviction that “it can’t happen 
here.” In the aftermath of attacks in school settings, there have 
often been comments by local people that they never thought that 
such a thing could happen in their community. Students may not 

carry out a thorough investigation.
 
It is also critical to investigate and evaluate the actual behavior, 
possible motives, and potential for action — and not simply dis-
miss a problematic behavior because of the social standing of the 

-

-

seven people. The assistant principal stated, “Instead of consid-
ering the fact of the gun, they [the administrators] considered the 

 
School-based psychologists have one advantage over communi-
ty-based psychologists in that the school psychologists have daily 

and informally report on the conduct and behavior of students. 
The school-based psychologists also have ready access and au-

-
nity-based psychologists need to set up a collaborative relation-

a full range of information and perspectives, if that is needed. 
The school-based psychologist can also more easily monitor the 
behavior of a given student, at least during school hours. 

Some Aspects of a Threat Assessment

their family history, and the major social and academic events so 

-
ments and behavior. Psychological testing should be an aspect 

another general psychological assessment instrument. The more 
specialized or targeted aspect of a threat assessment considers 
the thoughts, feelings, and actions directly related to the possible 
future violent behavior. 

The role of a psychologist on a threat assessment team is to help 
make the actual behaviors and verbal statements clear and to 

-
vational aspects behind them. The direct threat assessment most 

and behaviors that triggered the evaluation process. These are 
the threats, attack-related behaviors and leakages, as described 
above, regarding the present situation. This includes possible tar-
gets, the potential modes of violent behavior, and the conditions 

the student have? What is the intent and purpose of any possible 
attack? Does the student have the means and capacity to carry 
out the act? Does the student see violence as an acceptable or 

The role of a psychologist on a threat 
assessment team is to help make the 

actual behaviors and verbal statements 
clear and to help illuminate the 
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threat, and to some degree the probability of it occurring in light 
of the available means, available targets, and the student’s gen-
eral problem-solving style and frustration-management style. 

type of situation. This information can come from the student, 

-
dent is keeping a journal of thoughts and plans for possible ac-

using those means). 

Role Models

One further area to investigate during a threat assessment is the 
presence of role models for violence. This can include characters 

Levels of Risk

-
umbine High School) recorded his vision of destroying cities and 

the fantasy stage, engaging in unrealistic and grandiose thoughts 
about mass destruction. If a threat assessment had been con-

vague or unrealistic. 

-

not post this until the morning of the attack, leaving virtually no 
time for people to see it and intervene. 

plan, the more imminent the attack. If the attack is going to hap-
-

tant future, and the method and means to carry out the attack are 
-

It is also critical that threat assessment teams not dismiss con-
-

lence. The fact that he may not have a detailed plan does not 

-

-
sizing predicts fantasies. Thinking predicts thinking. Planning is 
more active and likely involves some initial actions, and, hence, 
it is more likely to predict other action.

-

-
der. The lesson learned here is that threat assessments are not 
once-and-done actions. They are dynamic processes and the risk 
level can change suddenly. 

Life Circumstances

to commit mass murder. There are typically multiple disappoint-
ments, rejections, failures, and other stresses that put people on the 

-
mantic rejections, academic failures, disciplinary actions, and le-
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-

occupational failures, and military rejection. A threat assessment 
investigation should look for life stressors that could cause people 
to be so enraged or desperate as to be at risk for violence. 
 
The threat assessment team (and the psychologist) needs to con-

including consideration of all areas of life (school, home, social, 

evidence of a recent failure, loss, or change in status and stand-
ing (at school or at home)? Is there evidence of the student be-
ing bullied, recently or over the course of many years? Does the 
student feel that his life is hopeless, such that he is desperate or 
despairing? Is the student seen as suicidal, again, presently or in 
the past? 
 

being demoted from his leadership role on the debate team. But, 

probably eliminated his military aspirations. All of these fac-

the debate team. 

Assessment of Positive and Supportive Elements
 

-
tive indications of interpersonal supportive elements and indi-
viduals in the student’s life. This should include considerations 
of both adults and peers.
 

-

and try to understand and support him? This could be a parent, 

-
sions about him, his feelings and reactions, and his fantasies? Do 
the most central adults in the student’s life support non-violent 

problem solving. 
 

-

-

-

successful living may prevent someone from pursuing violence.

Role of Parents 

-
toring changes in potential risk and maintaining safety. Parents 

-
-
-

should be considered. It is important to educate parents about 

-
-

conducted room searches after making this discovery. If they 
-

 

fact, Castillo’s mother drove him from North Carolina to Little-
ton, Colorado for a pilgrimage to Columbine High School, the 

in imitation of Harris. If his parents had searched his room they 

commit a school shooting. 

Students with at least one trusting 
relationship with an adult are less likely 

to commit violence and more likely to 
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mass murder and listed his intended targets. He had researched 

parents, he bought a gun and obtained materials to build Molotov 
cocktails. Despite having concerns that he presented a risk of 
violence, there is no evidence that the school recommended that 
Pierson’s parents search his room. 
 

it is not easy to convince parents that their children are potential 

sensitivity, emphasizing the desire to not only keep the commu-

reason for concern and the need to take precautions may help, 

an accusation against their children or a condemnation of them 

 

to remove them from the home. This can be presented as a tem-
-
-

support, the children are unlikely to receive services that might 

 Psychological Typology

In many threat assessment situations, the available evidence may 
be ambiguous. Perhaps a student makes a threat but it seemed 

-

general or Columbine in particular, but the investigation has not 
uncovered any plans to commit an attack. Besides monitoring 

else can be done?

of the student. After all, most people are not capable of gunning 

-

-

If soldiers facing an enemy in combat cannot overcome their nat-

recoil from?
 
Based on analyses of dozens of school shooters, there are three 

-

Langman, 2015). Though most people in these categories do not 

-

contribute on a threat assessment team. 

Psychopathic School Shooters

Psychopathy is a complicated concept, and because it is not a 

a psychopathic personality. The concept of psychopathic school 

 
Perhaps the central aspect of psychopathic shooters is their pro-

sense of themselves, but they are so self-focused that they have 
limited empathy for others. In fact, they are so entitled that they 

-

and feel like they are victims of injustice. They may go through 
life accumulating a tally of all the injustices they believe they have 

 
Not only do psychopathic shooters have little or no concern for 

that the perpetrators typically fall into: 
psychopathic, psychotic, or traumatized, 
with occasional perpetrators having traits 
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-

the ability that makes con artists successful in deceiving people. 
Thus, psychopaths often succeed in hiding their violent inten-
tions from the people in their lives. 

-
ily enraged and had several episodes of inappropriate classroom 
behavior, including bullying his peers and being disrespectful to 
teachers. Many students and teachers noted his anger problems, 

(Langman, 2016a, p. 3). 

-
tain on the speech and debate team that he became homicidal. 
Psychopathic shooters are so entitled that they become enraged 

become motivations for murder. 

Psychotic School Shooters 

-
toms of either schizophrenia or schizotypal personality disorder. 
The central feature in this category is impaired reality testing. 
Most often this includes paranoid and grandiose delusions, but 
may also include hallucinations. Some perpetrators have not had 
clear delusions or hallucinations, but had other disturbed thoughts 
or evidence of impaired reality-testing, such as being confused 

 

disorganized thoughts or behavior, inappropriate or constricted 

though they may have friends, they tend to feel profoundly alien-
ated from those around them. This causes anguish and depres-

may be the driving force behind their violence. Alternatively, the 
violence may be motivated by paranoid delusions or command 
hallucinations. 

Traumatized School Shooters

Whereas psychopathic and psychotic school shooters tend to 
come from basically stable, intact families, traumatized school 
shooters come from violent, dysfunctional homes. Common 
features include parental substance abuse, parental criminal be-

havior (sometimes to the point of incarceration), and absence 
of one or both parents, domestic violence, and the physical and 

-

moving from one relative to another and sometimes through mul-
tiple foster homes. These relocations often disrupted friendships 

to achieve any sense of stability. Traumatized school shooters 
have been picked on at school more than other shooters, perhaps 

neither home nor school provided a safe haven. 

The attacks of traumatized shooters may be driven by anger at 
-

summed up his life as “16 years of accumulated rage suppressed 

 
By themselves, features of the three psychological types of 
shooters (psychopathic, psychotic, and traumatized) should not 

may indicate an increased potential for the student to be capable 
of carrying out an attack. It is the combination of these traits 

Conclusion

-

The attacks of traumatized shooters may 
be driven by anger at particular people 
they believe have wronged them, or can 

constitute a generalized lashing out against 
the world that has caused them so much 
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sil and Cornell (2015) compared schools that used the Virginia 

use the guidelines or used locally developed procedures. Schools 

reported feeling safer in schools using the Virginia guidelines.

Psychologists can play an important role on threat assessment 
teams through their understanding of psychological dynamics, 
life stressors, and motivations for violence. The general clini-

-

-
cumstances and events in the lives of potential school shooters. 
Motive, means, and capacity for violence are core issues in a 
threat assessment.

References available at NationalRegister.org

Table 1 

What is the nature of others’ concerns about the student’s 
potential for violence? 

What ideas or intentions of aggression or attack has the 

shooters, school shooting incidents, mass violence, or 

solve problems? 

Does the student have the skills, ability and means to 
carry out a possible attack?

What are the student’s complaints, grudges, grievances, 
and motives?

Who are the targets of the student’s complaints, griev-
ances and anger?

Has the student previously attempted to resolve the prob-

desperateness?

-
crease probability of violence?

-
-

port and advice and non-judgmental guidance?
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