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Preventing school shootings is a matter of conducting thorough, ongoing assessments of potential perpetrators. This is generally done in schools by a threat assessment team comprised of individuals in several roles and positions, including psycholoJLVWV7KLVDUWLFOHDGGUHVVHVWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIDFFHVVWRLQIRUPDWLRQDQGLQIRUPDWLRQH[FKDQJHZDUQLQJVLJQVRISRWHQWLDO
violence, elements of a comprehensive threat assessment (including motive, means, and opportunity), and the role of life
stressors that contribute to desperation and rage, and three psychological types of school shooters.

School shootings can be prevented. The current “best practice”
for violence prevention in schools is to have a trained threat assessment 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);
UHVHDUFKKDVGRFXPHQWHGWKHLUH൵HFWLYHQHVVLQUHGXFLQJYDULRXV
types of school violence (Cornell, 2013). School threat assessment teams typically consist of a school administrator, school
VHFXULW\R൶FHUSV\FKRORJLVW RQVWD൵RUH[WHUQDOFRQWUDFW DQG
DVWXGHQWFRXQVHOLQJVHUYLFHVWD൵HU DQGSRVVLEO\DODZ\HUIDcilities director, nursing personnel and so forth). Whether or not
SV\FKRORJLVWVZRUNZLWKLQWKHVFKRROWKH\FDQSOD\DQLPSRUWDQW
role as part of the threat assessment process. This article discusses both logistical and clinical issues to help inform psychologists
DERXWWKHLUUROHVLQWKUHDWDVVHVVPHQWDVZHOODVZKDWWRORRNIRU
ZKHQHYDOXDWLQJSRWHQWLDOSHUSHWUDWRUV
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
VFKRROHPSOR\HHVWRRLQFOXGLQJVWD൵PHPEHUVDGPLQLVWUDWRUV
and professors. Also, although this article uses male pronouns,
LWLVZRUWKQRWLQJWKDWVFKRROVKRRWLQJVKDYHEHHQFRPPLWWHGE\
JLUOV DQG ZRPHQ DV ZHOO WKRXJK OHVV IUHTXHQWO\ )LQDOO\ WKLV
DUWLFOHZLOOSULPDULO\DVVXPHWKHUHDGHULVDSV\FKRORJLVWRURWKHU
PHQWDOKHDOWKSURIHVVLRQDOZRUNLQJLQWKHFRPPXQLW\ZKHWKHU
in an agency or private practice. There are some additional facWRUV ZKLFK PLJKW EH UHOHYDQW IRU SV\FKRORJLVWV HPSOR\HG LQ D
school system as a school psychologist.
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Decision-Making about Referral Acceptance
If you are asked to become involved in a risk assessment of an
DGROHVFHQWDPRQJWKH¿UVWWKLQJV\RXQHHGWRGHWHUPLQHLVZKDW
LVEHLQJDVNHGRI\RX DQGE\ZKRP $UH\RXEHLQJDVNHGWR
join the school’s threat assessment team, or are you being asked
WRGRDPRUHURXWLQHSV\FKRORJLFDOHYDOXDWLRQZLWKVRPHVSHFLDO
attention to violence potential, or is this a referral for treatment?
+RZEURDGRUQDUURZZLOO\RXULQSXW DQGUHVSRQVLELOLW\ EH"$
FOHDUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIZKDWLVEHLQJDVNHGRI\RXLVPRUHLPSRUWDQWZLWKDUHIHUUDOLQYROYLQJSRWHQWLDOYLROHQFHDVFRPSDUHGWRD
URXWLQHFOLQLFDOUHIHUUDOIRUDQ[LHW\RUGHSUHVVLRQ
If the initial contact is someone from the school system, you need
WRFRQVLGHUZKHWKHUWKHSULPDU\FOLHQWLVWKHVFKRROV\VWHPRUWKH
individual to be evaluated. You need to determine the urgency
RIWKHHYDOXDWLRQDQGIHHGEDFNQHHGHGE\WKHVFKRROZKHWKHUD
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ZULWWHQUHSRUWRUDSK\VLFDOPHHWLQJDWWKHVFKRROLVGHVLUHGDQG
ZKDWFRQWDFWZLWKDQGLQYROYHPHQWRIWKHSDUHQWVKDVDOUHDG\RFFXUUHG,VDRQHWLPHHYDOXDWLRQEHLQJUHTXHVWHGRULVWKHVFKRRO
H[SHFWLQJDQDVVHVVPHQWDQGWKHQWUHDWPHQW"
If the initial contact is by the parents of the adolescent, you need
WRFRQVLGHUWKHQDWXUHRIWKHLUSULPDU\UHTXHVW$UHWKH\FDOOLQJ
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
DPHHWLQJZLWKVFKRROSHUVRQQHODQGWKHFRQFHUQVUDLVHGDERXW
WKHLU DGROHVFHQW" 'R WKH\ DJUHH RU GLVDJUHH ZLWK WKH VFKRRO¶V
FRQFHUQV"<RXQHHGWRGHWHUPLQHZKHWKHUDZULWWHQUHSRUWLVH[SHFWHGE\WKHVFKRRORUZKHWKHUWKHSDUHQWVZDQW\RXWRDWWHQG
D ODWHUPHHWLQJDWWKH VFKRRO DV SDUW RI WKHLUUHTXHVW 'RHV WKH
SDUHQWZDQWDQHYDOXDWLRQWRPHHWDVSHFL¿FUHTXLUHPHQWRIWKH
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 referUDODQGWKHH[SHFWDWLRQVRI\RXUVXEVHTXHQWSURIHVVLRQDODFWLRQV
\RXQHHGWRGHWHUPLQHZKHWKHUWKLVLVDQDSSURSULDWHUHIHUUDOIRU
\RXWRDFFHSW&DQ\RXSHUIRUPWKHDFWLYLWLHVUHTXHVWHGRI\RXLQ
a timely manner that is responsive to the urgency of the situation
and the needs of the school and the family?
$UH\RXDGHTXDWHO\WUDLQHGDQGH[SHULHQFHGWRIXO¿OOWKHUHTXHVWV
EHLQJPDGH",IWKHSV\FKRORJLFDOHYDOXDWLRQEHLQJUHTXHVWHGLV
of a fairly general nature seeking routine information about perVRQDOLW\VW\OHVRFLDOHQJDJHPHQWUHDFWLRQVWRDXWKRULW\¿JXUHV
and family relations, this is an evaluation that most general pracWLFHSV\FKRORJLVWVFDQGR,IWKHHYDOXDWLRQUHTXHVWLVPRUHVSHFL¿FDQGLQYROYHVPDNLQJGHWDLOHGSUHGLFWLRQVDERXWSRWHQWLDOIRU
YLROHQFHDQGWKHFLUFXPVWDQFHVXQGHUZKLFKLWPLJKWRFFXU\RX
VKRXOGFRQVLGHUWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIDUHIHUUDOWRDSV\FKRORJLVWZKR
specializes in such evaluations.
If you agree to do a psychological assessment for threat assessment purposes (among other potential reasons), attention to inIRUPDWLRQH[FKDQJHQHFHVVDU\UHOHDVHVDQGWKHIXOOFRRSHUDWLRQ
of all parties is essential to establish before beginning the evaluation. If the school is the initial contact, have they prepared the parents for the referral and have they already started the process of
VHFXULQJSHUPLVVLRQVDQGPDQGDWHVIRUHDV\DQGTXLFNLQIRUPDWLRQH[FKDQJH",IWKHSDUHQWVDUHWKHLQLWLDOFRQWDFWDUHWKH\IXOO\
DZDUHRIDQGZLOOLQJWRDJUHHWRUHJXODULQIRUPDWLRQH[FKDQJHWR
DQGIURPWKHVFKRRO²DQGZLOOWKH\VLJQWKHQHFHVVDU\UHOHDVHV
WRDOORZTXLFNDQGHDV\LQIRUPDWLRQH[FKDQJH",IWKHQHFHVVDU\
SDSHUZRUNWRSHUPLWVXFKUDSLGDQGIUHTXHQWFRPPXQLFDWLRQLV
not in place or cannot be put in place, you should consider not
DJUHHLQJWRGRWKHSV\FKRORJLFDOHYDOXDWLRQ%RWKWKH)DPLO\(GXFDWLRQDO5LJKWVDQG3ULYDF\$FW )(53$ UXOHVDQGWKH+,3$$
Health Privacy rules may be relevant, so permissions and releases
WKDWPHHWWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVRIERWKPXVWEHFRQVLGHUHG
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FERPA and Communication Issues
&RPPXQLW\EDVHGSV\FKRORJLVWVKDYHPRUHNQRZOHGJHDQGH[SHULHQFHZLWK+,3$$UHJXODWLRQVEXWDUHJHQHUDOO\OHVVIDPLOLDU
ZLWK )(53$ UXOHV 7KH VFKRRO SHUVRQQHO VKRXOG EH UHTXHVWHG
WRLGHQWLI\DQ\UHOHYDQWUHTXLUHPHQWZKLFKZLOOQHHGWREHDGGUHVVHG7KH)(53$UHTXLUHPHQWVDUHDVFRPSOH[DVWKH+,3$$
UHJXODWLRQVEXWWKHVFKRROV\VWHPVKRXOGKDYHH[SHULHQFHZLWK
WKH)(53$UXOHVDQGKDYHSROLFLHVWRLQVXUHFRPSOLDQFH
7KH )DPLO\ (GXFDWLRQDO 5LJKWV DQG 3ULYDF\ $FW )(53$  LV
RIWHQPLVLQWHUSUHWHGWKHUHE\EORFNLQJWKHÀRZRILQIRUPDWLRQ
6FKRRO R൶FLDOV PD\ EHOLHYH WKDW )(53$ SURKLELWV DQ\ GLVFORsure of student information. As a result, information is not shared
DPRQJ VFKRRO SHUVRQQHO ZKR KDYH D OHJLWLPDWH QHHG WR EH LQIRUPHG7KLVZDVQRWHGPXOWLSOHWLPHVLQWKHUHYLHZRIWKH.DUO
Pierson incident at Arapahoe High School in Colorado in 2013.
,WZDVUHSRUWHGWKDWIRUH[DPSOH³,WDSSHDUVIURPWKHFDVH¿OH
that LPS [Littleton Public School] personnel, in general, and
$+6 >$UDSDKRH +LJK 6FKRRO@ VWD൵ DQG DGPLQLVWUDWRUV LQ SDUWLFXODUVHHPHGWREHFRQIXVHGDERXWWKH)(53$´ 6DIH+DYHQV
S 7KLVZDVVXFKDSUREOHPWKDWHYHQWKHLUGLUHFWRURI
security did not have access to important student information.

FERPA GRHVQRWSURKLELWDVFKRROR൶FLDO
from disclosing information about a
student if the information is obtained
WKURXJKWKHVFKRROR൶FLDO¶VSHUVRQDO
knowledge or observation, and not from
WKHVWXGHQW¶VHGXFDWLRQUHFRUGV
0LVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ)(53$FDQDOVRSUHYHQWDVFKRROIURPFRQWDFWLQJORFDOODZHQIRUFHPHQWUHJDUGLQJVDIHW\FRQFHUQV7KRXJK
VWDWHVYDU\LQWKHLUODZVUHJDUGLQJWKUHDWHQLQJVSHHFKWKHUHDUH
ODZVIRUH[DPSOHDJDLQVW³WHUURULVWLFWKUHDWV´LQ3HQQV\OYDQLD
DQG³PHQDFLQJ´LQ&RORUDGR.QRZLQJVXFKODZVLVLPSRUWDQWLQ
preventing school shootings, because if threats cross the threshROGRIWKHODZSROLFHFDQEHFRPHLQYROYHGDQGWDNHZKDWHYHU
VWHSV DUH GHHPHG QHFHVVDU\ WR PDLQWDLQ VDIHW\ )RU H[DPSOH
ZKHQ .DUO 3LHUVRQ WKUHDWHQHG WKH OLIH RI D WHDFKHU WKH WHDFKHU
ZDVVRDIUDLGWKDWKHFRQVLGHUHGOHDYLQJKLVSRVLWLRQWRSURWHFW
KLVOLIHGHVSLWHWKLVKRZHYHUKHQHYHUFRQWDFWHGWKHSROLFHUHgarding Pierson’s menacing behavior.
,QRUGHUWRFODULI\KRZ)(53$DSSOLHVWRVFKRROVDIHW\WKH'HSDUWPHQWRI(GXFDWLRQUHOHDVHGDGRFXPHQWWKDWVWDWHV
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)(53$ GRHV QRW SURKLELW D VFKRRO R൶FLDO IURP GLVFORVLQJ LQformation about a student if the information is obtained through
WKHVFKRROR൶FLDO¶VSHUVRQDONQRZOHGJHRUREVHUYDWLRQDQGQRW
IURPWKHVWXGHQW¶VHGXFDWLRQUHFRUGV)RUH[DPSOHLIDWHDFKHU
overhears a student making threatening remarks to other stuGHQWV)(53$ does not protect that information, and the teacher
PD\GLVFORVHZKDWKHRUVKHRYHUKHDUGWRDSSURSULDWHDXWKRULWLHV
'HSDUWPHQWRI(GXFDWLRQ 

,QPDQ\FDVHVKRZHYHUWKHSHUSHWUDWRUQHYHUWKUHDWHQVWKHLQWHQGHGYLFWLPVUDWKHUKLVEHKDYLRUSRVHVDWKUHDWWKURXJKZKDW
LVFDOOHG³DWWDFNUHODWHGEHKDYLRU´ )HLQHWDO 7KLVFRXOG
EHWKURXJKSULYDWHEHKDYLRUVWKDWEHFRPHNQRZQRUSXEOLFEHKDYLRUVVXFKDVRQOLQHSRVWVDQGFRQYHUVDWLRQVZLWKSHHUV+RZever, the absence of direct threats to intended victims does not
mean that the student is not at risk for committing violence.
Attack-Related Behaviors

8QGHUVWDQGLQJ)(53$LVLPSRUWDQWHYHQIRUSV\FKRORJLVWVZKR
GRQRWZRUNLQHGXFDWLRQDOVHWWLQJVEHFDXVHDWWHPSWVWRJHWLQformation from school personnel might be denied due to a misXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI)(53$.QRZLQJKRZWKHODZDSSOLHVWRWKUHDW
DVVHVVPHQWFDQPDNHWKHGL൵HUHQFHEHWZHHQEHLQJDEOHWRFRQduct a thorough evaluation or not.

$WWDFNUHODWHGEHKDYLRUVLQFOXGH>V@
drawing a diagram of the school to
determine the best location to carry out
WKHDWWDFNSXUFKDVLQJ¿UHDUPVDQG
practicing with them; obtaining materials
to make explosives and experimenting
with making bombs; or writing a list of
LQWHQGHGYLFWLPV
Warning Signs that Trigger a Threat Assessment
7KHUHLVDZLGHUDQJHRIEHKDYLRUVWKDWVKRXOGWULJJHUDWKUHDWDVsessment (O’Toole, 2000). Though sometimes these are obvious,
WKDWLVQRWDOZD\VWKHFDVH$OVRWKHWHUP³WKUHDW´KDVPRUHWKDQ
one meaning and covers a variety of actions that might indicate
LPSHQGLQJ YLROHQFH 7KHVH EHKDYLRUV ZLOO EH GLVFXVVHG XQGHU
the headings of threats, attack-related behavior, and leakage, but
WKHVHFRQFHSWVRYHUODSDQGPD\EHGH¿QHGGL൵HUHQWO\E\GL൵HUHQW
ZULWHUV)RUH[DPSOH0HOR\+R൵PDQQ5RVKGLDQG*ROGLPDQQ
 H[DPLQHGHLJKWZDUQLQJVLJQVIRUWDUJHWHGYLROHQFH
Threats Made vs. Threats Posed
Not all school shooters make threats. But, of course, some
VFKRROVKRRWHUVGRGLUHFWO\WKUHDWHQWKHLULQWHQGHGYLFWLPV)RU
H[DPSOH5REHUW)ORUHVDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI$UL]RQDLQUHSRUWHGO\WKUHDWHQHGDSURIHVVRUZKHQKHVDLG³<RXEHWWHUZDWFK
\RXUEDFNLI\RX¶UHJRLQJWRÀXQNPH´7KLVZDVDGLUHFWWKRXJK
QRQVSHFL¿FWKUHDWWRDZRPDQZKRP)ORUHVGLGLQGHHGHQGXS
NLOOLQJ$QGUHZ *ROGHQ LQ WKH  :HVWVLGH 0LGGOH 6FKRRO
incident, told his peers, “You are all going to die.” These are
H[SOLFLWWKUHDWV
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Attack-related behaviors are actions that indicate someone is
SODQQLQJWRFRPPLWDQDWWDFN7KLVLQFOXGHVGUDZLQJDGLDJUDP
of the school to determine the best location to carry out the atWDFN SXUFKDVLQJ ¿UHDUPV DQG SUDFWLFLQJ ZLWK WKHP REWDLQLQJ
PDWHULDOV WR PDNH H[SORVLYHV DQG H[SHULPHQWLQJ ZLWK PDNLQJ
ERPEVRUZULWLQJDOLVWRILQWHQGHGYLFWLPV/DUJHVFDOHDWWDFNV
DUHQRWLPSXOVLYHWKH\DUHWKHSURGXFWRIZHHNVPRQWKVRUHYHQ
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
KDYH IRU EHFRPLQJ YLROHQW DV ZHOO DV DFFHVV WR ZHDSRQV DQG
SRVVLEOHLQWHQGHGWDUJHWV6WXGHQWVZKRDUHWKLQNLQJRIFRPPLWWLQJDWWDFNVPLJKWQRWZDQWWRDQVZHUWKHVHTXHVWLRQVRUPLJKW
OLHEXWLIWKH\DUHDWDOODPELYDOHQWDERXWZKDWWKH\DUHWKLQNLQJ
RIGRLQJWKH\PD\ZHOOGLVFORVHWKLVLQIRUPDWLRQ
Leakage
/HDNDJHUHIHUVWRDZLGHUDQJHRIFLUFXPVWDQFHVLQZKLFKSHUSHWUDWRUVOHDNWKHLUYLROHQWLQWHQWLRQV)RUH[DPSOH0LFKDHO&DUQHDOLQWKH+HDWK+LJK6FKRROLQFLGHQWZDUQHGKLVIULHQGV
WRVWD\DZD\IURPWKHVFKRROOREE\RQWKHPRUQLQJDIWHU7KDQNVJLYLQJEUHDN%UHQGD6SHQFHULQD&OHYHODQG(OHPHQWDU\
6FKRRO LQFLGHQW EUDJJHG WR IULHQGV WKDW VKH ZDV JRLQJ WR GR
VRPHWKLQJWKDWZRXOGJHWKHURQWHOHYLVLRQ,QWKHVHFDVHVWKH
SHUSHWUDWRUV PD\ QRW KDYH UHYHDOHG WKH VSHFL¿F QDWXUH RI WKHLU
upcoming actions, but if threat assessments had been in process
DQGWKHLUSHHUVUHYHDOHGWKHLUVWDWHPHQWVWKDWZRXOGKDYHEHHQ
FULWLFDOLQIRUPDWLRQ,QDQH[DPSOHRIPRUHH[SOLFLWOHDNDJH.LS
.LQNHOWULHGWRUHFUXLWDSHHUWRMRLQKLPLQKLVDWWDFN
In some cases, students leak their intentions in their school asVLJQPHQWV$ IHZ ZHHNV EHIRUH WKH DWWDFN DW &ROXPELQH +LJK
6FKRRO'\ODQ.OHEROGKDQGHGLQDVKRUWVWRU\DERXWDPDQZKR
NLOOVDJURXSRIVWXGHQWV7KHNLOOHULQWKHVWRU\ZDV¶´OHIW
KDQGHGDQGZRUHDEODFNWUHQFKFRDW.OHEROGKLPVHOIZDV¶´
OHIWKDQGHGDQGZRUHDEODFNWUHQFKFRDW,QDGGLWLRQWKHVWRU\
describes the mass murderer as “god-like” and the narrator of the
story states that he understands the man’s actions.
,Q DGGLWLRQ (ULF +DUULV DQG '\ODQ .OHEROG PDGH D PRYLH IRU
RQH RI WKHLU &ROXPELQH FODVVHV LQ ZKLFK WKH\ DUH KLUHG E\ DQother student to come to school and kill people. Michael Carneal,
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LQWKH+HDWK+LJK6FKRROLQFLGHQWZURWHDJUDSKLFVKRUW
VWRU\DERXWDER\QDPHG0LFKDHOZKRWRUWXUHGDQGNLOOHGVWXGHQWV0DNLQJWKLVH[DPSOHHYHQPRUHGLVWXUELQJZDVWKHIDFW
WKDWWKHNLOOHUZDVQDPHG³0LFKDHO´DQGWKHQDPHVRIVWXGHQWV
EHLQJNLOOHGLQWKHVWRU\ZHUHWKHQDPHVRIDFWXDOVWXGHQWVLQWKH
VFKRRO7KXVVWXGHQWDVVLJQPHQWVQHHGWREHH[SORUHGDVSDUWRI
DWKUHDWDVVHVVPHQWDQGQRWVLPSO\GLVPLVVHGDVFUHDWLYHH[SUHVsion or fantasizing.
The Failure to Respond to Warning Signs
It is not uncommon for school personnel or others (including stuGHQWV WREHDZDUHRIZDUQLQJVLJQVDQGWRIDLOWRWDNHDSSURSULate action. Research is ongoing regarding the conditions under
ZKLFKVWXGHQWVGRDQGGRQRWUHSRUWWKUHDWVDQGRWKHUSRWHQWLDOO\
WURXEOLQJEHKDYLRUE\IHOORZVWXGHQWV FI0LOOVSDXJK&RUQHOO
Huang, & Datta, 2015). Reasons for non-reporting by school
VWD൵PD\LQFOXGHVLPSO\QRWDFFHSWLQJWKDWWKHSHUVRQLQTXHVtion 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
UHSRUWZDUQLQJVLJQVEHFDXVHRIVRFLDOSUHVVXUHQRWWRLQIRUPRQ
DIHOORZVWXGHQWRUDIHDURIEHLQJHPEDUUDVVHGDERXWUDLVLQJD
SRWHQWLDOO\SUREOHPDWLFVLWXDWLRQZKHQLWLVODWHUDVVHVVHGWKDWQR
SUREOHPH[LVWV,WLVLPSRUWDQWWRDYRLGVXFKFRPSODFHQF\DQGWR
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 dismiss a problematic behavior because of the social standing of the
IDPLO\RUSHUVRQDOFRQQHFWLRQVZLWKWKHP7KLVLVWUXHQRPDWWHU
ZKRWKHSHUVRQLVZKHWKHUWKHVRQRIWKHSULQFLSDORUFKLHIRISROLFH,QDIWHU.LS.LQNHO¶VDWWDFNDW7KXUVWRQ+LJK6FKRRO
WKH DVVLVWDQW SULQFLSDO FRPPHQWHG ³7KH UXOHV ZH VHW XS ZHUH
LJQRUHGZKHQWKHPRPHQWRIWUXWKDUULYHG7KH\ZHUHQRWIROORZHGEHFDXVHTXLWHVLPSO\KHZDV.LQNHO´ /DQJPDQ
S :KDWZDVWKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRIKLVEHLQJ.LQNHO"%RWKRI
KLVSDUHQWVZHUHWHDFKHUVDQGKLVIDWKHUKDGWDXJKWDW7KXUVWRQ
+LJK6FKRROIRUPDQ\\HDUV$VDUHVXOWHYHQDIWHU.LQNHOZDV
IRXQGZLWKDORDGHGJXQLQKLVORFNHUWKHUHZDVQRLQYHVWLJDWLRQ
WRVHHLIKHZHUHSODQQLQJDUDPSDJHDWWDFN+HZDVDUUHVWHGDQG
UHOHDVHGDQGFDPHEDFNWRVFKRROWKHQH[WGD\DQGVKRWWZHQW\
seven people. The assistant principal stated, “Instead of considering the fact of the gun, they [the administrators] considered the
IDPLO\RIWKHER\ZKRZDVFDXJKWZLWKLW´
School-based psychologists have one advantage over community-based psychologists in that the school psychologists have daily
FRQWDFWZLWKVWXGHQWVWHDFKHUVDQGDGPLQLVWUDWRUVZKRIRUPDOO\
and informally report on the conduct and behavior of students.
The school-based psychologists also have ready access and auWKRUL]DWLRQWRLQWHUYLHZDOOUHOHYDQWVWXGHQWVDQGVWD൵DURXQGD
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SRWHQWLDOO\WKUHDWHQLQJVLWXDWLRQRULQGLYLGXDOZKHUHDVFRPPXnity-based psychologists need to set up a collaborative relationVKLSVDQGDUUDQJHPHQWVZLWKVFKRROSHUVRQQHOLQRUGHUWRSURYLGH
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.

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
SRVVLEOHSV\FKRORJLFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHDQG
PRWLYDWLRQDODVSHFWVEHKLQGWKHP
Some Aspects of a Threat Assessment
$VZLWKDQ\SV\FKRORJLFDOHYDOXDWLRQLWLVQHFHVVDU\WRREWDLQDQ
RYHUYLHZRIWKHLQGLYLGXDOWKHXQLTXHH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHLUOLIH
their family history, and the major social and academic events so
IDULQWKHLUOLIH,WLVLPSRUWDQWWRKDYHDQRYHUDOOFRQWH[WRIWKHLU
FXUUHQWDQGSDVWIDPLO\DQGVRFLDOOLIHDQGH[SHULHQFHVZLWKLQ
ZKLFK WR XQGHUVWDQG DQG FRQVLGHU WKH FXUUHQW WURXEOLQJ FRPments and behavior. Psychological testing should be an aspect
RI WKH RYHUDOO HYDOXDWLRQ ZKHWKHU WKH 003, RU WKH 0&0, RU
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
KHOSLOOXPLQDWHWKHSRVVLEOHSV\FKRORJLFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHDQGPRWLvational aspects behind them. The direct threat assessment most
JHQHUDOO\EHJLQVZLWKDUHYLHZRIWKHZRUGVVWDWHPHQWVDFWLRQV
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 targets, the potential modes of violent behavior, and the conditions
XQGHUZKLFKWKH\PLJKWRFFXUDUHFRQVLGHUHG7DEOHSUHVHQWV
VRPHRIWKHPDLQWRSLFVDUHDVWKDWQHHGWREHH[SORUHG
%DVHGRQKLVZRUGVDQGDFWLRQVZKDWPRWLYHVDQGJRDOVPLJKW
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
GHVLUDEOHZD\WRUHVROYHSUREOHPV"
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7KHVH DUH VLPXOWDQHRXVO\ ERWK JHQHUDO DQG VSHFL¿F TXHVWLRQV
7KHVH TXHVWLRQV DUH VHHNLQJ WR XQGHUVWDQG WKH QDWXUH RI WKH
threat, and to some degree the probability of it occurring in light
of the available means, available targets, and the student’s general problem-solving style and frustration-management style.
$V QRWHG LQ WKH HDUOLHU H[DPSOHV WKH WKUHDW DVVHVVPHQW WHDP
QHHGVWRH[SORUHDQGFRQVLGHUHDUOLHUEHKDYLRUVDQGLQWHUHVWVRI
WKHVWXGHQWEHLQJDVVHVVHG2QHQHHGVWRGHWHUPLQHZKHWKHUWKH
VWXGHQWKDVDJUXGJHRUJULHYDQFHDQGLIVRGHWHUPLQHZKHWKHU
LWLVEURDGDQGJHQHUDORUYHU\WDUJHWHGWRZDUGDJLYHQSHUVRQRU
type of situation. This information can come from the student,
EXWZKDWHYHUWKHVWXGHQWUHSRUWVQHHGVWRDOVREHFRPSDUHGDQG
FRQWUDVWHGWRZKDWRWKHUVWXGHQWVWHDFKHUVDQGSDUHQWVUHSRUW,W
LVHVVHQWLDOWRGHWHUPLQHZKHWKHUWKHVWXGHQWKDVVKRZQLQWHUHVW
LQRQOLQHUHSRUWVRISUHYLRXVVFKRRODWWDFNVDQGZKHWKHUWKHVWXdent is keeping a journal of thoughts and plans for possible acWLRQ DQGHYHQKDVDFTXLUHGWKHPHDQVIRUDWWDFNDQGRUSUDFWLFHG
using those means).

WKUHDWDVVHVVPHQWVDUHQRWRQFHDQG
GRQHDFWLRQV7KH\DUHG\QDPLFSURFHVVHV
DQGWKHULVNOHYHOFDQFKDQJHVXGGHQO\
Role Models
One further area to investigate during a threat assessment is the
presence of role models for violence. This can include characters
IURP PRYLHV ERRNV RU YLGHR JDPHV DV ZHOO DV DFWXDO SHRSOH
VXFKDV+LWOHURU(ULF+DUULV0DQ\\RXQJHUVKRRWHUVPHDQLQJ
WKRVHLQWKHLUWHHQVRUHDUO\WZHQWLHVKDYHIRXQGUROHPRGHOVIRU
YLROHQFH ZLWK (ULF +DUULV EHLQJ WKH PRVW FRPPRQ /DQJPDQ
E (YLGHQFHRIVXFKUROHPRGHOVSDUWLFXODUO\LQFRQMXQFWLRQ
ZLWKZDUQLQJVLJQVDQGPDMRUOLIHVWUHVVHVPD\LQFUHDVHWKHULVN
Levels of Risk
,QVRPHFDVHVWKHZDUQLQJVLJQVZLOOEHFOHDUHQRXJKWRSURPSW
TXLFNLQWHUYHQWLRQ,QRWKHUFDVHVKRZHYHUWKHWKUHDWDVVHVVPHQW
WHDPPLJKWEHOHIWZLWKDFRQFHUQDERXWVDIHW\EXWQRHYLGHQFHRI
DQLPPLQHQWWKUHDW,WFDQEHKHOSIXOWRYLHZWKHHYLGHQFHLQOLJKW
RIDVHTXHQFHRIVWDJHVWKDWSHUSHWUDWRUVW\SLFDOO\PRYHWKURXJK
IURPIDQWDV\WRSODQQLQJWRH[HFXWLRQRIWKHDWWDFN
)RUH[DPSOHRYHUWZR\HDUVEHIRUHKLVDWWDFN(ULF+DUULV &ROumbine High School) recorded his vision of destroying cities and
HOLPLQDWLQJ KXPDQLW\ IURP WKH SODQHW$W WKLV SRLQW KH ZDV DW
the fantasy stage, engaging in unrealistic and grandiose thoughts
about mass destruction. If a threat assessment had been con-
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GXFWHG DW WKLV SRLQW +DUULV ZRXOG SUREDEO\ KDYH EHHQ VHHQ DV
D GLVWXUELQJ FKDUDFWHU EXW WKHUH ZDV QR HYLGHQFH RI DQ DFWXDO
DFKLHYDEOHDWWDFNSODQ7KHIDQWDVLHVRIGHVWUXFWLRQZHUHHLWKHU
vague or unrealistic.
,QFRQWUDVWWKH)LQQLVKVFKRROVKRRWHU3HNND(ULF$XYLQHLQWKH
 -RNHOD +LJK 6FKRRO LQFLGHQW SRVWHG D PHVVDJH RQOLQH LQ
ZKLFKKHVWDWHGWKHGDWHRIKLVDWWDFNWKHORFDWLRQKLVRZQLGHQWLW\DQGHYHQWKHZHDSRQKHZRXOGXVH8QIRUWXQDWHO\KHGLG
not post this until the morning of the attack, leaving virtually no
time for people to see it and intervene.
:KDWWKHVHWZRH[DPSOHVLOOXVWUDWHLVWKDWWKHPRUHGHWDLOHGWKH
plan, the more imminent the attack. If the attack is going to hapSHQDWVRPHXQVSHFL¿HGSODFHDQGWLPHLQWKHPRUHRUOHVVGLVtant future, and the method and means to carry out the attack are
XQNQRZQRUXQDYDLODEOHWKHULVNRILPPLQHQWYLROHQFHLVUHODWLYHO\ORZ,IKRZHYHUDVWXGHQWWHOOVDIULHQGWKDWKHLVJRLQJWR
VKRRWXSWKHFDIHWHULDZLWKKLVIDWKHU¶VVKRWJXQRQ0RQGD\WKH
SUHVHQFHRIVSHFL¿HGWLPHSODFHPHWKRGDQGDFFHVVWRPHDQV
PDNHVWKLVDQH[WUHPHO\LPPLQHQWULVN
It is also critical that threat assessment teams not dismiss conFHUQV DERXW D VWXGHQW ZKR PD\ RQO\ EH IDQWDVL]LQJ DERXW YLRlence. The fact that he may not have a detailed plan does not
PHDQWKDWKHZLOOQRWGHYHORSVXFKDSODQ)RUH[DPSOHZKHQ
.DUO3LHUVRQLPSXOVLYHO\\HOOHGDWKUHDWDERXWNLOOLQJKLVWHDFKHUKHSUREDEO\KDGQRSODQLQSODFH+HGLGQRWNQRZZKHQKH
ZRXOG FRPPLW WKH DWWDFN DQG GLG QRW \HW KDYH WKH ZHDSRQ KH
ZRXOGXVH
:KLOH LW LV REYLRXV WKDW DQ\ VWXGHQW ZKR HYHQWXDOO\ EHFDPH D
VFKRRO VKRRWHU ZHQW WKURXJK WKH IDQWDV\ SODQQLQJ DQG DFWLRQ
VWHSVRUVWDJHVLWGRHVQRWPHDQWKDWHYHU\RQHZKRIDQWDVL]HV
DERXW KXUWLQJ RU NLOOLQJ VRPHRQH ZLOO HYHQWXDOO\ GR VR )DQWDsizing 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.
)ROORZXSUHDVVHVVPHQWRUPRQLWRULQJLVLPSRUWDQWLQGHWHUPLQLQJZKHWKHUWKHUHLVDFKDQJHLQWKHULVNRIYLROHQFH$VWXGHQW
PD\VWDUWZLWKIDQWDVLHVRIYLROHQFHEXWHQGXSFRPPLWWLQJPXUder. 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
1RRQHZKRVHOLIHLVJRLQJZHOOZDNHVXSRQHGD\DQGGHFLGHV
to commit mass murder. There are typically multiple disappointments, rejections, failures, and other stresses that put people on the
SDWKRIYLROHQFH)RU\RXQJHUVKRRWHUVWKHVHIDFWRUVLQFOXGHURmantic rejections, academic failures, disciplinary actions, and le-
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JDOLQYROYHPHQW)RUROGHUVKRRWHUVLQDGGLWLRQWRURPDQWLFUHMHFWLRQVWKHUHPD\EHPDULWDOIDLOXUHVDVZHOODVOHJDOLQYROYHPHQW
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 conVLGHUKRZWKHVWXGHQWLVFRSLQJZLWKWKHVWUHVVLQKLVFXUUHQWOLIH
including consideration of all areas of life (school, home, social,
DFDGHPLFDQGLIUHOHYDQWZRUN ,VWKLVFRSLQJIXOO\H൵HFWLYH
SDUWLDOO\RUQRWDWDOOH൵HFWLYH"&RQVLGHUDWLRQRIUHFHQWFKDQJHV
DVZHOODVORQJVWDQGLQJSDWWHUQVVKRXOGEHXQGHUWDNHQ,VWKHUH
evidence of a recent failure, loss, or change in status and standing (at school or at home)? Is there evidence of the student being 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?
,QWKHFDVHRI.DUO3LHUVRQKLVDWWDFNZDVWULJJHUHGE\KLVUDJHDW
being demoted from his leadership role on the debate team. But,
WKLVZDVFRPELQHGZLWKKLVKLVWRU\RISRRUFRSLQJZLWKUHSHDWHG
IDLOXUHVZLWKJLUOVDVZHOODVKLVJUDGHVSUHFLSLWRXVO\GURSSLQJ
VRORZWKDWKHZDVLQGDQJHURIQRWJUDGXDWLQJ1RQJUDGXDWLRQ
ZRXOG KDYH HOLPLQDWHG KLV KRSH RI DWWHQGLQJ :HVW 3RLQW DQG
probably eliminated his military aspirations. All of these facWRUVUHSUHVHQWHGDVHYHUHEORZWRKLVJUDQGLRVHVHQVHRIVHOI,Q
VXPPDU\3LHUVRQZDVIDLOLQJLQPXOWLSOHOLIHGRPDLQV LQWLPDF\
DFDGHPLFVDQGIXWXUHFDUHHU ZLWKWKHLPPHGLDWHWULJJHUEHLQJ
WKHEORZWRKLVLGHQWLW\SRVHGE\KLVGHPRWLRQIURPFDSWDLQRI
the debate team.
Assessment of Positive and Supportive Elements
$WKUHDWDVVHVVPHQWVKRXOGDOVRFRQVLGHUZKHWKHUWKHUHDUHSRVLtive indications of interpersonal supportive elements and individuals in the student’s life. This should include considerations
of both adults and peers.
'RHVWKHVWXGHQWKDYHDWOHDVWRQHUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKDQRQMXGJPHQWDODGXOWZKRWKHVWXGHQWEHOLHYHVZLOOOLVWHQWRKLVVWUXJJOH
and try to understand and support him? This could be a parent,
EXWLWDOVRFRXOGEHDWHDFKHUFRDFKQHLJKERUKRRGIULHQGPHQWRU
RUVRPHRQHDWKLVFKXUFK&DQWKHVWXGHQWFRQ¿GHLQWKLVDGXOW
DQG WUXVW WKDW KH RU VKH ZLOO QRW MXGJH KLP RU MXPS WR FRQFOXsions about him, his feelings and reactions, and his fantasies? Do
the most central adults in the student’s life support non-violent
PHDQVRIUHVROYLQJFRQÀLFW"6WXGHQWVZLWKDWOHDVWRQHWUXVWLQJ
UHODWLRQVKLSZLWKDQDGXOWDUHOHVVOLNHO\WRFRPPLWYLROHQFHDQG
PRUHOLNHO\WREHRSWLPLVWLFDQGDWWHPSWPRUHH൵HFWLYHPHDQVRI
problem solving.
'RHV WKH VWXGHQW KDYH DW OHDVW RQH SRVLWLYH UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK D
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SHHUZKRLVGRLQJZHOOLQVFKRRODQGVRFLDOO\ZKRH[KLELWVSRVLWLYHFRSLQJEHKDYLRUDQGH൵HFWLYHSUREOHPVROYLQJVNLOOV"7KLV
LVRQHDVSHFWRIWKHEURDGHUTXHVWLRQRIWKHGHJUHHRI³FRQQHFWHGQHVV´ RUODFNWKHUHRI WKDWWKHVWXGHQWKDVZLWKKLVVDPHDJH
SHHUV6WXGHQWVZKRIHHOJHQHUDOO\DOLHQDWHGIURPWKHLUSHHUVRU
UHMHFWHGIURPPRVWVRFLDOHYHQWVZLWKWKHLUSHHUJURXSDUHDWJUHDWHUULVNSDUWLFXODUO\LIWKH\SULPDULO\LQWHUDFWZLWKDVPDOOJURXSRI
VLPLODUO\UHMHFWHGLQGLYLGXDOVZKRIRFXVRQYLROHQWIDQWDVLHVDQG
UHYHQJH+DYLQJDWOHDVWRQHIULHQGZKRLVDUHDOUROHPRGHORI
successful living may prevent someone from pursuing violence.
Role of Parents
(QOLVWLQJWKHFRRSHUDWLRQRIWKHSDUHQWVFDQEHFULWLFDOWRPRQLtoring changes in potential risk and maintaining safety. Parents
FDQSOD\LPSRUWDQWUROHVLQPRQLWRULQJWKHZKHUHDERXWVDQGDFWLYLWLHV RI WKH VWXGHQW NHHSLQJ DQ H\H RQ ZKR WKH VWXGHQW DVVRFLDWHV ZLWK DQG ZKDW ZHEVLWHV KH YLVLWV$V QRWHG WKUHDW DVVHVVPHQWVFDSWXUHDPRPHQWLQWLPHDQGIROORZXSDVVHVVPHQW
should be considered. It is important to educate parents about
ZDUQLQJVLJQVDQGFKDQJHVLQZDUQLQJVLJQVVRWKH\FDQSOD\DV
DFWLYHUROHLQPRQLWRULQJWKHLUVWXGHQW¶VEHKDYLRUDQGUHTXHVWLQJ
IROORZXSDVVHVVPHQWVDVQHFHVVDU\

Students with at least one trusting
relationship with an adult are less likely
to commit violence and more likely to
EHRSWLPLVWLFDQGDWWHPSWPRUHH൵HFWLYH
PHDQVRISUREOHPVROYLQJ
7KRXJKQRSDUHQWVRIDVFKRROVKRRWHUNQHZWKDWWKHLUFKLOGZDV
SODQQLQJWRFRPPLWPDVVPXUGHUVRPHSDUHQWVUHSRUWHGNQRZLQJLQIRUPDWLRQWKDWFRXOGHDVLO\KDYHZDUUDQWHGLQFUHDVHGVXSHUYLVLRQ)RUH[DPSOH.LS.LQNHO¶VSDUHQWV DQG(ULF+DUULV¶V
SDUHQWV NQHZWKHLUVRQVEXLOWERPEVEXWDSSDUHQWO\WKH\QHYHU
conducted room searches after making this discovery. If they
KDGWKH\ZRXOGKDYHIRXQGPRUHERPEPDNLQJPDWHULDOV¿UHDUPVDQGMRXUQDOVH[SUHVVLQJWKHLUKRPLFLGDOWKRXJKWV
,QDPRUHH[WUHPHFDVHWKHSDUHQWVRI$OYDUR&DVWLOORNQHZWKDW
KHZDVREVHVVHGZLWKWKH&ROXPELQH+LJK6FKRROPDVVDFUH,Q
fact, Castillo’s mother drove him from North Carolina to Littleton, Colorado for a pilgrimage to Columbine High School, the
KRXVH(ULF+DUULVKDGOLYHGLQDQGWKHSL]]DVKRSZKHUHKHKDG
ZRUNHG:KLOHLQ/LWWOHWRQ&DVWLOORERXJKWDEODFNWUHQFKFRDW
in imitation of Harris. If his parents had searched his room they
FRXOGKDYHIRXQGKLVMRXUQDOZKHUHKHZURWHDERXWKLVSODQVWR
commit a school shooting.
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.DUO3LHUVRQDOVRNHSWDMRXUQDOZKHUHKHRXWOLQHGKLVSODQVIRU
mass murder and listed his intended targets. He had researched
WKH&ROXPELQHDWWDFNLQERRNVDQGRQOLQH8QEHNQRZQVWWRKLV
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.
(YHQLIVFKRROSHUVRQQHOGRUHFRPPHQGDURRPVHDUFKKRZHYHU
it is not easy to convince parents that their children are potential
PDVVPXUGHUHUV6XFKFRQYHUVDWLRQVQHHGWREHFRQGXFWHGZLWK
sensitivity, emphasizing the desire to not only keep the commuQLW\VDIHEXWDOVRWRNHHSWKHVWXGHQWVDIH&DOPO\H[SODLQLQJWKH
reason for concern and the need to take precautions may help,
EXWSDUHQWVPLJKWVWLOOUHDFWZLWKDQJHUDWZKDWLVSHUFHLYHGDV
an accusation against their children or a condemnation of them
DVSDUHQWV,WLVLPSRUWDQWWRWKLQNFDUHIXOO\DERXWKRZWRSUHVHQW
VDIHW\FRQFHUQVWRPD[LPL]HWKHOLNHOLKRRGRIJHWWLQJWKHSDUHQWV
WRFROODERUDWHLQWKHH൵RUWWRPDLQWDLQVDIHW\
$QRWKHUFKDOOHQJHFDQEHFRQYLQFLQJSDUHQWVZKRRZQ¿UHDUPV
to remove them from the home. This can be presented as a temSRUDU\SUHFDXWLRQQRWDORQJWHUPUHTXLUHPHQW$JDLQLWLVLPSRUWDQWWRWKLQNFDUHIXOO\DERXWKRZWKLVFDQEHSUHVHQWHG6LPLODUO\SDUHQWVPD\QRWUHDFWZHOOWRWKHLGHDWKDWWKHLUFKLOGUHQ
PLJKWEHQH¿WIURPPHQWDOKHDOWKWUHDWPHQWEXWZLWKRXWSDUHQWDO
support, the children are unlikely to receive services that might
EHFUXFLDOWRWKHLUZHOOEHLQJDQGVDIHW\

WKHUHDUHWKUHHSV\FKRORJLFDOFDWHJRULHV
that the perpetrators typically fall into:
psychopathic, psychotic, or traumatized,
with occasional perpetrators having traits
RIWZRRIWKHVHFDWHJRULHV
Psychological Typology
In many threat assessment situations, the available evidence may
be ambiguous. Perhaps a student makes a threat but it seemed
WREHLQWKHKHDWRIWKHPRPHQWZLWKQRLQWHQWLRQRIHYHUFDXVLQJKDUP2UPD\EHDVWXGHQWKDVDIDVFLQDWLRQZLWKYLROHQFHLQ
general or Columbine in particular, but the investigation has not
uncovered any plans to commit an attack. Besides monitoring
WKHVWXGHQWIRUWKUHDWVOHDNDJHDQGDWWDFNUHODWHGEHKDYLRUZKDW
else can be done?
$QRWKHUFRXUVHRIDFWLRQLVWRH[SORUHWKHSV\FKRORJLFDOPDNHXS
of the student. After all, most people are not capable of gunning
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GRZQRWKHUSHRSOHLQFROGEORRG,QIDFW/W&RO'DYH*URVVPDQ KDV ZULWWHQ DERXW WKH LQKLELWLRQ VROGLHUV RIWHQ H[SHULHQFH
WKDWSUHYHQWVWKHPIURPNLOOLQJHYHQLQZDU
7KH UHVLVWDQFH WR WKH FORVHUDQJH NLOOLQJ RI RQH¶V RZQ VSHFLHV
LVVRJUHDWWKDWLWLVRIWHQVX൶FLHQWWRRYHUFRPHWKHFXPXODWLYH
LQÀXHQFHVRIWKHLQVWLQFWIRUVHOISURWHFWLRQWKHFRHUFLYHIRUFHV
RIOHDGHUVKLSWKHH[SHFWDQF\RISHHUVDQGWKHREOLJDWLRQWRSUHVHUYHWKHOLYHVRIFRPUDGHV S 
If soldiers facing an enemy in combat cannot overcome their natXUDOUHYXOVLRQDJDLQVWNLOOLQJZKDWLVZURQJZLWKVFKRROVKRRWHUV
WKDWPDNHLWSRVVLEOHIRUWKHPWRGRZKDWWUDLQHGVROGLHUVRIWHQ
recoil from?
Based on analyses of dozens of school shooters, there are three
SV\FKRORJLFDOFDWHJRULHVWKDWWKHSHUSHWUDWRUVW\SLFDOO\IDOOLQWR
SV\FKRSDWKLFSV\FKRWLFRUWUDXPDWL]HGZLWKRFFDVLRQDOSHUSHWUDWRUVKDYLQJWUDLWVRIWZRRIWKHVHFDWHJRULHV /DQJPDQ
Langman, 2015). Though most people in these categories do not
FRPPLW PXUGHU D VWXGHQW ZKR SUHVHQWV ZLWK WKUHDWV OHDNDJH
DQGRUDWWDFNUHODWHGEHKDYLRUDQGZKRDOVRDSSHDUVWREHSV\FKRSDWKLFSV\FKRWLFDQGRUWUDXPDWL]HGPD\SUHVHQWDJUHDWHU
ULVNRIYLROHQFH7KLVLVDQRWKHUZD\LQZKLFKDSV\FKRORJLVWFDQ
contribute on a threat assessment team.
Psychopathic School Shooters
Psychopathy is a complicated concept, and because it is not a
IRUPDOGLDJQRVLVWKHUHLVQROLVWRIDJUHHGXSRQWUDLWVWKDWGH¿QH
a psychopathic personality. The concept of psychopathic school
VKRRWHUVUHOLHVSULPDULO\RQWKHZRUNRI+DUH  DQG0LOORQ
DQG'DYLV  
Perhaps the central aspect of psychopathic shooters is their proIRXQG QDUFLVVLVP 7KH\ QRW RQO\ KDYH D JUDQGLRVH RU LQÀDWHG
sense of themselves, but they are so self-focused that they have
limited empathy for others. In fact, they are so entitled that they
WHQG WR EHOLHYH WKDW WKH\ RXJKW WR EH DEOH WR GR ZKDWHYHU WKH\
ZDQWDQGDVDUHVXOWWKH\KDYHOLWWOHSDWLHQFHIRUDQ\WKLQJWKDW
SXWV OLPLWV RQ ZKDW WKH\ FDQ GR VXFK DV VRFLDO FRQYHQWLRQV
UXOHVRUODZV7KH\DUHHDVLO\HQUDJHGZKHQWKH\GRQRWJHWZKDW
WKH\ZDQW
7KLVDWWLWXGHRIWHQOHDGVWRFODVKHVZLWKDXWKRULW\¿JXUHVLQFOXGLQJ
SDUHQWVWHDFKHUVDGPLQLVWUDWRUVDQGWKHSROLFH(YHQZKHQSV\FKRSDWKLFVKRRWHUVNQRZWKDWWKH\KDYHDFWHGLQDSSURSULDWHO\RU
LOOHJDOO\WKH\RIWHQREMHFWWRZKDWHYHUFRQVHTXHQFHVWKH\UHFHLYH
and feel like they are victims of injustice. They may go through
life accumulating a tally of all the injustices they believe they have
VX൵HUHGKROGLQJRQWRWKHVHJUXGJHVDQGZDQWLQJUHYHQJH
Not only do psychopathic shooters have little or no concern for
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WKHVX൵HULQJWKH\FDXVHRWKHUVWKH\VRPHWLPHVDUHVDGLVWLFDQG
VHHNH[SHULHQFHVLQZKLFKWKH\KDYHWKHSRZHUWRKXUWDQGXOWLPDWHO\ NLOO RWKHUV 7KH\ PD\ DOVR EH KLJKO\ VNLOOHG DW ZKDW
+DUHFDOOV³LPSUHVVLRQPDQDJHPHQW´PHDQLQJWKH\NQRZKRZ
WRPDNHDJRRGLPSUHVVLRQZKHQLWVHUYHVWKHLUSXUSRVH7KLVLV
the ability that makes con artists successful in deceiving people.
Thus, psychopaths often succeed in hiding their violent intentions from the people in their lives.
.DUO 3LHUVRQ H[KLELWHG QXPHURXV SV\FKRSDWKLF WUDLWV LQ WKH
PRQWKVOHDGLQJXSWRKLVDWWDFN /DQJPDQ +HZDVHDVily 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,
DQG3LHUVRQKLPVHOIVWDWHG³,EHFRPHDPRQVWHUZKHQ,¶PPDG´
(Langman, 2016a, p. 3).
+HZDVDOVRQDUFLVVLVWLFDQGGHVFULEHGKLPVHOIDV³DSV\FKRSDWK
ZLWKDVXSHULRULW\FRPSOH[´+HGLGQRWDFFHSWWKHFRQVHTXHQFHV
RIKLVEHKDYLRUDQGZDVVRHQUDJHGE\EHLQJGHPRWHGIURPFDStain on the speech and debate team that he became homicidal.
Psychopathic shooters are so entitled that they become enraged
ZKHQ WKHLU GHVLUHV DUH WKZDUWHG 7KXV GHPRWLRQ DQG UHMHFWLRQ
become motivations for murder.
Psychotic School Shooters
7KHWHUP³SV\FKRWLFVFKRROVKRRWHUV´LQFOXGHVWKRVHZLWKV\PStoms 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
DERXWZKDWZDVUHDORUZRQGHULQJLIWKH\ZHUHUHDOO\KXPDQ
3V\FKRWLFVKRRWHUVVRPHWLPHVH[KLELWRWKHUV\PSWRPVVXFKDV
disorganized thoughts or behavior, inappropriate or constricted
D൵HFWDQGSRYHUW\RIVSHHFK7KH\RIWHQVWUXJJOHVRFLDOO\DQG
though they may have friends, they tend to feel profoundly alienated from those around them. This causes anguish and depresVLRQDVZHOODVHQY\WKDWVRPHWLPHVWXUQVWRKDWUHGRIDOOWKRVH
ZKRDSSHDUWREHVXFFHHGLQJZKHUHWKH\DUHIDLOLQJ7KLVHQY\
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-
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havior (sometimes to the point of incarceration), and absence
of one or both parents, domestic violence, and the physical and
SV\FKRORJLFDO DEXVH RI FKLOGUHQ$ VLJQL¿FDQW QXPEHU RI WUDXPDWL]HGVKRRWHUVDOVRHQGXUHGVH[XDODEXVHHLWKHULQWKHKRPH
RUHOVHZKHUH

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
VX൵HULQJ
)LQDOO\EHFDXVHRIWKHVHYHUHIDPLO\G\VIXQFWLRQWKHFKLOGUHQ
RIWHQH[SHULHQFHIUHTXHQWUHORFDWLRQVDQGFKDQJLQJFDUHJLYHUV
moving from one relative to another and sometimes through multiple foster homes. These relocations often disrupted friendships
DQG VFKRRO SHUIRUPDQFH DQG PDGH LW GL൶FXOW IRU WKH FKLOGUHQ
to achieve any sense of stability. Traumatized school shooters
have been picked on at school more than other shooters, perhaps
EHFDXVHWKH\ZHUHRIWHQ³WKHQHZNLG´7KXVIRUPDQ\RIWKHP
neither home nor school provided a safe haven.
The attacks of traumatized shooters may be driven by anger at
SDUWLFXODUSHRSOHWKH\EHOLHYHKDYHZURQJHGWKHPRUFDQFRQVWLWXWHDJHQHUDOL]HGODVKLQJRXWDJDLQVWWKHZRUOGWKDWKDVFDXVHG
WKHP VR PXFK VX൵HULQJ -H൵UH\ :HLVH D WUDXPDWL]HG VKRRWHU
summed up his life as “16 years of accumulated rage suppressed
E\QRWKLQJPRUHWKDQEULHIJOLPSVHVRIKRSHZKLFKKDYHDOOEXW
IDGHGWREODFN,FDQIHHOWKHXUJHVZLWKLQVOLSSLQJWKURXJKWKH
FUDFNVWKHOHDVK,FDQQRORQJHUKROG´ /DQJPDQS 
By themselves, features of the three psychological types of
shooters (psychopathic, psychotic, and traumatized) should not
EHVHHQDVZDUQLQJVLJQVRIYLROHQFH:KHQLQWKHFRXUVHRID
WKUHDW DVVHVVPHQW VXFK IHDWXUHV DUH GLVFRYHUHG KRZHYHU WKLV
may indicate an increased potential for the student to be capable
of carrying out an attack. It is the combination of these traits
ZLWKWKUHDWVOHDNDJHDQGDWWDFNUHODWHGEHKDYLRUVWKDWHOHYDWHV
WKHGDQJHU7KLVLVSDUWLFXODUO\WUXHZKHQOLIHHYHQWVDGGIXHOWR
WKH¿UH
Conclusion
6FKRROVKRRWLQJVFDQEHSUHYHQWHGE\NQRZLQJZKDWWRORRNIRU
DQGKRZWRFRQGXFWDFRPSUHKHQVLYHWKUHDWDVVHVVPHQW1HNYD-
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sil and Cornell (2015) compared schools that used the Virginia
6WXGHQW7KUHDW$VVHVVPHQW*XLGHOLQHVZLWKVFKRROVWKDWGLGQRW
use the guidelines or used locally developed procedures. Schools
XVLQJ WKH 9LUJLQLD JXLGHOLQHV KDG ORZHU VKRUWWHUP VXVSHQVLRQ
UDWHVKDGORZHUOHYHOVRIVWXGHQWDJJUHVVLYHEHKDYLRUDQGKDG
GLVFLSOLQHWKDWZDVYLHZHGDV³IDLUHU´E\VWXGHQWV7HDFKHUVDOVR
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 cliniFDO VNLOOV QHHGHG LQ WKUHDW DVVHVVPHQW DUH WKRVH DOUHDG\ ZHOO
NQRZQWRDQ\SUDFWLFLQJFOLQLFDOSV\FKRORJLVW:KDWNQRZOHGJH
LVXQLTXHWRDWKUHDWDVVHVVPHQWFRQWH[WLVWKHPRUHWDUJHWHGDWWHQWLRQWRWKHVSHFL¿FVRIVXFFHVVIXOYHUVXVXQVXFFHVVIXOFRSLQJ
ZLWKIUXVWUDWLRQDQJHUDQGUDJHDVZHOODVWKHVSHFL¿FOLIHFLUcumstances 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
7KUHDW$VVHVVPHQW([SORUDWLRQ7RSLFV
What is the nature of others’ concerns about the student’s
potential for violence?
What ideas or intentions of aggression or attack has the
VWXGHQWH[SUHVVHG"
+DVWKHVWXGHQWVKRZQXQXVXDOLQWHUHVWLQSUHYLRXVVFKRRO
shooters, school shooting incidents, mass violence, or
ZHDSRQV"
'RHVWKHVWXGHQWYLHZYLROHQFHDVDQDFFHSWDEOHZD\WR
solve problems?
+DVWKHVWXGHQWGHYHORSHGDQGZULWWHQDQDWWDFNSODQRU
DFTXLUHGHTXLSPHQWRUVXSSOLHVQHFHVVDU\IRUDQDWWDFN"
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, grievances and anger?
Has the student previously attempted to resolve the probOHPZLWKRXWVXFFHVV"
,V WKH VWXGHQW H[SHULHQFLQJ KRSHOHVVQHVV GHVSDLU DQG
desperateness?
,VWKHUHHYLGHQFHRIIDFWRUVZKLFKZRXOGLQFUHDVHRUGHcrease probability of violence?
'RHV WKH VWXGHQW KDYH D WUXVWLQJ UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK D UHVSRQVLEOH DGXOW IURP ZKRP WKH VWXGHQW FDQ REWDLQ VXSport and advice and non-judgmental guidance?
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