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On February 14th, 2018, 19-year-old Nikolas Cruz entered Building 12 on 

the campus of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, FL.1 

He scoped the halls of his former school, opened a small black rifle case, 

and unloaded an AR-15 assault rifle on five classrooms of students and 

staff, killing 14 students and three teachers while also injuring numerous 

others.2 Cruz made his way to the stairwell where he ascended to the 

third floor and discarded his weapon and ammunition.3 He followed the 

stream of students fleeing the school and left campus on foot to soon be 

arrested by police.4 

Since the Parkland shooting, public uproar concerning access to firearms 

in the United States has filled the media; leading the movement are the 

students of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High. The students organized a 

nationwide walkout on Wednesday, March 14th, encouraging high school 

students across the country to leave schools for 17 minutes to respect 

the victims of the Florida shooting.5 As an extension of the walkouts, on 

March 24th, hundreds of thousands of people converged on Washington, 

D.C. to make their voices heard concerning the gun violence and school 

safety debate.6 Joining the cause were over 800 sibling events in various 

cities and towns around the United States.7 The marches were a 

statement from the people saying that they will not sit back and allow 

America’s children, teachers, and schools to be terrorized any longer. 



The recent shooting 

in Florida has caused 

emotional ties with 

past school attacks to 

resurface, further 

fueling support for 

school safety reform 

and gun control. 

Incidences such as 

the shooting at 

Columbine High 

School, Sandy Hook 

Elementary, and 

Virginia Tech have 

caused the United 

States to reflect on 

the resounding impact of these attacks and ask the question, what is 

their government doing to put an end to this problem? 

While the matter of regulating gun accessibility in America is a prevalent 

proposition in the school shooting debate, this brief does not address 

gun control measures in the United States. Rather, this advisory 

expresses a need for government-funded research in the realm of gun 

violence and school firearm attacks. A lack of federal funding for gun 

violence research has resulted in inconsistency in current findings in this 

field, leaving teachers and administration at an impasse regarding what 

to do in the face of the frequency of mass school shootings. 

 

The school shooting contagion 

Ending school shootings in the United States is a public priority, 

demonstrated by the amount of community support for the cause. 

American fear surrounding the school shooting issue is growing. And the 

longer the topic stays in the public eye, the longer it stays in the minds of 

Americans. The March For Our Lives event which spanned the nation and 

included millions of United States citizens is a representation of the call 

to action currently echoing throughout American society. The public 

response to firearm incidents in schools alone is enough of a message to 

depict the urgency of the issue. 

March For Our Lives in Washington, D.C. 
Photo found at http://abcnews.go.com/US/march-lives-
organizers-pulled-off-revolution-washington-
analysis/story?id=53993159 



Beyond the public cry for help, the need for a solution to the school 

shooting epidemic is imperative due to the contagious component of 

such massive terrorist attacks. A 2015 study conducted by Arizona State 

University (ASU) and Northeastern Illinois University (NEIU) found that 

mass killings and school shootings are more likely to occur in the few 

weeks following a previous attack of similar caliber.8 The study 

concluded that school shootings are contagious for up to 13 days after 

the media reports on an attack.9 News reports on previous school 

shootings are said to spark the idea of such an event in the minds of 

those who are looking to do harm.10 As long as school firearm attacks 

continue in this pattern of contagion, violent school attacks will remain 

an urgent problem to be resolved in the United States.  

 

Current proposals for school safety 

In response to recurring school shootings and the public call for school 

safety, proposals for school shooting prevention have been circulating in 

the media. Common suggestions include implementing stricter gun laws 

to strengthen background checks on those buying firearms, limiting the 

individuals eligible to buy firearms, and outlawing assault-style rifles. 

Another prominent suggestion involves reducing the depiction of 

violence in the media.  

While there are numerous actions that can be taken by those not 

affiliated with the educational system, America’s schools have begun to 

take action by brainstorming and introducing new policies to aid in the 

safety of students and staff. The public has also proposed solutions that 

can be implemented by schools to take the matter of student safety into 

their own hands. Through this process, two distinct approaches have 

been produced – one called “hardening” schools and the other 

“softening” schools – each with their own potential advantages and 

drawbacks. 

“Hardening” schools refers to a disciplinary method of safety which 

includes expanding school security, stationing police officers in schools, 

and arming teachers. Although these measures may seem practical, there 

is little observed evidence to support their effectiveness in decreasing 

the probability of school shootings. Attempts at increased security 

through means of surveillance cameras and state-of-emergency policies 



are difficult to evaluate. In the cases of Columbine (1999) and Sandy 

Hook (2012), cameras and lock-down procedures were unable to save 

the lives taken by malicious shooters.11 As reported by the United States 

Department of Education in 2016, 92.4 percent of the country’s public 

schools had written procedures for active shooting situations.12 Since 

2016, American schools have seen numerous fatal firearm attacks, 

begging the question of whether or not these policies are protecting 

schools. 

Likewise, the effect of school-assigned police, or school resource officers 

(SROs), on the prevalence of school shootings is largely inconclusive. 

SROs are a relatively new concept, with their introduction in schools 

dating back a couple decades.13 Through the process of increasing school 

security, including the establishment of school resource officers, violence 

in schools has generally deteriorated; however, it is difficult to commend 

this decline to security efforts.14 Instead, the decrease in school violence 

could have resulted from the overall decay in violence across the United 

States.15 As of 2016, 42 percent of public schools had school resource 

officers, a percentage amounting to 35,112 of America’s schools.16 

Despite such a large amount of schools with SROs, according to a June 

2013 Congressional Research Service report, there had not been any 

studies to date with enough logical vigor to determine the effect of school 

resource officers.17  

One of the most controversial proposals for school safety has been the 

strategy of arming teachers and school staff, a suggestion supported by 

President Trump. Arming school staff involves training, providing 

weapons, and giving teachers the responsibility to take action in an 

emergency situation.18 The potential advantages of this approach are 

somewhat self-explanatory: more authoritative figures with weapons, 

less violence in schools. The whole concept is surrounded by the hope 

that teachers will have the ability to stop an active shooter before anyone 

gets harmed. On the other hand, many have voiced their opinions on 

downfalls of arming school staff. The possibility of accidental firearm 

discharges, lack of responsibility on the part of staff, and factoring more 

weapons into the situation cannot be ignored. Arming teachers has the 

potential to alter the perception of American schools from places of 

education to warzones. 



An alternative to hardening schools is “softening” them by adding more 

counselors and facets for students to turn to in times of emotional 

hardship. There is a noteworthy relationship between school shootings 

and bullying.19 A study by the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. 

Secret Service published in 2004, found that out of 37 school shooting 

incidents involving 41 attackers, 71 percent of offenders were victims of 

bullying.20 The report also found that 78 percent of shooters had a past 

of suicidal attempts or ideations.21 The goal of integrating mental health 

measures, such as 

counselors, into school 

environments is to provide 

students with mental and 

emotional support. As 

violent acts and school 

shootings are often 

accompanied by suicidal 

feelings and intense bullying, 

increasing the number of 

counselors in schools to help 

students cope with strife 

could prevent violent 

outbursts altogether.22  

The drawback of battling school shootings with counseling arises when 

teachers, administration, and other staff are responsible for identifying 

and recommending concerning students for counseling.23 Although 

guidance may be available, students in need of help will not always be 

willing to schedule appointments or visit counselors by choice. 

Therefore, it becomes the jobs of teachers and staff to pay attention to 

students who are presenting questionable actions and body language. In 

this stage of authoritative discretion, decisions can become clouded. 

Teachers and staff will have to make judgement calls which could bear 

the weight of a school shooting. 

With the climate of the school shooting issue increasing in the media, 

now more than ever, schools are prepared to take action to ensure safety 

for their students. Many potential avenues for safety are circulating in 

the media, however, it is impossible for schools to implement the proper 

precautions to counter school violence without direction supported by 

irrefutable evidence and methodical research.  
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Inconsistencies in existing research 

Today’s research surrounding school shootings is vastly inconsistent 

among the various sites and databases currently conducting gun violence 

studies. After cross-referencing four different sources of firearm 

research, it is clear that gun violence data is highly variable and 

inconclusive, providing schools with little guidance on what to do in the 

face of gun violence in educational settings.  

As documented on EveryTown.org – a site which advocates for gun 

safety – as of February 15th of this year, there had been 306 school 

shootings in the United States since 2013.24 This equates to an average of 

about one gun violence event in an American school per week. The 

number of shootings recorded by EveryTown.org is traced back to the 

school shooting definition used by the organization. EveryTown 

describes a school shooting as any time a firearm is discharged on or 

directed toward a school campus as documented by the press, law 

enforcement, or school officials.25 Based on this definition, EveryTown’s 

data on school shootings includes accidental discharges, occurrences 

that do not involve school members, and gunfire that occurs outside of 

school hours.  

The Gun Violence Archive (GVA) is another public database designed to 

keep record of acts of firearm violence in America. According to the GVA, 

there have been 239 school shootings since 2012.26 Compared to 

EveryTown.org, the Gun Violence Archive documented 67 fewer school 

shootings despite the fact that the GVA’s data set spanned a larger range 

of time (from 2013 to 2018 when referenced with EveryTown.org’s data 

set ranging from 2014 to 2018). This disparity in research arises from 

methods of data collection and differences in the characterization of 

school shootings. The Gun Violence Archive takes EveryTown’s school 

shooting definition a step further by indicating a time window for the 

incidents. The data collected by GVA includes only gunfire occurring 

during school hours or extracurricular activities.27  

TIME narrows the school shooting count even more by further 

restricting the definition of a school shooting. The framing of TIME’s 

classification adds a condition of victim-offender identification and 

removes college campuses from the data set. As interpreted under this 

definition, there have been 63 school shootings since 2013.28 The major 

difference between TIME’s definition and those of EveryTown.org and 



GVA is the component of premeditation. TIME analyzed the data of both 

EveryTown and the Gun Violence Archive, determining which incidences 

were intentional attacks on other individuals. Beyond the aspect of 

intent, TIME’s criterion for a school shooting is as follows: (1) the 

incident must include at least one victim suffering injury or death, (2) 

either the offender or one victim was a student or teacher, and (3) the 

attack occurred on school property.29 Along with these stipulations, 

TIME limited the count of injuries to those directly resulting from 

gunfire, and not from any additional chaos that may have ensued.30 

In the Contagion in Mass Killings and School Shootings study conducted 

by Arizona State University and Northeastern Illinois University 

previously referenced in this brief, yet another varying set of gun 

violence data was analyzed. This report drew from incidents that 

occurred between 1997 and 2013, counting attacks during school hours, 

of malicious intent, and occurring on school property – including buses.31 

Through this scope, 188 school shootings were examined for the study in 

the 17-year span.32 This equates to about one attack every two months. 

There were 306 school shootings from 2013 to 2018 as published by 

EveryTown.org, 239 shootings from 2012 to 2018 as recorded by the 

Gun Violence Archive, 63 shootings from 2013 to 2018 as recognized by 

TIME, and 188 shootings from 1997 to 2013 as documented by Arizona 

State University and Northeastern Illinois University, four different 

statistics spanning three different periods of time. The research 

surrounding gun violence in America’s schools is inconsistent based on 
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the framing decisions of the organizations publishing data. These 

discrepancies in findings could be due to various reasons such as 

political agendas, funding disparities, and availability of information. No 

matter the cause, the schools of America are in need of consistent, 

unbiased research to tackle the gun violence epidemic spanning the 

nation. 

 

A lack of federal research 

The most recent federally-funded school violence research dates back 

eight years to 2010 when the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) surveyed the amount of school-associated violent deaths in public 

schools from 1992 to 2010.33 This research pertains to school violence, 

however, it does not indicate guns as a weapon of choice for such attacks. 

There is a definitive reason for this avoidance; the federal government 

no longer allows for gun violence research to be studied by the CDC. 

In 1996, Congress passed a piece of legislation known as the Dickey 

Amendment.34 The amendment was a provision to the 1996 omnibus 

spending bill which stated that “none of the funds made available for 

injury prevention and control at the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention may be used to advocate or promote gun control.”35 Although 

gun violence research was not specifically outlawed, the spending bill 

was accompanied by a $2.6 million CDC budget cut.36 The U.S. 

government was sending the CDC a message; the budget cut happened to 

match the amount spent on firearm research in the previous year.37 

Since the introduction of the Dickey Amendment, CDC funding for gun 

research has plummeted by 96 percent and now utilizes only $100,000 

of the organization’s $5.6 billion budget.38 

The Dickey Amendment was established in response to a 1993 New 

England Journal of Medicine (NEJM) study, which concluded that keeping 

a gun in the home independently increased homicide risk.39 This report 

drew from data collected by the CDC.40 The 1993 NEJM article received 

considerable media attention, causing the National Rifle Association 

(NRA) to take action. The NRA saw this study as a threat to their 

membership and power. Therefore, the association moved to eliminate 

the center responsible for the research reference in the NEJM article, the 

Center for Injury Prevention.41 Although the NRA did not succeed in 



disbanding the Center for Injury Prevention, it did hold the power to 

push legislation that almost fully devastated firearm research in the 

United States federal government. 

 

The NRA’s political influence 

For decades, the NRA has been utilizing its financial resources and 

lobbying capabilities to influence American politicians. As recorded by 

the Center for Responsive Politics, the National Rifle Association has 

contributed over $4.23 million in donations to all current members of 

Congress between 1998 and 2017.42 Factoring in those who have left 

office but served on Congress some time in the past 20 years, that 

number rises to more than $13 million.43 This is a large political 

investment, however, congressional donations are not the primary area 

of political spending by the NRA.  

The main form of political financing entertained by the NRA is labeled as 

“outside spending” with the most money going toward “independent 

expenditures.”44 These involve ventures that are funded by interest 

groups but are not coordinated with candidates, such as campaign ads. 

This form of spending amounted to much more than direct donations 

with $144.3 million spent on outside spending by the NRA between 1998 

to 2017.45  

Furthermore, the NRA 

reported spending a 

total of $45.9 million on 

federal lobbying in the 

same time period.46 

Adding all of this up, the 

NRA has dedicated a 

cumulation of $203.2 

million to political 

activities, including the 

dismantling of gun 

violence research 

efforts.47 

 

45.9

144.3

13

BREAKDOWN OF POLITICAL 
SPENDING BY THE NRA; 1998 - 2017

Lobbying Expenses

Independent Campaign
Expenditures

Contributions to
Candidates

(in millions of dollars)



Action at the federal level 

With the current miscellaneous state of school shooting research and the 

schools of America in shambles over how to protect their students, it is 

time for the government to take action. The lives of innocent children 

and dedicated school staff are at risk every day that U.S. politicians 

decide not to do their part in ensuring the security of American schools. 

The time is now for America’s congressman, presidential candidates, and 

local politicians to say no to the NRA and do what is best for the people 

of the United States. 

As supported by numerous reports published by various organizations, 

America is in need of a federally funded database of comprehensive 

firearm violence information.48 Funding must be reinstated to the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in the effort of restoring gun 

research. Such a government endeavor is necessary in concluding 

nonbiased, consistent data.  

Government-funded research has the potential to identify the causes of 

school firearm attacks and the prevention procedures that will attain 

safety and security in schools across the nation. Not one more tear must 

be shed, not one more life must be taken. You, the politicians of the 

United States, have the power to end the school shooting epidemic, so do 

something about it. 
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