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Introduction 

In the last decades, we have seen an alarming increase in armed violence in the 

educational environment, most visibly school shootings. A lot of them have been 

motivated or at least inspired by earlier school shootings. With the school killings in 

Jokela, Finland in 2007, “school shootings” have become a very real threat in European 

countries. Shortly after that incident, a teacher found a similar threat to a Norwegian 

school on YouTube, which later turned out to be a practical joke by a pupil who had not 

understood the possible consequences. While this was only a joke, the awareness that this 

can happen in Norway is one less barrier to a similar terror in one of our schools, and 

may put mental strain such as anxiety on teachers and pupils. In this paper the term 

“school shooting” has been used for acts done by the school‟s own pupils. It excludes 

external perpetrators, as they require quite different and less health-related measures. 

Also, I have only found male shooters. Therefore, where the research is differentiating 

males and females, I have only concerned myself with the male part. 

 

The World Health Organization defines health as “… a state of complete physical, mental 

and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”
1
 From their 

suicide notes and classmates‟ observations we can assume that most school shooters have 

had bad social well-being over a long time, while some of them also suffered from mental 

diseases. Due to the social modelling effects of school shootings, a significant danger is 

that school children learn to solve their issues through aggressive behaviour.  

 

What does the research tell us? 

Physical Violence and School Shootings 

I have not found any research showing a clear connection between physical violence and 

school shootings. In the most famous cases of school shootings, it is not well 

known whether the shooters had any history of physical abuse. In fact, if there is any 

relationship, it seems to be inversely proportional. According to the HBSC study of 

Inequalities in young people’s health
2
 the USA, which has the most reported incidents of 

school shootings, along with Finland and Israel, the European countries that have had 

shooting incidents the last year, have the lowest levels of physical violence among 15-

year-olds
3
. Meanwhile, Greenland is on the very bottom of this chart. A recent survey of 

youth on the east coast indicated that 20% of those between 15 and 17 had attempted 

suicide
4
. Does this argue for a catharsis approach? At first glance, it does. If people do 

not get rid of their frustration by fighting with their peers, they may suddenly vent their 

steam after getting hold of a gun. If this is a linear relationship, the safest Eurpean 

countries (school shooting-wise) are French-speaking Belgium, Slovakia and Turkey. If 

the countries in the middle (away from both extremes) are safest, Croatia, Italy and 

Canada have the most promising figures.  

 

                                                 
1 http://www.who.int/about/definition/en/print.html, last visited 1 July 2008. 
2 Chapter 2, Section 4. Downloaded 2 July 2008 from www.euro.who.int/Document/E91416_Ch2_4.pdf. 
3 Ibid. p. 156. 
4 http://www.aftenposten.no/nyheter/uriks/article2483934.ece, last visited 1 July 2008. 

http://www.who.int/about/definition/en/print.html
http://www.euro.who.int/Document/E91416_Ch2_4.pdf
http://www.aftenposten.no/nyheter/uriks/article2483934.ece
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However, it would be wise to see the physical violence in school settings in relation to 

other kinds of crime, such as bank/person robberies and spouse/child abuse. Also, there 

may be great geological differences in violence. In the USA, most school shootings have 

happened in the southeastern states and in California
5
. These states may have even higher 

rates of physical violence among their pupils, whereas the many other states 

counterbalance this statistically. In order to get a more nuanced picture of the relationship 

between physical violence and school shootings it is necessary with a more thorough 

study which takes into account the large variation within a country, as well as dependent 

variables of physical violence other than school shootings.  

 

Thus it can be argued that the level of physical violence in schools does not show any 

correlation with school shootings. The variables must be categorized and tested 

differently before such a correlation is to be found. Also, while physical violence looks 

like the closest “neighbour” to school shootings, it does not reveal other kinds of 

violently related behaviours, such as carrying a knife. 

 

Bullying and Suicide 

As a considerable number of school shooters commit suicide, it would be natural to look 

at the suicide rate among young men. It is worth to note that there are far more suicides 

than school shootings, and that the relationship between these two may in fact be spurious 

or simply non-existent. I will not do any statistical analysis, as this requires a thorough 

examination of the best available data. However, suicide and school shooting prevention 

may be so similar that both programmes can be implemented in one project. In the Nordic 

countries, Finland is clearly the country with the highest suicide rate. The 40+ deaths per 

100.000 people is worrying, taking into consideration that Finland is a welfare state 

which, compared to many other countries, has a very good health care services. Norway, 

also a welfare state, has had a steady rate of 12 suicides per 100.000 people in the period 

1994-2004, with a slightly declining trend of male suicides. Why are Norway and Finland 

so different from each other?  

 

To put Finland in a perspective, Lithuania has the highest occurrence of suicides among 

the Nordic and Baltic states; 77,2 per 100.000.
6
 This is especially interesting, because 

they have not had any reports of school shootings. However, there are other kinds of 

violence. Among European 11-, 13- and 15-year-olds, Lithuania has the highest or second 

highest reported number of bullying victims. Greenland scores as number 4 in all the 

included age groups.
7
 This may in part explain the high suicide rate. Even without a 

statistical analysis of all the countries involved, it appears that suicide and bullying are 

positively correlated. Taking into consideration the high likelihood that a school shooter 

commits suicide, bullying may be one of the underlying motivations behind killing other 

pupils. 

 

                                                 
5 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School_shooting#Notable_shootings, last visited 2 July 2008. 
6 Unless otherwise specified, all suicide data are taken 30 June 2008 from:  

http://www.med.uio.no/ipsy/ssff/statistikk/pdf/Gjertsenstatistiskeoppgaverselvmordmai07.pdf  
7 Chapter 2, Section 4. Downloaded 2 July 2008 from www.euro.who.int/Document/E91416_Ch2_4.pdf P. 

160 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School_shooting#Notable_shootings
http://www.med.uio.no/ipsy/ssff/statistikk/pdf/Gjertsenstatistiskeoppgaverselvmordmai07.pdf
http://www.euro.who.int/Document/E91416_Ch2_4.pdf
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What characterizes the perpetrator? 

In order to find out how to prevent pupils from turning into school shooters, it will be 

helpful to consider some characteristics of previous school shooters. Many school 

shootings are copycatted or inspired, so the chances of finding consistent similarities are 

higher. These characterizations may also tell us why these incidents happen. This way, we 

can pinpoint the underlying problem, rather than the symptoms. I have found similarities 

in three main areas: 

 

- Suicide 

- Socially secluded 

- Media 

 

A typical school shooting often ends with suicide, after the perpetrator has injured other 

humans. This happens either before or after the police arrives. In the latter case, we can 

assume that the perpetrator prefers to be caught dead rather than alive. This is motivated 

either by fear of police or fear of having to stand for their actions in a court. In the first 

case, however, the suicide may be provoked by the school shooter‟s realization of what 

he has done. A school shooter often sets an aim to kill as many as possible. Therefore, a 

school shooter who commits suicide before he is cornered by the police (i.e. before 

having killed “everybody”) most likely has a personal motivation to kill himself. No 

matter what motivation, a school shooter is most times prepared to commit suicide, as 

indicated by the fact that many of them leave an ideological explanation or suicide note.  

 

This tells us two important things. First, that the suicide was planned, or at least that 

death was anticipated. Thus, the school shooter has suicidal intentions already when 

planning the crime. The reason behind the suicide
8
 is hard to establish, but a school 

shooting (in its current form) is not likely unless the perpetrator has an anticipation and 

will of suicide. He may want to avoid meeting the judicial system, the parents of the 

victims, their own family and society at large, or simply to become “martyrs” in a cause 

they believe in. This brings us to the second point, namely their cause. Although they say 

they believe in their cause, they also know that what they are doing is wrong, or at least 

considered so by their society. Therefore, many school shooters feel a need to justify their 

actions in the suicide note. In these notes, they express hate towards segments of society, 

and justify the killing by dehumanizing their objects of hate (much the same way as in 

genocide). Their argumentation is inspired by misanthropic ideologies, and their 

justification could easily have been refuted had they engaged open-mindedly in a 

conversation about their ideas.  

 

The problem right here, however, is that they are socially isolated. Their lack of a social 

network over a long period of time makes them feel like an outcast of society as a whole 

(even though they have a caring family). Their lack of social identity pushes them 

towards an identity that is inimical to the society they know. Since school is the social 

institution they know the best, this can easily become the personification of their misery.  

 

                                                 
8 Is suicide an avoidance reaction, or a way of reaching the status of a hero? 
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As mentioned in the previous paragraph, potential school shooters (PSSs) have less 

opportunity to discuss their warped ideas critically with “normal” others. Even if they 

did, they would feel personally insulted by the refutation of their ideas, which in turn 

would further alienate them from their classmates. Their ideas are not vented except for 

on extremist websites and forums, YouTube and personal contact with other PSSs. Could 

they have had a benefit from engaging in philosophical discussions around general topics 

like utilitarianism
9
 vs egalitarianism or other ethical topics (such as what we have in Oslo 

called “Filosofikafé”)?  

 

Recent trends (Pekka-Erik Auvinen, Seung-Hui Cho) have shown that PSSs advertise 

their plans in advance, sometimes several weeks ahead. While they do not necessarily tell 

their classmates about it, their YouTube and MySpace postings leave little doubt as of 

their intentions. Not all YouTube video threats are real, though, such as the Kjenn school 

video. A few days after the Jokela tragedy, a Norwegian 15-year-old uploaded a movie 

depicting six of the teachers of his school, accompanied by music of sorrow and the 

sound of shootings. The video was accidentally spotted by one of the school‟s teachers 

during the weekend, and Monday morning armed police stood prepared when the pupils 

came to school
10

. Fortunately, this video was only a joke. However, it shows clearly the 

copycat effects that occur on the internet. PSSs are inspired by the great media coverage 

that school shootings get, and they eye an opportunity finally to be heard by the society 

and by other people. Furthermore, the Kjenn school incident demonstrates a kind of 

social modelling like the one Bandura uncovered; people “automatically” copy 

behavioural patterns they see in others, and even more so when they identify themselves 

with their model. Having in mind that much of this modelling takes place on the Internet, 

these incidents may suggest that some sort of organized internet surveillance (using 

computer software to search for these kinds of videos) would be helpful in preventing 

school shootings. This is but a suggestion. The point of emphasis is that the newest 

school shootings have been well thought of in advance, which suggests that they are 

trying to reach a community of like-minded people so that their voice can be heard and 

their ideas applauded. 

 

Proposed actions 

Based on the Ottawa Charter, there are two main courses of action that are suitable for 

school shooting prevention. One aims at strengthening the community‟s role in detection 

and preventive work. The other aims at individuals in the risk zone of becoming school 

shooters. Both these courses of action will affect a much broader population than 

prospective school shooters, and thus may contribute significantly to better mental health 

and social well-being.  

 

Strengthening community action 

According to the Ottawa Charter, Strengthening community action is a way of mobilizing 

people in central positions in the community to work for public health. The most 

                                                 
9 It is ok for a minority to suffer in order for the majority to prosper. 
10 http://www.nettavisen.no/innenriks/article1535663.ece, last visited 29 June 2008. 

http://www.nettavisen.no/innenriks/article1535663.ece
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important human resource in this respect is the teacher. It is necessary to develop 

teachers‟ ability to detect anti-social attitudes, such as those expressed by Pekka-Erik 

Auvinen in his manifesto
11

. Teachers already have experience with many kinds of 

“difficult” children, and therefore are in a position which makes it easier for them to 

develop their antennae.  

 

Teachers are crucial because they meet the potential school shooter on a daily basis. Even 

in cases where the shooter has been socially cut-off, he has had to come to school in order 

to hate it. Furthermore, teachers have a broader contact with their pupils compared to 

other classmates, i.e. they pay much less attention to social status. They (ideally) notice 

all their pupils, and if heavily misanthropic ideas are expressed in the pupils‟ essays, the 

teacher will notice. School council representatives (in Norway: elevrådsrepresentanter) 

could arguably play a role as individuals. However, these representatives are often 

elected because they are, to a certain extent, popular among other pupils. This places 

them and the PSS in mutually exclusive circles, so their chances of detecting anomalies in 

the PSS‟ behaviour are smaller. Therefore, the teacher‟s position as supervisor is quite 

unchallengeable
12

.  

 

As many school shooters socially insulate themselves, it is questionable whether youth 

leaders also should be trained in detection of anti-social attitudes. While they may have 

more influence on youth, their mandate is weaker than a school-teacher‟s. A youth may 

easily stop going to a particular club, whereas dropping out of school would lead to 

reactions from the school and the municipality through the Child Care Department 

(Norwegian: Barnevernet). However, they (youth leaders) are in a better position than the 

teachers to organize social activities. Such activities are an important preventive measure, 

and benefit a lot of students. The Finnish Nuorisuomi system is in this respect a model to 

look up to. The fact that it is free of charge, as well as there being no achievement-

orientation (i.e. more value is placed on the social part of playing sports together), can 

enhance both the physical and the mental health of anybody involved.  

 

Developing personal skills 

The Ottawa Charter also points out that children should “learn … to prepare themselves 

for all of [life‟s] stages, and to cope with chronic illness and injuries”
13

. The school and 

home play an important role in this respect. Developing such personal skills will in the 

long run reduce psychological tension, and thus remove some of the reasons school 

shooters give for their actions.  

 

Clearly, school shooters have moments when they feel out of control of their 

surroundings. The more desperate they are, the more they will feel that radical acts are 

the most effective solution to their problems. Their reasoning often makes shooting 

appear as an easier solution as well, compared to for instance talking things out with the 

ones they dislike. This is because with a weapon, people will fear them and do exactly as 

                                                 
11 http://retecool.com/uploads/mirrordir/Sturmgeist89.htm, last visited 26 June 2008. 
12 Perhaps the only one who can challenge the teacher is the PSS‟ closest friend(s). Therefore, training of 

pupils should also be considered. 
13 Wikipedia: Ottawa Charter. Last visited 25 June 2008. 

http://retecool.com/uploads/mirrordir/Sturmgeist89.htm
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they say without opposing. By helping children develop their social skills in such a way 

that they feel successful in social settings (parties, classes, the canteen, library etc) they 

will be prepared to tackle their life without the urge to resort to violence. The Ottawa 

Charter also mentions coping skills. Although this is in relation to chronic illnesses, the 

general coping skills are transferable to any difficult situation. Youth who are unable to 

cope with feeling cut off will be more prone to seek a solution in violence. Therefore, 

developing their personal coping and social skills is thought to counteract the personality 

change from „social outcast‟ to „school shooter‟.  

 

There is, however, a downside to any obvious and specific counter-school shooting 

measure. If preventive measures get too much attention, they may actually make school 

shootings appear as a probable threat, and create an unnecessary anxiety or even phobias. 

Therefore, whatever the preventive measure, it must be presented with tact and be 

perceived as a general improvement while retaining its specific objective(s). This can be 

achieved by not mentioning the words “school shooting” and simultaneously addressing 

the underlying problems rather than their various manifestations.  

 

What I feel is missing here, is teaching how to console friends. Of course, this is 

something that many people learn through experience. However, teaching people to take 

care of others (and not only themselves) also has the benefit of planting empathy in them. 

First, it will make them take better care of each other in general. Second, it will give them 

a safety net if they feel down or cut-off. While developing community resources is 

beneficial, it is equally important to reach the grass-root level. The PSS‟s friends have a 

different perspective than the teachers, and may thus get important information about an 

imminent attack while the teacher is completely unaware of it. For instance, the PSS may 

continue to be good pupil in class, silent and anonymous but doing what he is told, 

whereas he may buy horrendous amounts of ammunition and illegally posses guns. The 

friends may not know how to interpret this or how to act when they become suspicious. 

In the case of Auvinen and Cho, their friends had noticed a peculiar shift in their 

behaviour. Some of this variance could be accounted for as big life changes, such as 

change in maturity or moving out from your parents. A teacher having hundreds of pupils 

and gets new ones every year will have more difficulty spotting abnormal individual 

personality changes than the pupils, if we disregard the teacher‟s experience. If 

Auvinen‟s and Cho‟s friends had been properly trained (such as in how to react when 

they see something peculiar), the shooters could have got the help they needed. 

Therefore, it is important to consider personal development as part of the social network 

that a class is, rather than only focusing on individualized personal development.  

 

Conclusion 

Both pupils and teachers are valuable resources in the prevention programme, and each 

group has its strengths. Pupils can be taught "advanced" social skills, e.g. ways of 

detecting and consoling a classmate with depression, while teachers should be trained in 

spotting social deviation and in motivational conversation skills. Many school shootings 

are triggered by the same life situations that lead to suicide. Therefore it may be 

beneficial for both target groups that they be treated pre-emptively under one programme. 
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Due to the sensitive nature of personal crises that accompany school shootings (and 

suicide), care must be taken so that the thoughts provoked by the prevention do not 

inspire any of these actions or spread anxiety among non-PSS. Therefore, the prevention 

should aim at improving social well-being rather than direct approaches, e.g. "School 

Shooting is Bad" campaigns. It seems as if improving the school environment alone can 

significantly reduce the threat of a school shooting incident. While its effects on school 

shootings cannot be known, it may reduce violence in general, and furthermore improve 

the mental health of broader masses of pupils, and as such is worth a try. 
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