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he headline re a d s , “ S chool Ya rd Assassins Gun
Down 13 in Littleton, Colorado.” And everyone
asks, “What turns kids into killers?” This is a com-

pelling question. But it is the wrong question.
Who are these kids? A “14-year-old shooter” in Paducah.

Two “middle-school youth” in Jonesboro. An “expelled stu-
dent” in Springfield. An “honor student” in Fayetteville. A
“sophomore” in Pearl. These kids all have one thing in com-
mon. They are all boys.

Why are they never referred to as boys? Instead, the
media use euphemisms—“student,” “youth,” “killer.” Per-
haps it is too painful for us as a society to acknowledge that
we have allowed so many of our sons to grow up killing and
maiming under our watch. But much as we may hate to
admit it, the truth is undeniable. Girls and women seldom
kill and maim. Boys and men do. They commit 95% of all
violent criminal acts in the United States.

S chool shootings get headlines. Yet the truth is that
s chool shootings account for less than 1% of all homicides
among sch o o l - age ch i l d re n .2 E a ch day, 24 ch i l d ren and
young adults aged 5 to 24 ye a rs are mu rd e re d, and 85% of
them are boys or young men.3 A c c o rding to the Office of
Ju venile Justice and Delinquency Preve n t i o n , b oy s
account for 94% of all known juvenile killers .4 In a re c e n t
1 0 - year peri o d, the number of ch i l d ren known to have
committed mu rder has increased 211% among boys and
34% among gi rl s .4

The common denominator in teen homicides is boys
killing boys with guns.5 More than half again as many boys
as girls in the United States have access to guns.6 One in 10
high school boys carries guns to school—compared with

only about 1 in 70 girls.7 Among college students national-
ly, more than 1 of 10 men carries a gun or other weapon,
nearly three times the number of women who do8; 6% of
college men have a working firearm at school, four times
the number of college women.9 Among 15- to 19-year-olds,
nearly 90% of homicides are firearm related and nearly 4
out of 5 victims are boys.3,10

As a society, we talk about stricter gun-control laws. We
talk about banning assault weapons. But if the problem is
simply guns, why is it that girls so seldom carry them? And
why do more boys than girls have access to guns?

The truth is, we never ask these questions. We take it for
granted that boys, not girls, use guns. As long as we take
this fact for granted, we will never stop to ask, “Why boys?”

Officially, we tell boys not to fight. And for good reason.
Fighting precedes most teenage homicides and is often a
necessary, if not a sufficient, cause.11 Yet on television, boys
are 60% more likely than girls to be shown using vio-
lence—and to be showing that violence is an effective
means for male characters to meet their objectives without
consequences.12 Three out of 4 Americans believe that a boy
should have a few fist fights while he is growing up.13 Not
surprisingly, half of all boys in high school get into a fight
each year,7 and nearly 1 in 7 college men in California has
been in a physical fight in a recent year.14

The suicide mission at Columbine High School in Little-
ton was carried out by boys who were in pain. But in Amer-
ica, we do not teach boys how to talk about their pain.
Instead, we teach them to manage their feelings through
anger and aggression. It is acceptable for young men to feel
angry; it is not acceptable for them to feel sad.

When boys do need help, research shows that we actual-
ly discourage them from getting it.15 It is no wonder, then,
that when they are depressed, boys and young men are more
likely than girls and young women to withdraw from their
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friends and families.16,17 Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the
two Columbine High School assassins, were withdrawn. It
was a warning sign that went unnoticed.

We ask ourselves why we fail to see the warning signs.
But it is warning signs in boys, specifically, that we do not
see. From the day they are born, adults perceive boys as
being stronger and less vulnerable than girls.15,18 When a boy
shows signs of sadness, we interpret them, instead, as signs
of anger.15,17,18 The fact is that boys and young men are emo-
tionally fragile. They account for 6 of 7 suicides among
children and young adults.3 However, it is difficult for us to
see weakness and vulnerability in our boys.

What,then, is the answer? There is no simple answer. But
one thing is clear: We can no longer afford to overlook the
violence of young men and boys.19 Perhaps we can start by
recognizing that boys are not naturally violent and aggres-
sive. Although male hormones may be associated with vio-
lence, boys are also taught to be violent, and causation goes
in both directions:the violence and aggression boys learn to
demonstrate elevates their testosterone levels.20

We need to acknowledge, as a society, that we are giving
boys conflicting messages and that these conflicting mes-
sages are leaving boys confused, angry, and scared.17 We
also need to rethink how we teach boys to be boys. Fortu-
nately, there are strategies21 and new research that can help
us to do this. Research indicating, for example, that vio-
lence is often used to prove or defend one’s manliness15,22

and that beliefs about masculinity can predict whether a
man or boy is prone to get angry.23

Most important, any answer to the question of violence
must begin with a question about gender. Only then will we
begin to understand why it is that boys kill.

NOTE

For further information, please address communications to Will
H. Courtenay, PhD, LCSW, Men’s Health Consulting, 2811 Col-
lege Avenue, Suite 1, Berkeley, CA 94705-2167; e-mail: courte-
nay@menshealth.org

REFERENCES

1. Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics. Washington,DC:
US Government Printing Office; 1994. Department of Justice pub-
lication no. NCJ-148211. 

2. Kachur SP, Stennies GM, Powell KE, et al. School-associ-
ated violent deaths in the United States, 1992 to 1994. JAMA.
1996;275(22):1729–1733.

3. Department of Health and Human Services. Report of final
mortality statistics, 1994. Mon Vit Stat Rep. 1996;45(3, Supple-
ment). 

4. Poe-Yamagata E. Known Juvenile Homicide Offenders By
Sex, 1980–1995. Washington, DC: Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention; 1997.

5. Courtenay WH. Behavioral factors associated with disease,
injury, and death among men: Evidence and implications for pre-
vention. Journal of Men’s Studies. In press.

6. American School Health Association. The National Adoles -
cent Student Health Survey: A Report on the Health of America’s
Youth. Oakland, CA: Third Party Publishing; 1989.

7. Centers for Disease Control. Youth Risk Behavior Surveil-

lance—United States, 1997. MMWR. 1998;47(SS-3):1–87.
8. Presley CA,Meilman PW, Cashin JR. Weapon carrying and

substance abuse among college students. J Am Coll Health.
1997;46(1):3–8.

9. Miller M,Hemenway D, Wechsler H. Guns at college. J Am
Coll Health. 1999;48:7–12.

10. Centers for Disease Control. Homicides among 15–19-
ye a r-old-males—United Stat e s , 1 9 6 3 – 1 9 9 1 . MMWR. 1 9 9 4 ; 4 3
(40):725–727.

11. Healthy People 2000: National Health Promotion and Dis -
ease Prevention Objectives. Washington, DC: US Dept of Health
and Human Services; 1991. Public Health Service publication no.
PHS 91-50212.

12. Heintz-Knowles K. The Reflection on The Screen: Televi -
sion’s Image of Children. Washington, DC: Children Now; 1995.

13. Gelles RJ, Straus MA. Intimate Violence. New York:Simon
& Schuster; 1988.

14. Patrick K, Covin JR, Fulop M, Calfas K, Lovato C. Health
risk behav i o rs among Califo rnia college students. J Am Coll
Health. 1997;45:265–272.

15. Courtenay WH. Engendering health:A social construction-
ist examination of men’s health beliefs and behaviors. Psychology
of Men and Masculinity. In press.

16. Courtenay WH. College men’s health: An overview and a
call to action. J Am Coll Health. 1998;46(6):279–290.

17. Pollack W. Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons From the Myths
of Boyhood. New York: Random House; 1998.

18. Golombok S, Fivush R. Gender Development. Cambridge,
MA: Cambridge University Press; 1994.

19. Keeling RP. Modest reassurance in a season of sadness:
Guns in college [editorial]. J Am Coll Health. 1999;48:3–6.

20. Cohen D, Nisbett RE, Bowdle BF, Schwarz N. Insult,
aggression, and the southern culture of honor: An “experimental
ethnography.” J Pers Soc Psychol. 1996;70(5):945–960. 

21. Courtenay WH. Social work, counseling, and psychothera-
peutic interventions with men and boys:A bibliography. Men and
Masculinities. In press.

22. Nisbett RE, Cohen D. Culture of Honor: The Psychology of
Violence in The South. Boulder, CO: Westview; 1996.

23. Eisler RM. The relationship between masculine gender role
stress and men’s health risk: The validation of a construct. In:Lev-
ant RF, Pollack WS, eds. A New Psychology of Men. New York,
NY: Basic; 1995:207–225.

142 JOURNAL OF AMERICAN COLLEGE HEALTH

COLLEGE HEALTH


