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Columbine: Framing youth violence

Failing to report about its contributing factors
nurtures a sense that citizens can do little about violence

By John McManus
and Lori Dorfman

n the week following

Dylan Klebold and Eric
Harris’ bloody rampage
through Columbine HS in
Littleton, Colo., journalists
left few clues unexamined in
their effort to explain the
tragedy.

Were the wise-cracking,
bomb-tossing teens on
drugs? Drunk? Were they
members of a violent subcul-
ture? Unsupervised by par-
ents? Had violent media
images numbed them to the
painful consequences of such
actions? Were the two young
men harassed by more popu-
lar classmates? Had they
suffered abuse as children?
Witnessed personal vio-
lence? Or were they just
evil?

Reporting was broad and
deep. Although the coverage
provoked a great deal of fear,
it also shed considerable
light on the causes and solu-
tions of violent youthful
alienation.

But the fact is that a
child has a greater chance of
being killed by lightning
than in school, less than one
in a million. In fact, youth
are far more vulnerable out-
side of school — hanging out
with friends, in the neigh-
borhood, even at home. Sub-
urban schools are particular-
ly safe. In short, what
happened on a chilly April
day at Columbine High
School was highly atypical of
youth vielence in the United
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This study shows a surprising contrast between routine coverage
of serious local youth violence in three large California newspa-
pers and reporting on a highly aberrational episode more than a
thousand miles away, the Columbine High School shootings of
April 1999. While that single incident was reported with great con-
cern about causes and solutions, the violence most seriously
affecting local readers contained few frames of cause or solution.
Such reporting nurtures a sense that citizens can do little about
violence and that its causes are entirely individual rather than pow-
erfully influenced by environmental factors such as poverty, failing
schools and easy access to drugs and guns. -

States. That unusualness
gave the news shock value.
Made it sell.

But the purpose of ethi-
cal journalism is to help citi-
zens make sense of (and act
on) the most likely and vex-
ing problems they face. With
that standard, we'd expect
that the most frequent kinds
of serious youth violence in a
newspaper’s own circulation
area would get careful atten-
tion. Reporting would dig
into causes and solutions.
Explore “why,” not just
“what.” Look at trends and
remedies that have worked

-or failed elsewhere.

So we compared routine
coverage of youth violence in
three large and generally
respected California news-
papers over a year with their
reporting in the week follow-
ing the Columbine shoot-
ings. Using a “constructed
week” design that equalizes

fat Sunday papers with thin
Monday editions, we ran-
domly sampled every 13th
day of the Los Angeles
Times, San Francisco Chron-
icle and Sacramento Bee. In
a second sample, we ana-
lyzed all seven days follow-
ing the Columbine massacre.
Overall, we examined 3,174
articles.

Of course, we knew few, if
any, local crimes would get
the wall-to-wall coverage of
Columbine. But we wanted
to see whether there was a
qualitative difference in the
reporting.

There was. The same
news organizations that sup-
plied such a sophisticated
examination of why the
Columbine tragedy hap-
pened and what might pre-
vent a similar event, gener-
ally covered serious local
youth violence as no more
complex than A hurting B,

There were some bright
exceptions, but few stories
explored either causes or
solutions of such violence.

Well-documented
research tells us that pover-
ty, inadequate schools, dis-
crimination, lax police
enforcement, easy access to
guns, drugs, aleohol and
other environmental factors
all contribute to violence.
But these factors went large-
ly unreported in routine cov-
erage. Thus, they remain
unconsidered when we, as
citizens, deliberate solutions.
The dearth of reporting on
cause and solutions rein-
forces the myth that violence
is inevitable.

The simplistic represen-
tation of A hurts B implies,
by default, that A is a bad
person whom we should lock
up (at greater annual
expense than sending him or
her to college). As Walter
Lippmann pointed out long
ago, people act not on reality,
but on “the pictures in their
heads,” Those pictures
appear to have affected pub-
lic policy. Forty-four states
and the District of Columbia
have enacted stiffer sentenc-
ing for youthful offenders
over the past decade. During
the same period violent
youth crime actually fell, but
coverage of crime increased,
particularly in broadcast
news.

In reporting local youth
violence, we don't need the
volume of reporting
Columbine attracted, but we
do need its explanatory qual-
ity. B
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