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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to my sister—a special education teacher, wife, mother and grandmother—who took her own life with a firearm on October 31, 2022. It also is written in honor of my alma mater, Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, which suffered the worst school shooting in Florida’s history on February 14, 2018. Lastly, the countless victims of gun violence in schools—those who are no longer with us, as well as the family members and friends who still suffer every day from the wake of its rippling effect—this book is dedicated to you.

My hope is that this book will help bring us together in order to help save lives.

Children and educators deserve to feel safe in schools without the threat of gun violence.

Table of Contents

Dedication

Special Thank You

Foreword

Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School

Parkland Strong

Chapter 1: The Four Deaths

Chapter 2: Good Trouble

Chapter 3: Bookmarks in Life

Chapter 4: Superhero Parents Emerge From Gun Violence

Chapter 5: Everyone in the Community Has a Role

Chapter 6: Understanding School Gun Violence

Chapter 7: 30 Years of School Shooting Trends

Chapter 8: Roots and Myths Behind Motivations

Chapter 9: Overlooked Warning Signs

Chapter 10: Most Vulnerable Locations

Chapter 11: Mass vs. Conventional School Shootings

Chapter 12: How to Prevent the Next School Shooting

Chapter 13: To Ban or Not to Ban AR-15s

Chapter 14: Alyssa’s Law

Chapter 15: Stand for the Silent

Chapter 16: Apps That Can Help Save Children’s Lives

Chapter 17: A Positive Note

About the Author

Connect With Me

Other Titles by Luis D. Aponte

Book Discussion Guide

Notes

Chapter Sample of Author's Next Book

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Special Thank You


[image: ]


The documentation featured within this book and within The Ultimate U.S. School Shooting Reference Guide, Volumes 1-3 would not have been possible without the endless support and encouragement of my loving wife, Eileen; the tireless diligence of thousands of journalists and authors; the resourcefulness of dozens of research librarians across the country fulfilling my information requests; and the brilliant teams behind Newspapers.com, NewsBank, Gun Violence Archive, Everytown for Gun Safety, the Naval Postgraduate School Center for Homeland Defense and Security, GunMemorial.org, the National School Safety Center, Citizens Crime Commission of New York City, Ballotpedia, Eric Laurine of the School Shooting Database, several law enforcement agencies, coroner’s offices, public court documents, the U.S. House of Representatives Subcommittee on Early Childhood, Youth and Families; as well as the Founding Fathers of the United States, who believed, “Our liberty depends on the freedom of the press, and that cannot be limited without being lost.” ~ Thomas Jefferson, 1786 

Special thanks to Emily Taffel-Cohen of Mugsy PR for your expert book launching advice; Research Librarian Michelle Quigley, who created data heat maps of my results; my talented book cover designer, David Provolo; infographic designer, Harrison Schell; editors, John DeChancie and Andy Beth Miller; and beta readers Maryam Nawaz and Melanie Green. You are all worth your weight in gold!

Finally, heartfelt thanks to Lori Alhadeff and Kirk Smalley for generously sharing your stories with me and for your tireless, selfless work in saving lives every day. Your dedication is truly inspirational. As a token of my gratitude, fifty percent of all profits from this book and The Ultimate U.S. School Shooting Reference Guide, Volumes 1-3 will be donated to your nonprofit organizations, Make Our Schools Safe and Stand for the Silent.

Your collective efforts and expertise help made a positive impact in this world. Thank you!
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Bethany Pitchford, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Business Communications,

Department of Business Administration and Entrepreneurship, 

Sam Houston State University

My silences had not protected me. Your silence will not protect you.

- Audre Lorde

“Listen,” my sister says as soon as I answer the phone.

“Yes?” I respond. 

“I need you to stay calm. Our family is safe. But you should know that there’s a mass shooting happening in Odessa right now.” 

August 31st, 2019, changed everyone’s lives whether we were directly affected by the violence or not. 

Nobody expects to have a conversation like this because gun violence is elsewhere. It can’t happen here, to me, to my people. 

But the thing is, gun violence doesn’t discriminate and could happen to anyone. 

Essentially, A Safe Place is Luis Aponte’s call to action for every American to stand up and take non-partisan, holistic steps to end this epidemic before they lose someone they love. Grounded in seven years of credible research, data gathering, and analysis, Aponte provides a detailed overview of helpful steps to take such as safe gun storage, consistent metal detector use, increased numbers of school security guards and counselors, and anti-bullying/emotional management campaigns. Parents can also play a role by monitoring their child’s media and phone use and helping kids understand how to deal with emotional situations in healthy ways. And every community member can help by speaking up if they see something that looks off. Sometimes all it takes to turn things around and prevent more violence is letting people who are struggling know that someone cares about them, it’s okay to talk about mental illness, and help is available. Silence doesn’t save lives. 

I first met Luis via a mutual friend, Dr. Shera Jackson, when I was a doctoral student in Media and Communication at Texas Tech University. My research focuses on how journalists frame mental illness when reporting on mass shootings. Previous research shows most people with mental illness are not violent, and negative news frames increase stigma, which can prevent people from getting the help they need. My goal is to work with journalists to better understand why these negative news frames continue to occur so that maybe, over time, the number of negative frames and stigma can decrease to help people receive vital treatment.

When Shera heard about my dissertation study, she told me about Luis and his research. She also showed me the portraits he paints of the victims, and then I reached out to connect with him. Knowing someone with similar research interests has been vital to continuing my own work. 

In A Safe Place, Luis doesn’t just discuss the fact that gun violence is an American epidemic. He provides concrete steps everyone can take to help solve this problem. He reminds readers that “We do not have time to be bothered with the petty differences of politics, race, religion, and social status. Now is the time to recognize fact from fiction. Our survival literally depends on it.”

And if we’re all going to survive, now is the time to stand up, speak up, and keep fighting for our lives. We deserve to live. 

Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School
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Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida on March 2, 2018 – approximately two weeks after the worst mass school shooting in Florida’s history on February 14, 2018. 

Photo by Luis D. Aponte.
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Parkland Strong
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One of many banners posted by students and communities from across the United States on the outer fence border of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in 2018 in Parkland, Florida. This banner features the 17 victims who lost their lives during the Parkland mass shooting. 

Photo by Luis D. Aponte.
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Chapter 1: The Four Deaths
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Operator: “9-1-1, what is your emergency?”
Caller: “Hi, my daughter just texted me from school...She says there’s an active shooter!”


Imagine the visceral panic a parent feels when their child is in mortal danger. Adrenaline surges through their veins, causing their heartbeat to accelerate and their breaths to shorten. Fear grips their chest as every worst-case scenario races through their mind. Primal instincts to act swiftly and fiercely overwhelm all other senses. Every cell in their body is intensely focused on protecting the life of their precious loved one. Too many communities believe a school shooting could never happen to them...until it does.

No fear or pain on Earth is greater for a parent than that of losing their child. I recently read that the Ancient Egyptians believed we die twice: first, when we take our final breath; and second, when our name is spoken for the last time. In my own family, at least four relatives have endured the unimaginable loss of their own children—one to a car accident, one to a heart arrhythmia, and two to gun violence.

Based on the long, aching grief that followed, I’ve come to believe that parents who mourn the loss of a child suffer not two, but four deaths. The first comes vicariously, with the death of their child. The second strikes emotionally, as they lay their beloved to rest. The third arrives physically when they themselves pass away. And the forth is metaphysical when both the parent and child are forgotten by history, echoing the belief of the Ancient Egyptians. To break this tragic cycle, we must remember their stories and the lessons they teach. These lessons should first be embraced by educators and parents, then openly discussed within their communities, and ultimately reflected in school policies. Through the research in this book and The Ultimate U.S. School Shooting Reference Guide, Volumes 1-3, my goal is to help prevent such heartbreak for as many families as possible. Above all, these lessons must never be forgotten, ensuring that this painful history is never repeated.

In an effort to prevent future tragedies and honor the memories of those affected, this book and The Ultimate U.S. School Shooting Reference Guide, Volumes 1-3 include the names of both victims and perpetrators. This decision is made with the utmost respect for the lives lost and the profound impact on their families and communities. By including these names, it is my aim to educate readers about the human toll of these tragic events, inspire meaningful change, and support future researchers in expanding upon this work. It is through remembering and acknowledging these individuals that we can truly understand the gravity of the issue and work together toward a safer future for all.

This exclusive circle of hell is understood in every culture in the world. Thousands of young victims are among the casualties of those bombed by foreign military forces in countries like Ukraine, Israel, Palestine, Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq. South American refugees´ children have drowned or starved to death while trying to escape war and persecution in Venezuela, Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Mexico. Finally, thousands of instruments of death exist here in the United States, and they also claim the lives of many children. These instruments include human trafficking, distracted driving, drug abuse, suicide, gang violence, and of course, gun violence. If society keeps experiencing the same failures, it is because we have failed to learn from the mistakes of our history. I believe we’re missing a crucial book in stores and libraries–one that provides practical solutions that communities and schools can implement themselves. Everyone is so frustrated with “the waiting” and the “thoughts and prayers.” My hope? This book, guided by experts, fills that void for you and your community.

I can imagine no greater agony or rage than having to bury one’s own child. Although I have no children of my own, I recently experienced the loss of my sister on my father’s side of my family–a school teacher who committed suicide with a firearm on October 31, 2022. My family is still struggling with the pain and unanswered questions each day. As the eldest sibling on my mother’s side, who had to pitch in to help care for the younger members of my family, I still remember gently swaying my infant brother in a wooden rocking chair while feeding him a bottle and then happily watching him sleep peacefully as his protective big brother. Today, my brother is a former U.S. Marine with children of his own who are now in college. I would protect each of my siblings with my own life. Each memory, from the first moment a parent holds their newborn baby in the palm of their hands and gasps in awe and adoration, to the last “I love you” exchanged before their child walks out the front door to a life of their own, can become like heavy boulders crushing a parent’s heart if that child should ever die. I know this emotional, psychological, and spiritual weight can break even the most hardened soldier and crush the very core of being.

It is often difficult to identify a single powerful moment in our youth that may have dramatically influenced our forged path into adulthood. My personal moment was the day the threat of gun violence immediately canceled the dreams I had once imagined for my life and forced me to make a decision to leave high school one year early. On that fateful day, I was oblivious to the other students around me as I walked through the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School’s main courtyard in Parkland, enjoying the warmth of the South Florida sun. It was the fall of my junior year, and I was feeling a little taller because I had finally stood up to a bully in my Oceanography class just the day before. That very morning, a Korean friend of mine ran toward me just as the morning school bell rang, indicating we needed to be in class. He declared,

“David, you need to leave school now!” I went by my middle name back then because kids used to make fun of my traditional Hispanic first name, Luis.
“Why?” I asked.
“(That guy) is looking for you, and he has a gun,” my friend warned. 

Perhaps embarrassing a convicted drug dealer in front of his gang member friends had not been one of my best life decisions. My illusion then was that too many people got shot because they didn’t know when to walk away or when to shut up. That day, I decided, was not going to be one of those days. I was not about to test my tournament martial arts skills against a convicted drug dealer who was looking for me with a gun. Walk away, David. Don’t ever come back was what my common sense demanded.

I often think about that day in 1993 when I left high school a year early. It seemed necessary then to avoid being shot and possibly even killed. Most teens look forward to every rite of passage—prom, graduation, a girlfriend, and maybe a baseball scholarship—so my recently divorced mother, who was on welfare with four children, wouldn’t have to worry about helping to pay for my college aspirations. All these, however, were suddenly only wishful dreams. Still, I also knew that if I had stayed in school, I might not be alive right now. I never imagined then that three decades later, I would be writing a book inspired by the worst school shooting in Florida’s history that took place at my old high school. To this day, I still don’t understand why a convicted drug dealer with a known gang affiliation was allowed to attend a conventional high school and why I was the one who was forced to complete my education from home because he decided to bring a gun to school. Thankfully, I didn’t give him the chance to use it on me. 

When the news broke of the mass shooting on February 14, 2018 at my alma mater, Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, in Parkland, Florida, I felt paralyzed, angry, and emotionally shredded for all the kids and families who had been affected so horribly and needlessly. In my mind, I had to find a way to bypass the common questions that never get fully answered about any school shooting: “How could this happen here?” “Why was this person allowed to have a gun?” and “How can our politicians sit and do nothing to stop this plague that is spreading in our country?”

I was haunted daily by the images and stories of the Parkland shooting that were appearing in the media. My wife tried to console me as I shook with anger and tears, desperately trying not to destroy the inanimate objects within my reach. Families were screaming for their deceased children once again, and this time it had happened at my own former high school. With predictable precision, politicians started squabbling with each other, blaming the failures of mental health, law enforcement, the school system, violent movies, and video games for the terrorist attack on my old high school. Make no mistake, however, the Parkland mass shooting was a terrorist attack, just like the Covenant Christian School mass shooting in Nashville, Tennessee on March 23, 2023; the Colorado Springs LGBTQ nightclub mass shooting on November 19, 2022; the Robb Elementary School shooting on May 24, 2022; the First Baptist Church mass shooting in Sutherland Springs, Texas, on November 5, 2017; the Las Vegas music festival mass shooting on October 1, 2017; the Orlando Pulse nightclub mass shooting on June 12, 2016; the Sandy Hook Elementary School mass shooting on December 14, 2012; and so many others. However, none of these shootings were being treated as an act of terror should be.

On March 24, 2018, I participated in the peaceful March for Our Lives protest in West Palm Beach, Florida held to honor and support the 17 victims and 17 others injured in the Parkland mass shooting. The march began on Southern Boulevard and ended at the Intracoastal Waterway, just before the bridge at South Flagler Drive that leads directly to Palm Beach—home to the Mar-a-Lago Club and at least 58 billionaires on Forbes' list of the world’s wealthiest people.​1 Strangely, Palm Beach County Sheriff officers warned us that crossing the bridge would leave us beyond their protection. Simultaneously, over 800 marches took place across the U.S. and worldwide, including in London, Paris, Copenhagen, Madrid, Tokyo, Brisbane, and Rome.​2 Reports poured in as approximately 800,000 protesters gathered in Washington, D.C., while 3,000 marched in West Palm Beach. Being part of the peaceful March for Our Lives event was a privilege and a pivotal part of the American experience. I was deeply impressed by the drive, motivation, and power of this younger generation. This was a historic moment that motivated me to use the power of the written word to support their cause.

After the New York terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, our government deployed thousands of U.S soldiers, including my younger brother, who served in the U.S. Marine Corps infantry, into a multi-trillion-dollar war for 20 years in Iraq and Afghanistan. After the Parkland mass shooting, however, the politicians simply regurgitated the same cold, emotionless speeches, sort of like pull-string plastic dolls that had only two messages: “...thoughts and prayers” and “This is not a time to talk about gun control.” A few politicians and talk show hosts launched vicious conspiracy theory campaigns by claiming the mass shootings were “staged.” Imagine the disproportionate political response if the school shooter were brown-skinned, Muslim, gay, transgender, or an undocumented immigrant. We can no longer stand by quietly and do nothing. This is not acceptable in my United States of America. It is our turn to take action and take that action now.

Gun violence in our schools is a crisis that demands our immediate and unwavering attention. The truth is that we have all failed in some measure to prevent this tragedy. I am at fault for not taking action or becoming actively involved until a mass shooting occurred in my old hometown. Perhaps the greatest injustice is remaining silent about the suffering and inequality faced by our neighbors, simply because we believe it doesn't affect us—until it does. Relying on others to solve the problem is not enough. I am guilty of this and hope to address it with the earnest, nonpartisan intention of my research. The echoes of gunfire in school hallways and parking lots are a chilling reminder of our collective failure to protect our children. The media plays an indirect role, as publicizing shootings can lead to copycat incidents, with marginalized individuals seeking notoriety through evil, cruel, and cowardly actions. Nonetheless, when a shooting occurs, society demands to know who, what, when, where, why, and how it happened. It is a Catch-22 paradox.

Schools are at fault because they do not consistently use metal detectors; often lack armed security in parking lots; are vulnerable to multiple entry points; and may have lenient policies that do not enforce any punishments for violations and crimes that are committed on campus as potential warning signs before a shooting. After many of the school shooting incidents in the past three decades, a school spokesperson has often released sterilized public statements that suggest that theirs was just “an isolated event”—as if that comment alone is supposed to
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