
U
ntil recently, teenage violence
was widely considered a de-
plorable and tragic phenomenon
of inner cities. Experts linked
childhood ag-

gression to certain
demographic or so-
cioeconomic factors
such as class, race,
and gender. But a
new study indicates
that demographics
and socioeconomics
are much weaker pre-
dictors of future ag-
gression than two
other factors. Physical
punishment by par-
ents, and inhibited
temperament (a per-
sonality trait often
confused with shy-
ness, but character-
ized by a measurable
physiological re-
sponse to novel situa-
tions), are in fact the
strongest predictors
of aggression in teens.

This longitudinal
study, led by Bigelow
professor of educa-
tion Kurt Fischer and
funded by the Na-
tional Institute of
Child Health and
Human Develop-

ment, tracked 440 children (aged be-
tween 7 and 13 at the start of the study)
for eight years to trace the antecedents of
teenage aggression, which researchers

defined as ranging from hostile behavior
to physical violence. The representative
sample from Springfield, Massachusetts,
included approximately equal numbers
of white, African-American, and Latino
boys and girls at all socioeconomic levels.
Each year, researchers assessed inhibited
temperament and aggression, along with
other behaviors, using at-home inter-

views as well as stan-
dardized question-
naires and tests.

The study’s finding
that a child with abu-
sive parents is more
likely to act aggressively
seems logical enough.
What was unexpected
was the study’s evi-
dence of the decisive
role of inhibited tem-
perament—often asso-
ciated with withdrawn
or disengaged chil-
dren—as an antecedent
of aggression. That this
previously underesti-
mated factor could pre-
dict future aggression
more powerfully than
race, ethnicity, class, or
gender was remarkable
even to experts. “This is
one of the most exciting
findings,” says Fischer.
Indeed, only one demo-
graphic factor—age—
predicted aggression
well: as certain kids get
older, they also get more
violent.

Inhibited tempera-
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ment is a personality
trait identifiable in
infants who are
placed in novel situa-
tions. Inhibited ba-
bies “tend to tense
up; to become awk-
ward; to fret,” Fischer
explains. They may
react more violently
than uninhibited ba-
bies (for example, by crying and kicking)
to unpleasant noises or new faces.

Inhibited temperament has been stud-
ied extensively by Starch research pro-
fessor of psychology Jerome Kagan. “It
has been showing up in research for
decades,” Fischer says. Parents and
teachers frequently—and often incor-
rectly—label such behavior as “shyness.”
Shyness, however, is a broad, vague term:
“Everybody shows shy behavior some-
times,” Fischer says. Unlike shyness, in-
hibited temperament has measurable
and acute physiological e≠ects. “When
we measure [these infants’] heart rates
and brain functions [during new situa-
tions], they show a high emotional reac-
tivity,” Fischer explains. “They don’t just
withdraw.”

The Springfield researchers assessed
inhibited temperament in one-and-a-
half- to two-hour-long separate inter-
views with child and mother. Partici-
pants also completed standardized
questionnaires, such as the Achenbach
Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL). Ad-
ministered separately to mother and
child, the CBCL poses more than 100
straightforward questions such as, “How
many close friends does your child have?”
and “Does your child like to try new
things?” Children were also encouraged
to tell stories or draw pictures. “We
might ask how a child encounters new
kids,” says Fischer. “Is he or she slow to
play with them?”

Similar methods were used to measure
parental punishment and childhood ag-
gression. Mothers took the Straus Con-
flict Tactics Scale, a set of questions con-
cerning discipline methods, for example:
“[Have you] hit with a fist or kicked
hard?” and “[Have you] grabbed around
the neck and choked?” “People are sur-

Behind the Rampages

T
heir names—and their respective tragedies—are now a part
of the American lexicon: Littleton, Colorado; Paducah,
Kentucky; Jonesboro,Arkansas.The school shootings of the late
1990s came to represent everything bad about youth and

American culture.The urban youth-violence epidemic of the 1980s
had reached the suburban and rural heartland—no place was safe
anymore. But, despite intense news coverage and consoling words
from politicians, the shootings provoked little research.

Now two new studies, launched after the worst of the shootings,
attempt to shed light on them—and, more important, to extract

lessons for the nation and its educators. The studies, conducted by the National Re-
search Council (NRC) and the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), formed the foun-
dation for the first National Conference on Lethal School Violence, held in May at the
Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study. The CDC’s report studied 220 school-related
shootings from 1994 to 1999 that resulted in 253 deaths; the NRC study—its lead au-
thor is Mark H. Moore, Guggenheim professor of criminal justice policy and manage-
ment at the Kennedy School of Government—focused on 35 multiple-victim inci-
dents, mostly in rural and suburban school systems.

The researchers compared the suburban school-shooting sprees of the 1990s to an
earlier wave of urban school violence that began in the 1980s.“While the inner-city
epidemic of violence was fueled by well-understood causes—poverty, racial segrega-
tion, and the dynamics of the illicit drug trade—the violence in the suburban and rural
schools more closely resembles ‘rampage’ shootings that occur in places other than
schools, such as workplaces,” explains the NRC report.“In the inner-city cases,” the
report continues,“the shooting incidents involved specific grievances between individ-
uals that were well known in the school community. In contrast, the suburban and
rural shooting incidents did not involve specific grievances.These shooters felt ag-
grieved, but their grievances were a more general and abstract sense of feeling at-
tacked, rather than a specific threat by an individual.

Both studies agreed that steps could be taken to reduce the risk of a school-related
shooting.The NRC researchers explain that since “rampage” shootings are so rare (af-
fecting only 35 of the nation’s 116,910 elementary and secondary schools in the last
decade), preventative interventions must also serve more immediate purposes.

Although some youths’ relatively easy access to guns exacerbated the problem,
merely addressing America’s culture of violence would not end school shootings, the
researchers said. Instead, the overarching element in the shootings was a “disconnect”
between students and their parents, teachers, or administrators.

In many of the cases studied, fellow students knew about the shooter’s plans and, in
some cases, even knew the shooter had a gun with him before the attack began.“None
of these students just snapped at the end of a bad day,” explained William Modzelski, di-
rector of the U.S. Department of Education’s Safe and Drug-Free Schools Program.
Each shooter, instead, showed signs of his plans—even, in some cases, pleading for help.
But knowledge of the impending tragedy never made it to the adults in the community.

“These warnings are locally transmitted,” explained Katherine Newman,Wiener pro-
fessor of urban studies at the Kennedy School and dean of social science at the Radcliffe
Institute, who oversaw two of the NRC case studies. Newman said that educators must
build bridges and relationships with students to ensure that young people feel safe talking
to adults. Adolescents and adults, she said,“live in very different worlds.” �Garrett Graff

conference website address: www.radcliffe.edu/conferences/schoolviolence/
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Three girls 
are evacuated
during the 
1999 Columbine
shootings.
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prisingly honest in this questionnaire,”
says Fischer. In interviews about disci-
pline, children “reported a wide range of
aggressive acts by their parents. There
was good correspondence between
parental and child reports.”

The researchers also queried children
about their own violent behavior. For ex-
ample, the CBCL asks how often a child
teases, threatens, or physically attacks
other people. Additionally, interviewers
asked, “Have you been in any fights re-

cently? Have you been beaten up?” Moth-
ers answered similar questions about
their children.

The study’s findings support a con-
nection between inhibited temperament
and the teenage perpetrators of high-
profile school attacks. The young gun-
men at Columbine High School were
known as isolated and alienated youths.
“They were picked on a lot. They were
uncool,” says Fischer. He urges schools
to step in when students appear with-

drawn and “encourage them to connect
to the community, to establish friend-
ships.” Despite its appearance in infancy,
inhibited temperament is not im-
mutable. “An awful lot goes on in early
adolescence, and kids can make major
changes,” Fischer says. “Don’t give up on
a kid just because he’s nine and already
aggressive.”                 �catherine dupree

kurt fischer e-mail address:

kurt_fischer@harvard.edu
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Global Sushi

J
ust 12 years ago, an astounded
world looked on as McDonald’s
served its first Big Mac in Moscow.
Today, munching McNuggets in Bo-
livia or sipping Diet Coke in

Mozambique is a quotidian activity.
Within a decade, large corporations have
infiltrated the world’s far-flung nooks
and crannies. Global trade networks now
extend even to provincial industries like
bluefin tuna fishing. In fact, it’s quite
likely that the raw tuna nibbled in posh
Tokyo sushi restaurants was reeled in
barely 48 hours before by the calloused
hands of a third-generation New England
fisherman.

In several published articles and a
forthcoming book, tentatively titled Global
Sushi, professor of anthropology Theodore
C. Bestor explains how the burgeoning

worldwide trade
in bluefin tuna has
transformed
fishing communi-
ties from Glouces-
ter, Massachu-
setts, to coastal
Croatia. Fueled al-
most exclusively
by Japanese de-
mand for the rose-
colored meat that
is usually served
raw as nigiri-zushi
and sashimi, the
bluefin market is a

new and curious phenom-
enon for some communi-
ties.

Beginning in the 1970s,
international fishing laws,
coupled with e≠orts by
environmental groups,
prohibited Japan from
trawling foreign waters in
their own boats. To satisfy
its voracious appetite for
high-quality bluefin tuna,
Japan had to import. In
some regions, such as the
waters o≠ Barbate, Spain,
Japanese companies con-
tinue to finance the trap-
ping and supervision of
bluefin. After six months of fattening-up
in football field-sized pens, these tuna are
auctioned at Tsukiji—Tokyo’s legendary
fish market, the world’s largest. Other
suppliers, like the Gloucester fishermen,
were part of old, provincial communities
long dependent on local markets for their
livelihoods.

Of all the suppliers in this new global
chain, the New England fishermen’s par-
ticipation may be the most unexpected.
For years, commercial fishers shunned
the bluefin, leaving it for the hooks of the
weekend sportsmen. “There was always
plenty of bluefin in New England,” says
Bestor, “but it was considered a trash
commodity”—until Japanese business-
men started o≠ering local fishermen

$30,000 for a single tuna and then flying
it out via 747 for auction in Tokyo. Very
quickly, “something worthless was trans-
formed into something of significant mar-
ket value,” Bestor explains. Economically
hard-hit fishing communities welcomed
these lucrative opportunities with enthu-
siasm. By the 1990s, Gloucester fishermen
had become essential players in the
worldwide bluefin market.

Today, a Massachusetts fisherman is
often intimately involved in both catch-
ing and auctioning his product. When a

Above: A bluefin tuna, this one worth
$10,000. This catch was made not by 
commercial fishermen, but by amateurs on a
charter in Newburyport, Massachusetts. 
Bottom left: A fishing boat in the harbor 
of Gloucester, Massachusetts.

P h o t o g r a p h s  c o u r t e s y  o f  T h e o d o r e  B e s t o r

 Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For copyright and reprint information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at www.harvardmagazine.com


