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Title: New research shows mass killings in the US are contagious 

First Broadcast: 03.07.2015 

Source: ABC’s The World Today 

Minutes: 4:00 

Audio & Script: http://www.abc.net.au/worldtoday/content/2015/s4266946.htm 

Summary: 
A research report from Arizona State University shows gun violence in the United States is 

contagious. Researchers studied data for school shootings and mass killings. 

Interviewee(s)  Professor Sherry Towers, a statistician from Arizona State University 

Related Stories: 

 http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jul/25/mass-shootings-america-waco-

columbine-charleston 

 http://dailyreadlist.com/article/mass-shootings-spread-like-wildfire-theyre-cont-51 
 
 

 
 
KEY WORDS 

Below is a list of words which appear in the report - which ones don't you know or you are unsure what 
they mean? 
 
 

 mass killings (adj)  analyze data (v)  preventative measures (n) 

 occur to me (v)  incite a shooting (v)  deem to be (v) 

 cluster (n)  wear off (v)  arson (n) 

 gather a team (v)  law enforcement (n)  prevalence (n) 

 compile data (v)   extra vigilant (adj)  complexity of the issue (n) 
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DEFINITION MATCH 
 
Can you match the words with their correct definition? Use a dictionary to help you if you aren’t sure. 
  

 
 

affecting a large number of 

individuals, large quantity 
 

application, making something active 

or effective 
 

 bring together into a group, 

assemble 
 

bunch, group of similar things that 

are close together or occur together 
 

cause or motivate someone to act in 

a harmful way 
 

come to mind  

commonness, frequency  
method of accomplishing something, 

actions 
 

 put together, collect, amass  
study closely and carefully, examine  
the crime of setting fire to something  
the state of not being simple, 

something that is hard to understand 
 

 think, consider, judge  

watchful, carefully noticing problems 

or signs of danger 
 

weaken, lessen, fade, disappear  
 

mass killings (adj) 

occur to me (v) 

cluster (n) 

gather a team (v) 

compile data (v)  

analyze data (v) 

incite a shooting (v) 

wear off (v) 

law enforcement (n) 

extra vigilant (adj) 

preventative measures (n)

deem to be (v) 

arson (n) 

prevalence (n) 

complexity of the issue (n)
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FOCUS QUESTIONS 
  
 Why is there a lot of gun violence in the United States? Why does the problem persist? 

 
 What do the researchers who produced the report mean when they say mass killings are 

contagious? How can a mass killing or school shooting be contagious? What role could the media 
play? 
 

 How many mass killings do you think there would have to be to incite another mass killing?  
  

 What do you think can be done to prevent copycat mass killings? 

 

 
In the report, reference is made to the Charleston church shooting which took place a couple of weeks 
before the interview with Professor Sherry Towers 
 

On June 17, 2015 a gunman entered a church in Charleston during a prayer service and 
killed nine people. A suspect was arrested by police the morning after the attack and later 
confessed to committing the shooting in the hope of igniting a race war. He has been 
charged with nine counts of murder and offences under federal hate crime legislation.  

 

 

PRE-LISTENING 

 
What do you think is correct?  
 

 In the US, there are mass killings involving guns at least every ...  

a. 2 weeks         b. 4 weeks           c. 6 weeks 

 

 There is a school shooting at least ...  

a. once a month         b once every 2 months        c. once every 2 months 
  
 
What do you think the following figure from the report refers to? 
  

 Two weeks for both mass killings and school shootings –  
 
 
What do you think was Professor Towers’ conclusion? 
 

A. the contagion is not a result of national media reports. 

B. the contagion is entirely the result of national media reports. 

C. the contagion is caused partly by the national media and other factors. 
 
 
 
LISTENING 
 
Listen to the report and check your answers 
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 
 
 
After listening to the report, try to answer the following questions 
 
1. Professor Towers and her team couldn’t use statistics from a federal repository of data on school 

shootings and mass killings in the US because ... 

 

A. the information is not available to the public. 

B. the information is out of date. 

C. there isn’t one. 

  

2. Her team used a mathematical model that's previously been used to study what?  

Earthquake aftershocks and........................................................................... 

 

3. Their research showed that on average: 

 One school shooting was incited by ....................................................... school shootings. 

 One mass killing was incited by .................................................... mass killings. 

 

4. The research team found the contagion lasts a maximum 2 weeks.  T  /  F 

 

5. At the time Professor Towers was interviewed for this report, ... 

 

A. there had been a mass killing in the US which appears to have been incited by the Charleston 

shootings. 

B. there had not been a mass killing in the US since the Charleston shootings but it appears to 

have incited other kinds of attacks. 

C. there had not been a mass killing in the US since the Charleston shootings 

 

6. Besides national media reports, what factors does Professor Towers say the contagion appears to 

be linked to? ...................................................................................................................................................... 
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CLOZE 
 
Use the words to complete the sentences – you may have to change the form of the word 
 

 mass   analyze measures 
 occur   incite deem  
 cluster  wear off arson 
 gather   enforcement prevalence 
 compile   vigilant complexity  

 

1. After 3 violent criminals escaped from prison, the justice minister said new ....................................................... 

would be introduced into the state’s prison system to make sure a similar event never happened 

again.  

2. After a few hours, the effects of the painkiller ....................................................... and the man’s tooth began to 

ache badly again. 

3. After an unusually large number of burglaries over the last few months, police urged residents of the 

town to be ......................................................., keep their houses secure at all time and to report any 

suspicious behaviour immediately. 

4. After ....................................................... all the evidence available, the police detective decided it would be 

highly unlikely a jury would convict the man accused of the murder so all charges against him were 

dropped.   

5. At a court hearing to determine when the murder trial would begin, police asked the judge for more 

time to ....................................................... evidence against the woman accused of involvement in the killing. 

6. Because there is a fine line between freedom of expression and the use of language to 

....................................................... hatred and violence, the government’s proposed new racial discrimination 

legislation was controversial. Minority ethnic and religious groups welcomed the laws while some 

people argued they were an attack on free speech. 

7. Due to the ....................................................... of students carrying weapons such as knives and handguns, 

many high schools in the United States have metal detectors which students have to pass through 

when they arrive for class. 

8. Health authorities were investigating a ....................................................... of cancer cases among residents 

who lived near the heavily polluted river. 

9. It only ....................................................... to the woman that she had left her handbag and purse at work when 

she had already finished her meal and the waiter brought the bill to her table. She had to quickly 

think about what she was going to do.  

10. Police at the station received reports of a ....................................................... shooting taking place at a nearby 

school. By the time they arrived, the gunmen had killed 5 people including himself.   

11. Police have the right to use force to arrest people suspected of a crime and to handcuff them if they 

....................................................... it necessary.  

12. The 6 fires which had destroyed school buildings in the last month were thought to have been lit by a 

serial ........................................................ 

13. The police chief had ....................................................... together a special group of the state’s best criminal 

detectives to investigate the serial killings. 

14. The role of parents in helping their children deal with the ....................................................... of life is very 

important, especially in their teenage years. 

15. The school’s uniform policy was strictly ....................................................... by teachers. If a student was found 

to be not wearing an appropriate uniform, they would be sent home from school. 
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ANSWERS 
 
 2 weeks         
 once a month         
 Two weeks for both mass killings and 

school shootings - How long does this 
contagion appear to last? 

 the contagion is caused partly by the 
national media and other factors 

1. there isn’t one 
2. gang violence 
3. 4 or 5 / 3 
4. F - up to six to eight weeks 
5. there had not been a mass killing in the US since the 

Charleston shootings but it appears to have incited other 
kinds of attacks 

6. availability of firearms 
 
affecting a large number of individuals, large quantity mass  
application, making something active or effective enforcement 
 bring together into a group, assemble gather  
bunch, group of similar things that are close together or occur together cluster 
cause or motivate someone to act in a harmful way incite  
come to mind occur  
commonness, frequency prevalence 
method of accomplishing something, actions measures 
 put together, collect, amass compile  
study closely and carefully, examine analyze  
the crime of setting fire to something arson 
the state of not being simple, something that is hard to understand complexity  
 think, consider, judge deem  
watchful, carefully noticing problems or signs of danger vigilant 
weaken, lessen, fade, disappear wear off 
 
1. After 3 violent criminals escaped from prison, the justice minister said new measures would be 

introduced into the state’s prison system to make sure a similar event never happened again.  
2. After a few hours, the effects of the painkiller wore off and the man’s tooth began to ache badly again. 
3. After an unusually large number of burglaries over the last few months, police urged residents of the town 

to be vigilant, keep their houses secure at all time and to report any suspicious behaviour immediately. 
4. After analysing all the evidence available, the police detective decided it would be highly unlikely a jury 

would convict the man accused of the murder so all charges against him were dropped.   
5. At a court hearing to determine when the murder trial would begin, police asked the judge for more time 

to compile evidence against the woman accused of involvement in the killing. 
6. Because there is a fine line between freedom of expression and the use of language to incite hatred and 

violence, the government’s proposed new racial discrimination legislation was controversial. Minority 
ethnic and religious groups welcomed the laws while some people argued they were an attack on free 
speech. 

7. Due to the prevalence of students carrying weapons such as knives and handguns, many high schools in 
the United States have metal detectors which students have to pass through when they arrive for class. 

8. Health authorities were investigating a cluster of cancer cases among residents who lived near the 
heavily polluted river. 

9. It only occurred to the woman that she had left her handbag and purse at work when she had already 
finished her meal and the waiter brought the bill to her table. She had to quickly think about what she was 
going to do.  

10. Police at the station received reports of a mass shooting taking place at a nearby school. By the time they 
arrived, the gunmen had killed 5 people including himself.   

11. Police have the right to use force to arrest people suspected of a crime and to handcuff them if they deem 
it necessary.  

12. The 6 fires which had destroyed school buildings in the last month were thought to have been lit by a 
serial arsonist. 

13. The police chief had gathered together a special group of the state’s best criminal detectives to 
investigate the serial killings. 

14. The role of parents in helping their children deal with the complexities of life is very important, especially 
in their teenage years. 

15. The school’s uniform policy was strictly enforced by teachers. If a student was found to be not wearing an 
appropriate uniform, they would be sent home from school. 

 


