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Directions:	
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3. Mark	up	the	text	as	you	read….	

• Highlight	information-	what	are	the	author’s	claims.	
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Florida lawmakers have tightened state gun control laws and President Donald Trump 
said he wants to raise age restrictions on certain firearms in the wake of the mass 
shooting in Parkland, Florida. But the U.S. has historically struggled to pass national gun 
legislation — partially because it lacks the kind of data the country needs for meaningful 
debate, experts say.  “If you don’t know what works, you can claim anything works,” 
said Mark Rosenberg, who directed the National Center for Injury Prevention and 
Control, which in part researched the public health impact of firearms. 

Along with a disagreement over how to define and measure mass shootings, there hasn’t 
been comprehensive national gun data since 1996, when the Dickey Amendment banned 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention from using funds to “advocate or promote 
gun control.” The amendment did not rule out research, but it was seen as an effort by the 
National Rifle Association to curb public health data on gun violence. Experts say the 
law had a chilling effect on how the country measures and tracks gun violence and what 
programs could possibly prevent it, an outcome the amendment’s namesake, Rep. Jay 
Dickey (R-Ark.) later regretted. 

A single national gun database.  The U.S. does not currently collect basic gun 
ownership data, said Dewey Cornell, a forensic clinical psychologist who studies how to 
prevent youth violence and bullying at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. What 
the country needs for guns is “something like we have to register and track motor 
vehicles,” he said via email.  

GQ detailed how difficult it is for police officers to trace guns used in crimes to their 
owners. The magazine profiled the National Tracing Center in Martinsburg, West 
Virginia, which houses cardboard boxes filled with all of the paper records on gun 
ownership that exist. 

Researchers could take gun ownership data and conduct large-scale studies that identify 
and develop best practices to reduce gun violence, Cornell said. The NRA and some gun 
owners have opposed that kind of database because of concern that the government could 
use a database to take firearms away, or take other action against gun owners. But 
without this data, it’s unclear what interventions could actually work to prevent more 
mass shootings, said Arthur Evans, chief executive officer for the American 
Psychological Association. “We’re pulling at straws,” he added. 

More research on guns and mental health.  Basic epidemiological data — such as how 
many people have guns in their homes — may prevent gun violence, a worsening public 
health problem, Evans said.  Often, people pin mass shootings on gunmen with mental 
illnesses, Evans said. It’s not that simple. One out of five Americans have a mental 



illness, and some researchers have challenged making such a strong correlation to mass 
shootings.  

The strongest risk factors for carrying out that kind of attack “are being a young, angry, 
socially isolated man,” Bethany Lilly of the Bazelon Center for Mental Health Law told 
NPR.  But because we don’t have data that says that, Evans said, “people can make those 
statements and not be challenged because data is not where we need it.” 

A way to track all gun-related deaths nationwide.  In 2002, with help from the CDC, 
David Hemenway launched the National Violent Death Reporting System in 16 states. 
The system links records of what happened at around the time of a person’s death, notes 
the relationship between the victim and perpetrator, and uses data to determine why each 
death occurred, said Hemenway, who for decades has studied the way people die. Since 
then, the system has expanded to 41 states, but has not yet spread nationwide due to 
federal funding constraints.  

How guns fit into day-to-day behavior. Each year, the CDC conducts a national 
Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey, asking people if they have smoked 
marijuana, visited the dentist and other questions to get a sense of how much risk they 
encountered in daily life, he said. But in 2004, Hemenway said the CDC cut two 
questions from the core survey that could help researchers gain a better sense of the 
pervasiveness of guns in America: “Is there a gun in your home? How is it stored?” 

This survey, which is considered the gold standard among surveys that ask Americans 
about health risk factors, chronic illnesses and access to and use of preventive services, 
included firearms-related questions in 2001, 2002 and 2004, but no longer asks firearms 
questions, CDC spokesperson Courtney Lenard said. When asked, the CDC gave no 
specific justification for why they stopped asking those questions.  Researchers have 
focused on proxy data instead, Hemenway said, such as how many suicides involve a 
gun. But it would be better to study data about what risk may be associated with having a 
gun at home, he said.   When looking at the dearth of firearms data in the United States, 
Hemenway referred to his statistics professor who liked to say “it’s easy to lie with stats, 
but it’s much easier to lie without statistics.” 
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Follow	Up	Questions:	
1. What	is	the	overall	claim	that	the	author	is	making	in	this	article?	

	
	
	
	

2. What	are	at	least	2	quotes	that	can	be	used	to	support	that	claim?	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


