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UNDERSTANDING
DAVE CULLEN’S
APPROACH IN
COLUMBINE

When discussing one of
the  most  devastating
school  tragedies  in
American  history,
readers  often  turn  to
Dave  Cullen’s  seminal
work ,  Columbine .
Published in 2009, this
b o o k  i s  w i d e l y
r e g a r d e d  a s  t h e
definitive  account  of
the  1999  Columbine
High  School  shooting.
F o r  s t u d e n t s ,
researchers ,  and
g e n e r a l  r e a d e r s

seeking  clarity  on  the
events,  columbine
chapter  summaries
provide  an  invaluable
roadmap  through  the
complex  narrative,
debunking  myths  and
presenting  a  factual
reconstruction of  what
truly happened on April
20,  1999,  and  in  the
years leading up to and
following the tragedy.
C u l l e n ’ s  b o o k  i s
structured  in  four
primary  parts,  each
containing  multiple
chapters.  Rather  than
presenting the story in
strict  chronological
order,  Cullen  weaves
together  timelines,
character  studies,  and
investigative  reporting
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to  create  a  holistic
understanding.  For
anyone  studying  this
subject,  columbine
chapter  summaries
help  illuminate  how
Cullen  dismantles  the
many  misconceptions
that  surrounded  the
event,  particularly  the
myth  that  Eric  Harris
and  Dylan  Klebold
w e r e  o u t c a s t s
targeting  specific
groups  like  jocks  and
athletes.  Through
meticulous  research,
Cullen  reveals  a  far
more  nuanced  and
disturbing  reality.

PART ONE: THE
BACKSTORY OF
THE
PERPETRATORS

Early

Chapters:
Childhood
and
Formativ
e Years
The  opening  chapters
of Columbine focus on
the  childhoods  and
family  l ives  of  Eric
H a r r i s  a n d  D y l a n
K l e b o l d .  C u l l e n
explores  their  early
development,  family
dynamics,  and  the
environments  that
shaped  them.  These
e a r l y  c o l u m b i n e
chapter  summaries
reveal  that  both  boys
came  from  middle-
class, seemingly stable
families.  Dylan  lived
with both parents in a
comfortable  home,
while  Eric’s  family
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moved  frequently  due
to his father’s military
career  before  settling
in Littleton, Colorado.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  revelations  in
these chapters is  how
different  the  two  boys
were  in  personality.
Eric was a charismatic
b u t  d e e p l y
m a n i p u l a t i v e
individual,  described
by many as  charming
when he wanted to be.
Dylan, in contrast, was
shy,  awkward,  and
s t r u g g l e d  w i t h
profound  depression
and  suicidal  ideation.
The columbine chapter
summaries  from  this
section emphasize that
understanding  the
distinct  psychological
profiles  of  Harris  and
Klebold is  essential  to
grasping  what  led  to
the  attack.  Cul len
draws  upon  journals,
home  v ideos ,  and
i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h

c l a s s m a t e s  a n d
teachers  to  paint  a
detailed portrait of two
very  different  young
men who converged on
a single, horrific goal.

The
Trench
Coat
Mafia
Myth
A  significant  portion  of
the  early  chapters  is
d e d i c a t e d  t o
d i s m a n t l i n g  t h e
“Trench  Coat  Mafia”
narrative.  The  media
init ial ly  portrayed
Harris  and  Klebold  as
members  of  a  gothic
outcast  clique  that
targeted  jocks  and
minorities.  Cullen’s
reporting,  as  captured
in  columbine  chapter
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summaries, shows that
the  Trench  Coat  Mafia
was  largely  a  loose
group  of  friends  who
wore trench coats and
were  known for  being
outsiders,  but  Harris
and  Klebold  were  not
core members. In fact,
many members of that
group were unaware of
the boys’ violent plans.
Cullen argues that the
media latched onto this
narrative  because  it
w a s  s i m p l e  a n d
dramatic, but the truth
was far more complex
and individual.

PART TWO: THE
ATTACK AND ITS
IMMEDIATE
AFTERMATH

The
Morning

of April
20, 1999
This  section  of  the
b o o k  p r o v i d e s  a
m i n u t e - b y - m i n u t e
account  of  the  attack
itself.  The  columbine
chapter  summaries
covering  this  part  are
intense  and  deeply
unsett l ing.  Cul len
describes  how  Harris
and Klebold arrived at
the  school  separately,
carrying  duffel  bags
filled  with  bombs  and
firearms.  They  had
planned  a  massive
bombing that would kill
hundreds,  but  when
their  propane  bombs
failed  to  detonate  in
the  cafeteria,  they
resorted  to  shooting.
What  emerges  from
these  chapters  is  a
clearer  picture  of  the
killers’  motives.  Eric
Harris was the primary
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d r i v i n g  f o r c e ,  a
p s y c h o p a t h  w h o
viewed the attack as a
war  against  humanity.
Dylan  Klebold  was  a
depressed follower who
saw  the  attack  as  a
way to end his own life
while  taking  others
w i t h  h i m .  T h e
columbine  chapter
summaries from these
pages  highlight  the
chaotic  nature  of  the
event:  the  49-minute
rampage,  the  heroic
actions of teachers like
Dave  Sanders  who
sacrificed  himself  to
save students, and the
confusion that reigned
as  law  enforcement
r e s p o n d e d  u s i n g
tactics that were later
c r i t i c i z e d  a s  t o o
cautious.

The Role

of Law
Enforcem
ent and
First
Responde
rs
Cu l l en  ded i ca tes
substantial attention to
the  law  enforcement
response,  which  has
been  a  sub jec t  o f
intense  debate.  The
columbine  chapter
summaries  in  th is
section explain that the
police were trained for
hostage situations, not
a c t i v e  s h o o t e r
scenarios.  Officers
waited  outside  for
nearly  an  hour  before
entering,  a  decision
that  likely  cost  lives.
This  failure  led  to  a
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complete  overhaul  of
p o l i c e  r e s p o n s e
protocols  across  the
United  States.  The
book  does  not  shy
away  from  criticizing
the  tactical  errors
made that  day,  but  it
also  contextualizes
t h e m  w i t h i n  t h e
l imi tat ions  o f  law
enforcement  training
at  the  time.

PART THREE: THE
INVESTIGATION
AND UNCOVERING
THE TRUTH

Debunkin
g the
Myths
Some  o f  the  mos t
valuable  columbine
chapter  summaries
come from Part  Three
of  the  book,  where
Cullen  methodically

dismantles  the  myths
that  surrounded  the
tragedy  for  years.
Perhaps  the  most
persistent myth is that
Harris  and  Klebold
were  targeting  specific
groups,  particularly
a t h l e t e s  a n d
minorit ies.  Cul len
presents evidence from
t h e  k i l l e r s ’  o w n
journals  and  video
recordings,  showing
that  they  intended  to
k i l l  e v e r y o n e
indiscriminately.  The
bombs were meant to
destroy  the  ent ire
schoo l .  When  the
bombs  fai led,  they
simply  shot  whoever
crossed  their  path.
Another  myth  that
Cullen addresses is the
idea  that  the  boys
were  bu l l i ed  i n to
violence.  While  Dylan
K lebo ld  cer ta in ly
experienced  social
struggles,  Eric  Harris
was  actually  popular
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and  well-liked.  Both
boys  had  friends  and
engaged  in  normal
teenage activities. The
columbine  chapter
summaries in this part
e m p h a s i z e  t h a t
bullying  was  not  the
primary  cause;  rather,
i t  w a s  H a r r i s ’ s
psychopathy combined
w i t h  K l e b o l d ’ s
d e p r e s s i o n  t h a t
created  the  perfect
storm.  This  distinction
matters  because  it
shifts the conversation
from simple narratives
t o  a  d e e p e r
understanding  of  how
such  tragedies  can
develop.

The
Basemen
t Tapes

and FBI
Analysis
A chilling aspect of this
section  is  Cul len’s
a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e
“basement  tapes,”
video recordings Harris
and  Klebold  made  in
the  weeks  before  the
attack.  These  tapes
revealed  their  true
intentions and mindset.
The columbine chapter
summaries  covering
the  tapes  show  that
Eric Harris was gleeful
and hateful, describing
h i s  c o n t e m p t  f o r
humanity,  while  Dylan
Klebold  was  mournful
a n d  a p o l o g e t i c ,
expressing love for his
family and friends even
as he planned his own
d e a t h .  T h e  F B I ’ s
behavioral  analysis  of
t h e  b o y s  i s  a l s o
discussed  in  depth,
p r o v i d i n g  a
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professional framework
for understanding what
drove them.

PART FOUR: THE
SURVIVORS, THE
COMMUNITY, AND
THE LEGACY

Healing
and
Trauma
The  final  part  of
Columbine  shifts focus
to  the  survivors,  the
families of the victims,
and the community of
L i t t l e t o n .  T h e s e
columbine  chapter
summaries are perhaps
the  most  emotionally
re sonan t .  Cu l l en
f o l l o w s  s e v e r a l
survivors  in  the  years
a f t e r  t h e  a t t a c k ,
documenting  their
struggles  with  PTSD,
depression,  and  the

challenge  of  returning
to  normal  l i fe.  The
book  highlights  figures
like  Patrick  Ireland,
who  was  shot  in  the
head and managed to
crawl  out  of  a  library
window to safety,  and
Valeen  Schnurr,  who
surv ived  mult ip le
gunshot  wounds  and
l a t e r  b e c a m e  a n
advoca te  f o r  gun
violence prevention.
The  community  of
Littleton itself  faced a
long  and  difficult
r e c o v e r y .  C u l l e n
explores how the town
became  a  focal  point
for  media  attention,
how  some  residents
felt exploited, and how
the  collective  trauma
r e s h a p e d  t h e
community’s  identity.
The columbine chapter
summaries  from  this
section  also  address
the controversial figure
of Cassie Bernall,  who
was initially reported to
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have said  “yes”  when
asked by a gunman if
she  believed  in  God.
Cullen reveals that this
story  was  based  on
q u e s t i o n a b l e
eyewitness  accounts
and was later disputed
by other survivors. The
m y t h  o f  C a s s i e ’ s
martyrdom,  whi le
comforting  to  some,
was  not  supported  by
the evidence.

The
Legacy of
Columbin
e
Cullen  concludes  the
book by examining the
long-term  impact  of
t h e  C o l u m b i n e
shooting  on  American
society. The columbine
chapter  summaries  in
this  final  section

document  how  the
t ragedy  changed
school  security,  law
enforcement  tactics,
and media coverage of
m a s s  s h o o t i n g s .
Columbine  became  a
t e m p l a t e  f o r
subsequent  school
shooters,  with  many
later  attackers  citing
Harris  and  Klebold  as
inspirations.  The  book
a lso  exp lo res  the
p h e n o m e n o n  o f
“Columbine  copycats”
and the ways in which
the event entered the
cultural  consciousness
as a symbol of teenage
violence  and  societal
failure.
P e r h a p s  m o s t
importantly,  Cullen
emphasizes  that  the
story  of  Columbine  is
not  just  about  the
killers or the deaths. It
i s  a l s o  a b o u t  t h e
survivors,  the  heroes,
a n d  t h e  o n g o i n g
struggle to understand
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and  p revent  such
t r a g e d i e s .  T h e
columbine  chapter
summaries from these
final  pages  reinforce
the idea that while we
m a y  n e v e r  f u l l y
c o m p r e h e n d  w h y
Harris and Klebold did
what they did, we can
learn from the failures
and  successes  of  the
response  to  ensure
that  future  tragedies
are less likely, and that
when  they  do  occur,
the response is faster,
smarter,  and  more
compassionate.

KEY THEMES AND
TAKEAWAYS FROM
THE BOOK

Myth-
Busting

as a Core
Mission
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important  functions  of
Columbine is to correct
t h e  r e c o r d .  T h e
columbine  chapter
summaries consistently
h igh l ight  how  the
m e d i a ’ s  i n i t i a l
reporting was wrong in
fundamental  ways.
From the “Trench Coat
Mafia”  to  the
“target ing  jocks”
n a r r a t i v e  t o  t h e
“Cassie  Bernall  said
yes”  story,  Cul len
shows how the  desire
for a simple,  dramatic
n a r r a t i v e  l e d  t o
w i d e s p r e a d
misinformation.  For
readers, understanding
these  corrections  is
essential  not  only  for
knowing  what  really
h a p p e n e d  a t
Columbine but also for
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b e i n g  c r i t i c a l
consumers  of  media
reporting  on  other
tragedies.

Mental
Health
and
Psychopa
thy
Cullen  draws  a  clear
distinction  between
E r i c  H a r r i s ’ s
psychopathy and Dylan
Klebold’s  depression.
This is one of the most
important  takeaways
from  the  columbine
chapter  summaries.
Harris exhibited classic
signs  of  psychopathy:
l a c k  o f  e m p a t h y ,
g r a n d i o s i t y ,
manipulation,  and  a
callous  disregard  for
others.  Klebold,  by

contrast,  was  deeply
depressed and suicidal.
Cullen  argues  that
conflating  the  two
conditions is a mistake
because  different
underlying  pathologies
require  different
preventive approaches.
R e c o g n i z i n g  t h e
w a r n i n g  s i g n s  o f
p s y c h o p a t h y ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n
con junc t i on  w i th
access  to  weapons,
could  potentially  help
prevent future attacks.

The
Failure of
Institutio
ns
Cullen  also  critiques
the various institutions
that failed in the lead-
up  to  the  attack.  The
Jefferson  County
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Sheriff’s  Office  had
received  tips  about
Harris’s violent threats
and  his  website,  but
the  investigation  was
dropped.  The  school
had  policies  against
t h r e a t s  a n d
harassment  but  failed
to act on clear warning
signs.  Even  Harris’s
parents  were unaware
of the depth of his rage
and  planning.  The
columbine  chapter
s u m m a r i e s  o n
institutional failure are
sobering because they
show that many people
had  p ieces  o f  the
puzzle but no one put
them together in time.

WHY READING
COLUMBINE
CHAPTER
SUMMARIES
MATTERS

F o r  s t u d e n t s ,
journalists,  mental
health  professionals,
and anyone interested

in  unders tand ing
s c h o o l  v i o l e n c e ,
columbine  chapter
summaries  offer  an
accessible  entry  point
into  a  complex  and
emotionally  difficult
subject. The book itself
is  dense  with  detail
and can be challenging
to read in its entirety.
Summar ies  a l l ow
readers  to  grasp  the
essential  arguments,
timelines,  and  findings
w i t h o u t  b e i n g
overwhelmed  by  the
s h e e r  v o l u m e  o f
information.
Fur thermore ,  the
columbine  chapter
summaries serve as a
corrective to the many
m y t h s  a n d
misconceptions  that
continue  to  circulate
about the event. Even
y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e
publication of the book,
media  reports  and
popular  culture  often
repeat the same errors
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that Cullen spent years
debunking. For anyone
who wants to speak or
write accurately about
Columbine,  familiarity
with  the  material  in
these  summaries  is
essential.

CONCLUSION

D a v e  C u l l e n ’ s
Columbine remains the
most authoritative and
thoroughly  researched
account  of  the  1999
tragedy.  Through  its
detailed  columbine
chapter  summaries,
the book offers readers
a  c lear,  evidence-
based understanding of
what  happened,  who
the perpetrators were,
a n d  h o w  t h e
community and nation
r e s p o n d e d .  I t
challenges  simplistic
narratives  and  forces
readers  to  confront

uncomfortable  truths
about  mental  illness,
institutional  failure,
and the complexity  of
human evil. For anyone
s e e k i n g  t o  m o v e
beyond  the  headlines
and the myths, Cullen’s
work  is  indispensable.
The columbine chapter
summaries provide not
o n l y  a  r o a d m a p
through  the  book  but
also  a  framework  for
thinking critically about
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
defining  events  in
modern  Amer ican
h i s t o r y .  B y
understanding  what
tru ly  happened  at
Columbine,  we  can
honor  the  vict ims,
l e a r n  f r o m  t h e
mistakes,  and  work
toward a future where
such tragedies become
unthinkable  rather
than  inevitable.


