A Pathway to Massacre: Warning Signs, Parental Negligence,
and Systemic Failure in the Case of Ethan Crumbley

Introduction: The Oxford High School Tragedy

On November 30, 2021, the community of Oxford Township, Michigan, was irrevocably
altered when 15-year-old sophomore Ethan Crumbley opened fire at Oxford High
School. Armed with a 9mm SIG Sauer SP 2022 semi-automatic handgun, Crumbley
killed four of his fellow students and injured seven other people, including a teacher.’
The victims of the fatal attack were Madisyn Baldwin, 17; Tate Myre, 16; Justin Shilling,
17; and Hana St. Juliana, 14.% In the aftermath, Crumbley pleaded guilty to 24 crimes,
including first-degree murder and terrorism, and was subsequently sentenced to life
in prison without the possibility of parole.’

This report conducts a forensic psychological analysis to argue that the Oxford
shooting was the culmination of a catastrophic, multi-system failure. It will
demonstrate how Ethan Crumbley's severe, untreated psychopathology—evidenced
by his acts of animal torture, documented hallucinations, and explicit pleas for
help—was not only ignored but actively facilitated by the gross negligence of his
parents, James and Jennifer Crumbley. This parental failure was compounded by a
profound institutional failure at Oxford High School, where a written threat
assessment policy existed but was not implemented, representing the final, missed
opportunity to prevent the massacre.

Section 1: A Psychological Autopsy of the Perpetrator

An examination of Ethan Crumbley's internal state, as revealed through his own
writings and actions, provides a chillingly clear portrait of a deeply disturbed
adolescent on a definitive pathway to violence. His journal, text messages, and acts of



cruelty were not random expressions of angst but coherent, albeit pathological,
communications of his intent and despair.

1.1. The Shooter's Manifesto: A Journal of Despair and Violence

Found in his backpack after the shooting, Crumbley's 21-page journal serves as a
manifesto, detailing his motives, plans, and psychological torment. It is a primary
source document that refutes any ambiguity about his intentions.®

Detailed Planning and Intent: The journal entries reveal a methodical and
premeditated plot. Crumbley wrote, "l will cause the biggest school shooting in
Michigan's history," and, "I will kill everyone | f**king see".> He described his tactics,
including targeting a "pretty girl with a future so she can suffer like me," and his plan
to surrender to police and plead guilty, indicating a rational, though profoundly
disturbed, understanding of his actions and their legal consequences.®

Stated Motivations and Grievances: The journal explicitly connects his violent
ideation to a profound sense of abandonment and untreated mental illness. He wrote,
"I have zero help for my mental problems and it's causing me to shoot up the f**king
school," and, "My parents won't listen to me about help or a therapist".” These
statements form a direct causal link in his mind: his parents' neglect is the justification
for his planned violence. This reveals a symbiotic relationship between his perception
of neglect and the development of his homicidal-suicidal fantasy. The fantasy of the
shooting became a coping mechanism for the pain of his home life, serving a dual
psychological purpose: it was a vision of ultimate control in a life where he felt
powerless, and it was a cry for attention that he believed was the only way to make his
suffering visible.

1.2. Documented Psychosis and Unanswered Pleas for Help

Evidence presented during his parents' trials shows that Crumbley's descent was
marked by clear signs of a potential psychotic disorder, which he communicated to his
parents with increasing desperation.® In March 2021, he sent his mother, Jennifer
Crumbley, a series of texts reporting paranoia ("there's someone in the house, |



think") and hallucinations, including seeing a "demon" and witnessing clothes "flying
off the shelf".”

His parents' responses were consistently dismissive. His mother often did not reply for
extended periods or brushed off his fears as him "messing around". In a text
exchange with a friend, Crumbley recounted asking his father for medical help, only to
be given "some pills and told me to 'suck it up™.° This pattern of invalidation and
neglect effectively closed off conventional avenues for help, pushing him toward more
extreme forms of communication.

1.3. The Rehearsal of Violence: Animal Torture as a Sentinel Act

Crumbley's acts of animal cruelty were not merely an early "red flag" but a diagnostic
indicator of severe psychopathology and, critically, a deliberate, though pathological,
communication strategy.

The Bird's Head Incident: His journal contains entries about torturing birds to death.
The most significant act involved decapitating a baby bird, keeping its head in a jar,
and later leaving it in a school bathroom.® This was not a hidden act of shame but a
public display intended to provoke a reaction.

A Pathological Cry for Help: The psychological function of this act is made explicit in
his journal: "All one of my teachers has to do is send me to the office and | will tell
them about the bird head, and | can get help. One call and that can save a lot of
lives".® This statement is a crucial piece of forensic evidence. Feeling his verbal pleas
were ignored by his parents, Crumbley escalated his communication. He engaged in a
shocking act of violence against a helpless creature, preserved a totem of that act,
and placed it in an institutional setting where he hoped other adults might finally
recognize the severity of his disturbance. The act of animal cruelty was a strategic,
last-ditch effort to communicate his dangerousness and trigger an intervention that
his parents had denied him. It was a test of the system, which the system ultimately
failed.

Online Consumption of Violence: This desensitization to violence was further fueled
by his online activities. Testimony revealed he accessed a website hundreds of times
that featured "violent murders and torture," including videos of "animals being blown
up".' This constant exposure to graphic violence likely normalized brutality and served



as a form of psychological preparation for his own planned attack.

Section 2: The Architecture of Neglect: The Crumbley Household

The landmark criminal trials of James and Jennifer Crumbley laid bare a home
environment where parental negligence was not just a moral failing but a direct and
foreseeable cause of the massacre. The evidence established a pattern of behavior
that actively enabled their son's pathology and armed his violent ideations.

2.1. The "Chaotic, Toxic Conflict"

Prosecutors successfully argued that Ethan Crumbley was raised in a home defined
by "chaotic, toxic conflict".”” Witness testimony painted a picture of a household
plagued by the parents' excessive drinking, frequent arguments, and emotional
neglect of their son.” Financial records showed thousands of dollars spent on alcohol
and the upkeep of horses, while Ethan's medical and mental health needs were
ignored.” He was also actively drawn into his parents' marital strife, including being
asked to mediate their disputes and being present during his mother's extramarital
affair.”” This environment of instability and neglect created the psychological crucible
in which his violent fantasies took root.

2.2. The Arming of a Disturbed Adolescent

The parents' negligence culminated in the act of providing their deeply troubled son
with a lethal weapon.

e The Purchase: On November 26, 2021, just four days before the shooting, James
Crumbley purchased the 9mm SIG Sauer handgun used in the attack. Ethan was
present and, according to his own admission, provided his father with the money
for the gun.® Jennifer Crumbley celebrated the purchase on social media, calling
the gun "his new Christmas present".” This act can be interpreted as a grossly



inappropriate and pathological substitute for the emotional care and mental
health treatment their son was requesting. Instead of providing medical
intervention for his documented psychosis, they provided him with an object of
power, directly arming his pathology rather than treating it.

e Failure to Secure: The weapon was never secured. A gun safe in the home was
found with its factory default combination of "000" still set.® The cable lock
provided with the SIG Sauer was discovered in its original, unopened packaging
after the shooting.” This direct and catastrophic failure to perform the most basic
function of responsible gun ownership gave their son unfettered access to the
murder weapon.

2.3. A Precedent in Culpability: The Manslaughter Convictions

In an unprecedented legal outcome, both James and Jennifer Crumbley were
convicted by separate juries of four counts of involuntary manslaughter and
sentenced to 10 to 15 years in prison.’ The prosecution's case was built on the legal
theory of gross negligence, arguing that the parents had a duty of care and willfully
disregarded the overwhelming evidence that their son posed a foreseeable threat to
others."

These verdicts expand the legal concept of foreseeability in cases of parental liability.
The juries' decisions imply that a "reasonable person” standard requires parents to
connect the dots between a child's documented mental anguish, their explicit pleas
for help, and the act of providing them with a lethal weapon. The convictions establish
that willful ignorance in the face of a clear and escalating pattern of dangerous
behavior is not a viable defense, creating a new, higher standard for parental duty of
care, particularly when firearms are involved.

Section 3: Institutional Inaction: The Failures at Oxford High
School

While the foundation of the tragedy was laid in the Crumbley home, the final
opportunity for prevention lay with the officials at Oxford High School. As detailed in a



comprehensive 572-page independent report by Guidepost Solutions, a series of
systemic and individual failures at the school allowed the shooter to proceed with his
plan, even after presenting clear and alarming warning signs on the very morning of
the attack.”

Table 1: Timeline of Key Events and Missed Opportunities

Date/Time Event/Warning Sign Parental Institutional
(Ethan Crumbley) Response/Inaction Response/Inaction
March 2021 Texts mother about Jennifer Crumbley N/A
seeing a "demon" dismisses texts, does
and experiencing not respond for
hallucinations at extended periods.5
home.®
Nov. 26, 2021 Accompanies father James Crumbley N/A

to purchase 9mm SIG
Sauer handgun.®

purchases the gun
for his son. Jennifer
Crumbley posts on
social media about it
being his "Christmas

present”."’

Nov. 29, 2021

A teacher observes
Crumbley searching
for ammunition on his
phone during class
and reports it to
school officials.’

Parents are
contacted via email
and voicemail.
Jennifer Crumbley
texts her son, "LOL
I'm not mad at you.

You have to learn not

to get caught".”

Counselor and Dean
of Students meet
with Crumbley, tell
him it's a family
hobby but not to do it
at school. The
incident is not

escalated.’

Nov. 30, 2021 (AM)

A teacher discovers a
math worksheet with
drawings of agun, a
bleeding body, and
phrases like "The
thoughts won't stop.

Help me".?’

Parents are called to
the school for a
meeting. They refuse
to take their son
home, citing work,
and do not mention

the new gun.'®

Counselor and Dean
meet with Crumbley
and parents. They do
not initiate a threat
assessment, do not
search his backpack,
and allow him to

return to class.’

Nov. 30, 2021 (12:51

Crumbley exits a

Jennifer Crumbley

School enters




PM) bathroom and begins texts her son "Ethan lockdown.
shooting students don't do it" after

and staff hearing of the
shooting. James
Crumbley drives
home and calls 911 to
report a missing

gun.”

3.1. The Final Warning: The Meeting on November 30, 2021

The events on the morning of the shooting represent the catastrophic nexus of
parental and institutional failure. After a teacher found Crumbley's violent drawings,
school counselor Shawn Hopkins and Dean of Students Nicholas Ejak met with the
boy and his parents.” Hopkins testified that his primary concern was suicide and
recommended the parents seek immediate mental health counseling for their son.™

This focus on suicide risk, to the exclusion of homicide risk, created a fatal cognitive
blind spot. Hopkins' reasoning—that keeping Crumbley at school "around peers"
would be safer than sending him home alone where he might harm
himself—completely ignored the overt homicidal ideation on the worksheet.” By
framing the problem solely as self-harm, officials failed to take the necessary steps to
protect others, such as searching his backpack or removing him from the premises.

This misclassification led to a fatal diffusion of responsibility. The school identified a
problem but presented the parents with options rather than a mandate. The
Crumbleys, in turn, deferred to the school's authority, interpreting the "option" for him
to stay as a validation that the threat was not severe.” In this mutual abdication of
responsibility, no one took decisive action, and Crumbley, with the murder weapon in
his backpack, was sent back to class.™

3.2. Policy Without Practice: The Collapse of the Threat Assessment Protocol

The Guidepost Solutions report concluded that the tragedy was "avoidable™ and
identified systemic failures in the district's safety protocols.” The Oxford Community
Schools District had a formal "Behavioral Threat Assessment Management" (BTAM)



policy (po8400) on its books, which was consistent with federal best practices.?
However, the report found that the policy was essentially inert.

e Implementation Failure: There were no administrative guidelines for its use,
training was inadequate and infrequent, and no senior administrator
acknowledged responsibility for its implementation.’

e Procedural Breakdown: On the day of the shooting, staff failed to recognize that
Crumbley's behavior met the "low threshold" required to initiate a formal threat
assessment.’ They did not escalate the matter to the principal, as required, nor
did they use the district's threat assessment form, which would have prompted a
direct inquiry about his access to weapons.® This complete breakdown of protocol
was the final failure in a long chain that led directly to the violence that afternoon.

Section 4: Contextualizing the Tragedy: The Link and
Comparative Cases

The events at Oxford High School did not occur in a vacuum. They align with
well-established criminological patterns and share disturbing commonalities with
other mass shootings, while also being distinguished by the unique factor of direct
parental criminal culpability.

4.1. The FBI's Red Flag: Animal Cruelty as a Predictor of Violence

For decades, law enforcement and psychological researchers have recognized the
strong correlation between cruelty to animals and violence toward humans, a
phenomenon often referred to as "The Link".*> The FBI does not view animal abuse as
an isolated issue but as a "predictive or co-occurring crime" and a "sentinel indicator"
of an individual's potential for broader violence.** The underlying psychological
mechanisms include a desensitization to suffering, the gratification derived from
exerting power and control over a vulnerable victim, and the use of such acts as a
rehearsal for future aggression against humans.*® Ethan Crumbley's documented
torture of birds fits this profile precisely and should have been interpreted as a sign of
severe pathology and a high risk for interpersonal violence. The failure in this case,
and many others, is the inability of siloed systems—schools, law enforcement, animal



control, and child protective services—to translate this established knowledge into an
integrated, actionable intelligence framework. Knowledge of "The Link" is rendered
useless without inter-agency protocols designed to share and act upon this specific
type of intelligence.

4.2. Comparative Analysis: Oxford, Parkland, and Buffalo

A comparative analysis of the Oxford shooting with other notable school massacres,
such as those perpetrated by Nikolas Cruz in Parkland, Florida, and Payton Gendron in
Buffalo, New York, reveals a haunting pattern of missed warning signs. All three
assailants exhibited clear evidence of mental health struggles, social isolation, and,
significantly, a history of animal cruelty.’” Cruz was known for killing small animals and
posting images of them on social media, while Gendron graphically detailed the brutal
killing and decapitation of a cat in his online diary.*®

However, the Oxford case is distinguished by the direct and criminally negligent role
of the parents. While systemic failures were present in other cases, the Crumbleys'
actions of not only ignoring their son's profound mental health crisis but also actively
providing him with the murder weapon created a unique and direct causal chain that
led to their unprecedented manslaughter convictions.

Section 5: Conclusion and Actionable Recommendations

The massacre at Oxford High School was not a spontaneous act of violence but a
preventable catastrophe, the result of a convergence of failures across familial,
institutional, and individual domains. It was a failure of parental duty of care, a failure
of clinical intervention, a failure of institutional protocol, and a failure of responsible
firearm storage. The removal of any one of these failures might have broken the
causal chain that ended in the deaths of four students. To prevent future tragedies, a
multi-system approach is imperative.

5.1. A Preventable Catastrophe: A Synthesis of Failures



Ethan Crumbley's descent into violence was knowable and observable. He
communicated his distress through texts, his journal, and shocking acts of animal
cruelty. His parents received these communications and not only failed to act but
facilitated the violence by providing the weapon. The school was presented with a
final, clear warning but failed to follow its own safety protocols. Each layer of
protection that should have existed for both Ethan Crumbley and his victims failed,
leading to a foreseeable and avoidable outcome.

5.2. Pathways to Prevention: A Multi-System Approach

Based on the analysis of this case, the following recommendations are proposed:

For Parents and Gun Owners: The Crumbley convictions must serve as a stark
warning. The legal and moral responsibility of firearm ownership includes not only
securing weapons from unauthorized access but also recognizing when a family
member's mental state makes any access to firearms an unacceptable risk. The
adoption and strict enforcement of Child Access Prevention (CAP) laws, which
impose criminal liability for negligent storage, should be a national standard.

For Educational Institutions: Schools must move beyond "paper policies."
Threat assessment protocols like BTAM must be living documents, supported by
mandatory, annual training for all staff, not just a select few. Districts should be
required to conduct regular, independent audits of their threat assessment teams'
functionality, including drills and reviews of past cases, to ensure that policy
translates into effective practice.

For Lawmakers and Public Policy: Legislation is needed to break down the
information silos that prevent effective intervention. A substantiated report of
severe animal cruelty by a minor to any mandated reporter (including animal
control officers) should trigger a formal notification to that minor's school district.
This would allow a multi-disciplinary threat assessment team to review the case,
integrating a critical piece of behavioral data into their risk analysis.

For Mental Health Professionals: Clinicians treating adolescents who present
with signs of depression, isolation, or violent ideation must make direct and
repeated inquiries about access to firearms in the home. Treatment plans should
include mandatory safety planning sessions with parents focused on the
immediate and verifiable securing of any and all weapons.
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