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CRIM 490-001 / 595-003 and GOVT 444-018: FIREARMS LAW, POLICY, AND POLITICS  
SPRING 2020 SYLLABUS 

 
Class Time:  Tuesdays and Thursdays, 3:00 pm-4:15pm 
Class Location:  Planetary Hall, Room 120 (Fairfax campus) 
 
Professor:  Dr. Christopher Koper, Associate Professor 
Email:  ckoper2@gmu.edu 
Office Phone:  703-993-4982 
Office Location: Room 316, Research Hall (Fairfax campus) 
Office hours:  1:00 pm – 2:30 pm, Tuesdays and Thursdays, or by appointment. Students may 
also contact me by email as needed.  
Graduate teaching assistant:  William Johnson (wjohnsoc@gmu.edu)  
 
COURSE SUMMARY  
 
The goal of the course is to educate students about the issues surrounding gun ownership, gun 
crime, gun control, and other efforts to reduce gun violence in American society.  We will 
explore the social consequences of gun ownership and examine the extent and effectiveness of 
society’s efforts to control gun violence, highlighting research on these issues and the 
implications of this research for public policy.  In the process, the course will seek to help 
students develop more perspective in assessing policy positions related to firearms and become 
better informed as practitioners, policymakers, and voters. Key topics for discussion will include:  
the 2nd amendment and its interpretation; patterns and trends in gun ownership and gun 
violence (including mass shootings); the social costs and benefits of gun availability; federal and 
state gun regulations; the operations of illegal gun markets and efforts to disrupt them; efforts 
to suppress illegal gun use; the effectiveness of gun control and other efforts to prevent gun 
violence and mass shootings; public opinion about gun control; and political aspects of the 
policymaking process. 
 
COURSE WEBSITE 
 
There is a Blackboard site for the course which has general information about the class, 
announcements about assignments and other matters, and links to readings that are not 
available through the university library system.  Additionally, you can access this syllabus at the 
Blackboard site.  
 
COURSE FORMAT AND GUIDELINES FOR CLASS DISCUSSION 
 
Classes will primarily involve lecture and discussion.  Class lectures will cover assigned readings 
as well as information and research that go beyond the assigned readings (hence, class 
attendance is very important). Students are expected to complete assigned readings prior to 
class and be prepared to discuss them during class.  Students who miss class should make 
arrangements to obtain notes from a classmate; the professor will not provide class notes.   
 
To ensure that everyone has a good experience with in-class participation, please observe the 
following guidelines:  prepare for class discussion by keeping current with the readings; respect 
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others by actively listening and putting away/turning off all cell phones and the internet; feel 
free to ask questions of your peers and me; and give others a chance to speak.   
 
EMAIL CONTACT INFORMATION 
 
Mason uses only Mason e-mail accounts to communicate with enrolled students. Students must 
activate their Mason e-mail account, use it to communicate with their department and other 
administrative units, and check it regularly for important university information including 
messages related to this class.  See http://masonlive.gmu.edu for more information.   
 
REQUIRED READING 
 
There is one book that students are required to purchase for this course: 
 

• Spitzer, Robert J. (2019). The Politics of Gun Control. 7th Edition. Abingdon, United 
Kingdom: Routledge.  

 
All other required course readings are available as documented below through the University’s 
online library system (e-journals), the course Blackboard site, or the internet.  The library’s e-
journal system can be accessed at http://library.gmu.edu/.  
 
COURSE OUTLINE:  DATES, TOPICS, AND ASSOCIATED READINGS 
 
Please note carefully the assigned pages for each reading and the location where the reading 
can be obtained. Any changes to the readings below will be announced by the instructor in 
advance of the assigned date(s). Additional studies discussed in class but not assigned as 
readings will also be posted on the course Blackboard site as optional reference material for 
students. 
 
Section 1:  Gun Ownership and Gun Violence  
 
January 21:  Course introduction, basics on firearms and the 2nd Amendment 
 

• Spitzer (2019) chapter 1  
 

January 23:  The 2nd Amendment and its legal history 
 

• Spitzer (2019) chapter 2 
 

• Supreme Court of the United States. District of Columbia et al. v. Heller. Certiorari to the 
United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit. Pages 1-3 (Syllabus).  
Available on Blackboard.  
 

January 28:  Patterns and trends in gun ownership 
 

• Deborah Azrael, Lisa Hepburn, David Hemenway, and Matthew Miller, M. (2017). The 
stock and flow of US firearms: results from the 2015 National Firearms Survey. The 

http://masonlive.gmu.edu/
http://library.gmu.edu/


 3 

Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences, vol. 3, number 5, pages 38-46 
only. Available online: https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/3/5/38  
 

January 30:  Patterns and trends in gun violence  
 

• Michael Planty and Jennifer L. Truman. (2013). Firearms Violence, 1993-2011. Special 
Report. Bureau of Justice Statistics, U.S. Department of Justice. Pages 1-13. Available 
online: http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/fv9311.pdf. 

 

• Philip J. Cook, Anthony A. Braga, and Mark H. Moore. (2011). Gun control.  In Crime and 
Public Policy, edited by James Q. Wilson and Joan Petersilia. Oxford, United Kingdom: 
Oxford University Press. Pages 263-267 (Instrumentality). Available on Blackboard. 

 
February 4:  Patterns and trends in mass shootings 
 

• Congressional briefing video by Adam Lankford: Why have public mass shootings 
become more deadly? Available on the website of the Center for Evidence-Based Crime 
Policy: https://cebcp.org/outreach-symposia-and-briefings/mass-violence/ 
  

• Congressional briefing video by Jennifer Skeem: What role does serious mental illness 
play in mass shootings? Available on the website of the Center for Evidence-Based 
Crime Policy:  https://cebcp.org/outreach-symposia-and-briefings/mass-violence/ 

 
February 6:  Self-defensive gun use 
 

• David Hemenway, D. Azrael, and M. Miller. (2000). Gun use in the United States: Results 
from two national surveys. Injury Prevention, vol. 6, pages 263-267. Available through 
the library’s e-journals. 

 
February 11:  Effects of gun availability on individual and community safety 
 

• Lisa M. Hepburn and David Hemenway. (2004). Firearm availability and homicide: a 
review of the literature. Aggression and Violent Behavior, vol. 9, pages 417-440. 
Available through the library’s e-journals. 

 
February 13:  Effects of gun availability on individual and community safety (continued) / 
Costs of gun violence 
 

• Philip J. Cook and Jens Ludwig. (2002). The costs of gun violence against children.  In 
Children, Youth, and Gun Violence. The Future of Children, vol. 12, number 2. Los Altos, 
CA: The David and Lucille Packard Foundation.  Pages 87-99.  Available on Blackboard. 

 
February 18:  Exam 1 
 
February 20:  Project discussion and work day 
 
 

https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/3/5/38
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/fv9311.pdf
https://cebcp.org/outreach-symposia-and-briefings/mass-violence/
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SECTION 2:  GUN RESTRICTIONS AND GUN VIOLENCE 
 
February 25:  Regulating firearm types and features  
 

• Christopher S. Koper. (2020). Assessing the potential to reduce deaths and injuries from 
mass shootings through restrictions on assault weapons and other high-capacity 
semiautomatic firearms. Criminology and Public Policy, vol. 19, number 1. Available 
through the library’s e-journals. 
 

February 27:  Federal regulation of gun commerce and ownership / Basics of gun markets 
 

• “NICS & Reporting Procedures” section on the website of the Giffords Law Center to 
Prevent Gun Violence:  https://lawcenter.giffords.org/gun-laws/policy-
areas/background-checks/nics-reporting-procedures/  

 
March 3:  Federal regulation of gun commerce and ownership / Basics of gun markets 
(continued) 
 

• Anthony A. Braga, Philip J. Cook, David M. Kennedy, and Mark H. Moore. (2002). The 
illegal supply of firearms. In Crime and Justice: A Review of Research, Vol. 29, edited by 
Michael Tonry and Norval Morris. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  Pages 319-340. 
Available through the library’s e-journals. 

 
March 5:  State regulation of gun commerce and ownership 
 

• Read the following sections on the website of the Giffords Law Center to Prevent Gun 
Violence (go to https://lawcenter.giffords.org/ and see under “gun laws”): 

o Categories of Prohibited People 
o Domestic Violence and Firearms 
o Minimum Age 
o Licensing 
o Registration 
o Universal Background Checks 
o Waiting Periods 

 
March 10 and 12:  Spring break (no classes) 
 
March 17:  State regulation of gun commerce and ownership (continued) 
 

• Cassandra K. Crifasi, Molly Merrill-Francis, Alex McCourt, Jon S. Vernick, Garen J. 
Wintemute, and Daniel W. Webster. (2018). Association between firearm laws and 
homicide in urban counties. Journal of Urban Health, vol. 95, number 3, pages 383-390.  
Available through the library’s e-journals. 

 
March 19:  Regulating gun carrying  
 

https://lawcenter.giffords.org/gun-laws/policy-areas/background-checks/nics-reporting-procedures/
https://lawcenter.giffords.org/gun-laws/policy-areas/background-checks/nics-reporting-procedures/
https://lawcenter.giffords.org/
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• “Concealed carry” / “summary of state law” section of the website of the Gifford’s Law 
Center to Prevent Gun Violence:  https://lawcenter.giffords.org/gun-laws/policy-
areas/guns-in-public/concealed-carry/ 
 

• Franklin Zimring and Gordon Hawkins. (1997). Concealed handguns: The counterfeit 
deterrent. The Responsive Community, Spring 1997, pages 46-60.  Available on 
Blackboard. 

 
March 24:  Exam 2 
 
March 26:  Project work day 
 
 
SECTION 3:  PUNISHMENT AND ENFORCEMENT APPROACHES TO REDUCING GUN VIOLENCE 
 
March 31:  Punishing gun crime 
 

• Glenn L. Pierce and William J. Bowers. (1981). The Bartley-Fox Gun Law’s Short-Term 
Impact on Crime in Boston. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Sciences, vol. 455, pages 120-137.  Available through the library’s e-journals. 
 

April 2:  The focused deterrence approach to preventing gun violence 
 

• Jack McDevitt, Scott H. Decker, Natalie Kroovand Hipple, and Edmund F. McGarrell. 
(2006). Project Safe Neighborhoods: Strategic Interventions. Offender Notification 
Meetings: Case Study 2. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice. Pages 1-15. 
Available online: 
https://www.bja.gov/Publications/Offender_Notification_Meetings.pdf 

 
April 7:  Law enforcement efforts to reduce gun violence 
 

• Koper, Christopher S., Daniel J. Woods, and Bruce E. Kubu. 2013. Gun violence 
prevention practices among local police in the United States. Policing: An International 
Journal of Police Strategies and Management, vol. 36, number 3, pages 577-603. 
Available through the library’s e-journals. 

 
April 9:  Law enforcement efforts to reduce gun violence (continued) 
 

• Garen J. Wintemute, S. Frattaroli, B.E. Claire, K.A. Vittes, and D.W. Webster. (2014). 
Identifying armed respondents to domestic violence restraining orders and recovering 
their firearms: process evaluation of an initiative in California. American Journal of 
Public Health, vol. 104, number 2, pages e113-e118. Available through the library’s e-
journals. 

 
April 14:  Intervening with potential mass shooters 
 

https://lawcenter.giffords.org/gun-laws/policy-areas/guns-in-public/concealed-carry/
https://lawcenter.giffords.org/gun-laws/policy-areas/guns-in-public/concealed-carry/
https://www.bja.gov/Publications/Offender_Notification_Meetings.pdf
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• Garen J. Wintemute, Veronica A. Pear, Julia P. Schleimer, Rocco Pallin, Sydney Sohl, 
Nicole Kravitz-Wirtz, and Elizabeth A. Tomsich. (2019). Extreme risk protection orders 
intended to prevent mass shootings: a case series. Annals of Internal Medicine, vol. 171, 
pages 655-658 (also see appendix case summaries). 
 

• Congressional briefing video by James Silver: Using threat assessment to reduce the 
incidence of mass violence. Available on the website of the Center for Evidence-Based 
Crime Policy: https://cebcp.org/outreach-symposia-and-briefings/mass-violence/ 
 

April 16:  Public opinion and the politics of gun policy 
 

• Colleen L. Barry, Emma E. McGinty, Jon S. Vernick, and Daniel W. Webster. (2015). Two 
years after Newtown—public opinion on gun policy revisited. Preventive Medicine, vol. 
79, pages 55-58.  

 
April 21:  Public opinion and the politics of gun policy (continued) 

 

• Spitzer (2019), chapter 4  
 

• Spitzer (2019), chapter 5 (assigned sections) 
 
April 23:  Project work day:  project papers due  
 
April 28 and April 30:  Project presentations 
 
May 7:  Final exam (covering Section 3), 1:30 pm – 4:15 pm 
   
 
COURSE GRADING, EXAMINATIONS, AND ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Students’ grades will be based on:  1) examinations; 2) class attendance and participation; and 
3) a class project.  
 
Examinations:  There will be three examinations, each of which will cover one section of the 
course. Each examination may include multiple choice, true-false, short answer, and/or essay 
questions. All exams will be administered and taken in class.  Students will not be permitted to 
use notes, books, articles, or other materials during the examinations unless directed otherwise 
by the instructor.   
 
There are no make-up exams for this class.  Only under exceptional circumstances (over-night 
hospitalization, death in immediate family during examination times) will a make-up exam be 
given.   
 
Class attendance and participation:  The class attendance and participation component will be 
based on attendance and preparedness in answering reading questions assigned for each class. 
This component will also include periodic assignments given for class. 
 

https://cebcp.org/outreach-symposia-and-briefings/mass-violence/
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Class project:  Each student will complete a class project that involves analyzing gun policies, gun 
availability, gun markets, and gun crime in one or a selected group of states (e.g., states with a 
particular type of gun policy) and making recommendations for policy changes and/or law 
enforcement practices for reducing gun crime in the selected state(s). Students will work 
collectively on compiling state-level data which will be available for all students to use for their 
individual analyses. At the end of the semester, students will produce a report and conduct a 
short presentation on their analyses and recommendations. Further specifics and instructions 
for the class project will be given later in the semester. 
 
The examinations, class attendance/participation, and class project will be weighted as follows: 
 
Examination 1:    20% 
Examination 2:   20% 
Examination 3:   20% 
Attendance / participation: 20% 
Project:    20% 
 
The grading scale for the course will be: 
 
Points  Grade 
93-100%  A 
90-92%  A- 
87-89%  B+ 
83-86%  B 
80-82%  B- 
77-79%  C+ 
73-76%  C 
70-72%  C- 
60-69%  D 
Below 60  F 
 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 
 
George Mason University has an Honor Code that requires all student members of the George 
Mason University community to pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters related to 
academic work.  All violations of the Honor Code will be reported to the Honor Committee and 
result in failing the course.  Further information about these matters is available at:  
https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/.  
 
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me 
and contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474 (https://ds.gmu.edu).  All 
academic accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. Students with disabilities are 
responsible for registering with ODS and obtaining proper documentation to provide to the 
course instructor.  Accommodations will only be provided to students who are registered with 
ODS. 
 

https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/
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ENROLLMENT INFORMATION  
 
Students are responsible for verifying their enrollment in this class. Schedule adjustments 
should be made by the deadlines published in the Spring 2020 Academic Calendar on the 
website of the Office of the University Registrar (https://registrar.gmu.edu/calendars/spring-
2020/).  
 
The last day to add this course is January 28, 2020. The last day to drop this course with a full 
tuition refund is February 5, 2020. See the Spring 2020 Academic Calendar for deadlines and 
conditions for dropping a course after Feb. 5, 2020.  
 

https://registrar.gmu.edu/calendars/spring-2020/
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