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Orlando Shooting: Motivation of a Mass Murderer (Duration 16:05) 
In June 2016, a lone gunman opened fire in a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida. Three hours later 50 

people were dead — including the gunman. The attack is now considered the largest mass shooting in 

U.S. history. But two questions remain: What was the shooter’s motive and how do we stop such future 

attacks? 
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Teaching Note 

A classroom culture of trust and mutual respect is important for all learning. A classroom culture of belonging and 

inclusion is especially important when dealing with controversial and sensitive issues. Teachers should prepare 

students regarding the violent nature of this News in Review story and may want to provide a different option for 

students who do not wish to view the video. 

VIDEO REVIEW 

Before Viewing 

1. The AR-15 and Sig Sauer MCX assault rifles are semi-automatic weapons that fire a magazine of 30 

bullets as quickly as the shooter can pull the trigger. Why would anyone want or need to own a semi-

automatic rifle? 

 

 

2. The AR-15 has been used in several mass shootings in the United States, including the attack on 

school children and staff at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut. That attack 

resulted in the deaths of 26 people (20 of whom were children under the age of seven). After U.S. 

legislators failed to pass more stringent gun control legislation, family members of some of the 

victims decided to sue Remington (the parent company of the manufacturer of the gun) because they 

believe the company marketed the weapon as a symbol of masculinity and that, based on the rifle’s 

design, the AR-15 was tailor-made for killing.  

a) Do you think suing the manufacturer of the rifle is a reasonable course of action? 

 

b) Do you think the families could win the lawsuit?  

 

c) What responsibility does Remington have in mass producing the so-called “weapon of choice” in 

many U.S. mass shootings? 

 

 

Viewing 

1. What happened at Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida, in the early hours of June 12, 2016?  
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2. What time did shooting erupt in the nightclub? At what point did the police decide to move in to end 

the hostage situation?  

 

3. According to early reports, how many people did authorities believe had been shot? What was the 

final death toll of the shooting?  

 

4. Why was the weapon used by the assailant particularly noteworthy?  

 

 

5. Why was the Orlando shooter being investigated by the FBI? 

 

 

6. How did Muslim American groups respond to the shooting?  

 

 

7. What did the Orlando shooter’s father think acted as motivation for the attack?  

 

 

8. How did Angel Colon manage to escape death?  

 

 

9. To whom did the shooter pledge allegiance when he made the 911 call from inside the club? Who did 

he offer to spare?  

 

 

10. What was it like in the emergency room at Orlando Regional Medical Centre that morning?  

 

 

11. Did Omar Mateen demonstrate any noticeable signs of Islamic radicalization?  

 



SEPTEMBER 2016 – ORLANDO SHOOTING: MOTIVATION OF A MASS MURDERER 

 

News in Review ∙ CBC Learning ∙ curio.ca/newsinreview 3 

 

12. Why was Mateen’s angry disposition of particular concern to his family and the people he worked 

with?  

 

 

13. Why was Mateen kicked out of a jail guard training program in 2007?  

 

14. After the shooting, President Obama said, “Time and again we have observed moments of silence for 

victims of terror and gun violence. Too often, those moments have been followed by months of 

silence, by inaction that is simply inexcusable.” Obama was making a final appeal to legislators to 

pass stricter gun laws before his tenure as president came to an end. Why are changes to gun laws in 

the United States unlikely? 

 

 

After Viewing 

1. Based on your viewing of the video, what do you think? Was the Orlando attack a homophobic hate 

crime or a terrorist attack? Explain. 

 

 

2. CBC reporter Trevor Dunn says, “Despite being investigated by the FBI twice, authorities said 

Mateen was not what they call a prohibited person. So, he was able to buy the handgun and assault 

rifle legally.” What do you think of this situation? Should people who have used hateful or 

inflammatory rhetoric be prohibited from buying weapons? Should all people be prohibited from 

buying weapons? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

3. Many news reports mistakenly claimed that Mateen used an AR-15 style rifle, leading to a wave of 

criticism aimed at the manufacturer of the weapon. It was later revealed that the rifle used was a Sig 

Sauer MCX (which functions in largely the same manner as the AR-15).  

Do you think Remington (the manufacturers of the AR-15) is in a position to cry foul for the criticism 

the company received in the press? Should the criticism have been redirected to Sig Sauer or should 

critics have targeted all manufacturers of semi-automatic weapons?   
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Try This! 

• Go to newsela.com  and set up an account.  

• From the main page, type in the search word “Orlando.” 

• Click on the article: “There’s no shortage of massacres in U.S. history to compare to Orlando.” 

• Read the article (be sure to select the correct reading level) and complete the quiz once you’re 

finished.  

How much more did you learn about mass shootings in general, and the Orlando shooting in particular, by 

reading this article and completing the quiz? Provide details. 
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THE STORY 

Minds On 

Homophobia involves a range of negative 

and even hostile attitudes and behaviours 

toward people who are (or who people 

believe are) lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, and/or queer/questioning 

(LGBTQ). While recognition and 

acceptance of LGBTQ rights has become 

more common, homophobia is still a global 

plague with some homophobic people thinking 

violence against LGBTQ people is acceptable.  

1. Have you observed negative and/or hostile 

attitudes and behaviours that you would call 

homophobic? In your experience, is 

homophobia common?  

2. What needs to change to bring an end to 

homophobia?   

What happened at Pulse? 
0Whether it was a terrorist attack or a massacre 

of members of the LGBTQ community is 

unclear. What is clear is that the assailant, Omar 

Mateen, entered Pulse — an LGBTQ nightclub 

in Orlando, Florida — armed with a semi-

automatic assault rifle and a revolver. He began 

firing at anyone standing in his way and, in the 

first wave of shooting, managed to kill a cluster 

of people while sending others fleeing for their 

lives. The ones who got out of the club lived. 

The ones who went to hide in the washroom 

were either killed or survived to witness a three-

hour standoff between Mateen and Orlando 

police. During that time, Mateen called 911 and 

said he was killing Pulse patrons in the name of 

the terrorist group ISIS. Eventually the police 

used an armoured vehicle to break through an 

exterior wall to get into the washroom and kill 

Mateen. The grizzly toll: 49 dead and over 50 

wounded. The deranged gunman was able to 

murder or injure over half of the 200 people who 

were in the club that night. In the end, Omar 

Mateen had perpetrated the deadliest mass 

shooting in United States history. 

A gun death epidemic 
The murders served to highlight the astonishing 

number of victims of gun violence in a nation 

that seems unwilling to achieve a consensus on 

the issue of gun control. The combination of the 

Orlando shooting and the 139 other mass 

shootings between January and June resulted in 

the deaths of over 200 people in the U.S. (that’s 

over 200 deaths in the first six months of 2016 

alone!). Death by gun in the U.S. surpasses 

10,000 people per year and, by some estimates, 

there are almost as many guns circulating in the 

civilian population as there are people (270 

million guns for a population of 311 million). 

The assailant 
While the gun control debate heated up, 

authorities tried to come to grips with the 

circumstances that led Omar Mateen to go on a 

killing spree. Born in New York state to Afghan 

immigrant parents, Mateen had assimilated into 

the country of his birth. He graduated high 

school and started to pursue a law enforcement 

career via a community college program. Upon 

graduation he assumed a variety of jobs with 

different security firms (including a brief stint as 

a jail guard), but never made his way onto a 

police force. It was his security training that 

allowed Mateen to qualify for the purchase of 
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the assault rifle and revolver that he used to 

carry out the slaughter at Pulse.  

The dark side 
It did not take long for investigators to discover 

the dark side of Mateen’s personality. His first 

wife told reporters that he beat her and kept her 

as a virtual hostage in their home. Eventually, a 

little under two years into their marriage, the 

woman was rescued by her parents and taken out 

of state to escape Mateen. Further evidence 

came to light when a co-worker from the 

security company where Mateen was employed 

revealed that the Orlando shooter frequently 

used racist, sexist and hateful rhetoric at work. 

He even talked about killing people. Meanwhile, 

Mateen’s father indicated that, despite claims of 

killing in the name of ISIS, his son was not tied 

to radical Islamic groups. Instead, he pointed to 

his son’s homophobia. Apparently Mateen 

expressed outrage a few months before the 

attack on Pulse after he saw two men kissing on 

a Miami street. However, the ISIS link took on 

new significance when the FBI revealed that 

Mateen had been on their radar twice: first, 

when he hinted to co-workers that he had links 

to terrorist groups, and, a second time, when 

news came to light that Mateen attended the 

same mosque as someone who went to Syria and 

carried out a suicide bomb attack. The FBI 

interrogated Mateen on both occasions and 

eventually determined that he wasn’t an 

imminent threat to anyone.  

The motive? 
Whatever motivated Omar Mateen to plan and 

execute the deadliest mass shooting in U.S. 

history remains subject to speculation. There is 

evidence that he was a radicalized Islamic 

extremist. There is also evidence that he was 

either homophobic or a homosexual who could 

not come to terms with his sexuality. Regulars at 

Pulse identified Mateen as a frequent, long-term 

customer who was comfortable socializing and 

dancing in the nightclub.  

Identifying Mateen as a terrorist or a homophobe 

does little to explain what happened that night. At 

midnight, he arrived at Pulse and got a wrist band 

so that it would be easier for him to get back into 

the club upon his return at around 2:00 a.m. That’s 

when he unleashed his hate on innocent people — 

the overwhelming majority of whom were LGBTQ 

— at a place that had been a sanctuary for free 

expression and communal acceptance.  

 

To Consider 

1. What factors led to death or survival that tragic night at Pulse? 

2. What evidence is there that Mateen carefully planned his attack?  

3. Describe your reaction to the gun violence statistics indicated in the article.  

4. Why was Mateen able to easily purchase the weapons he used during the attack?  

5. What are the possible motives for Mateen’s attack?  

 

Try This!  
Learn more about the problem of homophobia by checking out a few Ted Talks on the topic. Go 

to: tedxinnovations.ted.com and search “homophobia.”
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ARE GUNS THE PROBLEM?  

Minds On 

Over 10,000 people are shot and killed per year in the United States. By comparison, Canada averages 

about 150 to 200 gun homicides per year. What is your reaction to these statistics? What differences are 

there between the United States and Canada that would explain these numbers? What should be done 

to stem the level of gun violence in both the United States and Canada?  

An easy purchase 
When Omar Mateen wanted to purchase the guns he planned to use at Pulse nightclub, he simple walked 

into the St. Lucie Shooting Center in Port St. Lucie, Florida, and bought them. He passed the background 

check with ease because he held multiple security licenses based on his employment with G4S Secure 

Solutions. In other words, the weapons were purchased without a hitch at a cost of about $2 500 (USD).   

Many experts wonder if the easy access to guns for purchase in the U.S. is contributing to the shocking 

number of gun deaths in that country. Is more gun control the answer? Are too many guns the problem? 

Take a look at the statistics below and complete the activity that follows. 

By the numbers* 

Average gun-related deaths Canada U.S.A. 

Population 34 million 311 million 

Guns owned by civilians 10 million 270 million 

Rate of gun ownership 25-38 per cent (approx.) 83-97 per cent (approx.) 

Global civilian gun ownership ranking 13 1 

Murder by gun  175  10,000 

Suicide by gun 1,100  22,000  

Sources: Gun violence archive (gunviolencearhive.org), Small arms survey (smallarmssurvey.org), Statistics Canada 

(statscan.gc.ca), The Washington Post (washingtonpost.com) 

*Statistics are averages based on comparison of multiple years and multiple sources.  

 

To Consider 

1. How does the rate of gun ownership in the U.S. compare to the rate of gun ownership in Canada?  

2. In your opinion, in the above numbers comparing the U.S. and Canada, is there a correlation between 

gun ownership and the number of murders by gun and suicides by gun?  
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Followup 

Research the gun control debate in the United State. Make a point-form list of arguments for gun control 

and arguments against gun control. Compare your list with one of your classmates.  

OR 

• Go to newsela.com and set up an account.  

• From the main page, type in the search words “gun control.” 

• Read four (4) of the articles related to gun control and complete the quiz for each of the articles you 

read. 

• Make a list of the things your learned from your experience on newsela.com and share it with a 

classmate.   


