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Pay It Forward:

Media Depiction from Violence to Bullying in Schools
“When children are trained, they learn how to train others in turn. Children who are lectured to, learn how to lecture; if they are admonished, they learn how to admonish; if scolded, they learn how to scold; if ridiculed, they learn how to ridicule; if humiliated, they learn how to humiliate; if their psyche is killed, they will learn how to kill” (Miller, 98). That is how Seung-Hui Cho, a college student from South Korea studying English, went on to kill 32 people in a school shooting rampage at Virginia Tech University earlier this year. Cho, who suffered from selective mutism and depression, killed Professor Liviu Librescu, a Romanian Holocaust survivor who taught solid mechanics and aerodynamics, and held the classroom door shut until most of his students had escaped through the school windows (MSNBC News). Although killed during the incident, Librescu had prevented the gunman Cho from entering the classroom that saved well over 15 lives (MSNBC News). A number of Librescu's students have called him a hero because of his quick actions. Similar to Librescu, Trevor McKinney, who starred as Haley Joel Osment in the movie Pay It Forward, went out of his way to help a friend from being attacked by school violence. In the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘school violence’ is defined as “any act of intimidation, threats, harassment, robbery, vandalism, physical assault such as fights, with or without a weapon, or murder that happens on school grounds or buses going to and from school.” It is the behavior by people against people liable to cause physical or psychological harm that happens at school. In other words, both Librescu death and the media depiction of McKinney’s death illustrate that violence in school is a serious matter; that children are far more often victims of violence than perpetrators; and that schools can either be a force for violence prevention, or can provide an experience which reinforces violent attitudes. The media depiction demonstrates that school violence can add up to the child’s experience of violence in relations to their success in school achievement, parental relationships, and community involvement.
So what is the main cause of school violence today? In the book, “Schooling As Violence,” Clive Harber believes that one of the consistent themes which runs through most of the school killings is the fact that most of the killers are children who at one time or another had been ridiculed or teased by classmates for being different than their classmates. He states, “Interpersonal conflicts among students, and students and teachers, are probably the most frequent and apparent causes of school violence” (Harber 19). The author highlights four different types of violence that can be applied in schools: 1) direct violence, 2) indirect violence, 3) repressive violence, and 4) alienating violence. In Pay It Forward, both direct violence and indirect violence are incorporated as media depictions of how school violence is the main cause of McKinney’s death. Harber defines ‘direct violence’ as a “deliberate injury to the integrity of human life that includes murder, massacre, genocide, torture, rape, maltreatment, forced resettlement, kidnapping, forced labour, and slavery” while ‘indirect violence’ as “schools failure to protect children from violence and suffering when it could do so” (Harber 44). Some examples of school violence are threats, name calling, harassment, robbery, vandalism, and fights with or without a weapon. In other words, the author outlines throughout the book how there are three major factors where school fails to prevent violence in schools: 1) provide a child with a strong sense of confidence and additional support to children who encounter learning challenges in schools, 2) provide children and their families practical skills to access or create employment needed to raise non-violent children, and 3) provide communication skills, decision-making skills or activities to formulate identity and self-esteem for meaningful life-defining and reflective activities such as sport, arts, culture, and discussion groups (Harber 58). 

One central problem that deals with school violence today is the issue surrounding ‘school bullying.’ The media depiction of McKinney’s death is the direct result from school bullying. School bullying is carried out by both males and females, and can take the forms of physical violence, threats, name-calling, humiliation, and persistent teasing (Miller 45). Some examples of school bullying are placing students in lower achieving classes where smart students are teased for their intelligence; placing students in high reading or writing classes where minority students are humiliated for their reading comprehension skills; and playing school sports in over-competitiveness level, where unskilled and untalented students are being ridiculed for their lack of abilities. All of these examples illustrate how school aggression and school bullying can take the form by students. Schools in the twenty first century are not actively trying to stop school bullying but rather creating the problem of school bullying (Miller 46). It is known today that 72% of the general public and 80% of African-American parents identified the presence of violence as a serious problem in the public schools in their own community (Capozzoli 86). In other words, the general public feels that too many children miss school everyday due to school bullying, and the schools failure to prevent school bullying on campus. This all creates higher drop out rates on campus as well as the affects on student performance in classrooms, their success on standardized exams, and their future career goals after schooling.
So the question arises: what are the similarities and differences between research and media portrayals of school bullying as a form of school violence? It is estimated today that approximately 240,000 children miss school every day due to fear of attack or intimidation by other students (NCES). According to the National Center for Education Statistics(NCES), 73% of the students in 2006 reported incidents of bullying as a problem at their school, 60% of the students have personally witnessed some type of bullying at school, and 18% of all the school absenteeism is directly related to fears of being bullied at school (NCES). All of this goes to show how we as educators must do more to prevent children who are emotionally or physically injured as the result of school bullying. The media portrayal of school bullying is also responsible for the significant increase of violence in schools. The media portrayal of fights, weapons, wars, and other violent acts in movies, news, and magazines has instilled in public’s mind that schools are unsafe and that it is okay for children do violent behaviors like revenge, humiliation, or laughter amongst other student. In the book, “Imaging Education,” Gene Maeroff highlights in Deborah Wadsworth article “Do Media Shape Public Perception of America’s Schools?” that the first step for media to shape the public attitudes about any issue is to separate perception from reality (Wadsworth 59). The author emphasizes that though the media may not be a major part of school violence, they are, in fact missing an opportunity to be a part of the solution (Wadsworth 66). Wadsworth outright believes that, “The media can help shape Americans’ perceptions about almost any issue imaginable” (Wadsworth 67). In other words, many Americans know that the media has a large affect on how school violence and school bullies can be prevented. The question of what the media is doing to improve the issue of school violence and the quality of education needs to be discussed and illustrated more frequently. Wadsworth writes, “People are hungry for content, and when asked to choose the one thing happening in a community that they would be most interested in knowing about, the public selects coverage of the public schools over the issues of crime and the local economy” (Wadsworth 67). In other words, people want change in media. Many are tired of seeing movies, news, and magazines depicting how violent our schools and our society are becoming. The author strongly believes that the media can reinvent and re-imagine the lives of the students, and that this process could only work if they are willingly changing the perception of school violence to reality.
In closing, I believe that the media portrayal of school bullying in the forms of school violence need to be taken more seriously in our society today. The media depiction of McKinney’s death serves to us as reminder how violent a school can be today, and how much the media needs to be changed for the betterment for our society. Most teachers, students, and families are strongly aware that school bullying and school violence is still a major problem facing many educators in the twenty-first century. I believe that the best way for teachers to help students not become victims of bullies is to simply teach them bully-proofing skills. Parents can also make a difference by providing them simple but powerful strategies that can help their child learn to assertively and confidently stand up against school bullying amongst other students. In addition, the media can play a large affect on reducing school violence and school bullying on many school campuses today. But all of these ideals could only happen if teachers collaborate with parents, and the media changes their perception of school violence to reality. 
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