
The purpose of this presentation is threefold.  First, we propose a theoretical social-cultural learning model that links the news media’s sensationalistic 
response to school violence events through distorting public perceptions (i.e., thoughts) and reactions (i.e., behaviors).  Second, we contend that a 
distorted public perception of school violence can result in overcompensating behaviors (e.g., ineffective zero tolerance programs, multiple false 
positives from profiling students) and contribute to the proclivity for copycats (i.e., students considering such violent acts due to knowing that others will 
observe their acts and be remembered).  Third, suggestions will be provided on how to change this current phenomenon on both the individual and 
systemic-social level.   
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Few would argue that school violence is not a socio-cultural concern in the United States. 
In the late 1900s,  extensive media coverage on high profile shootings (e.g., Paducah, 
Kentucky; Jonesboro, Arkansas; Littleton, Colorado)  significantly increased pubic 
awareness of violent crimes committed by youths in schools.  The thought of such acts of 
violence occurring in “our own schools” brought to the forefront a frightening reality.  Due 
to widespread media coverage and possible obsession with school violence, the public 
perception of schools being an unsafe environment has dramatically increased.  However, it 
is important to note that the most recent data available for violent crime arrests by age have 
shown significant trends in decreasing for adolescents over the past 10 years (Federal 
Bureau of Investigation, 2011).  More specifically, violent crimes in schools have also 
continued to decline since 1994 (Robers, Zhang, & Truman, 2012).  Nevertheless, there 
still continues to be violent behavior in schools, including school shootings (e.g., Red Lake, 
MN; Chardon, OH) and incidents related to bullying.  In fact, 74% of public schools 
reported at least one violence incident in 2011 (Robers et al., 2012).  Considering the fact 
that many students experience a significant proportion of their waking hours in school, this 
remains a socio-cultural concern for the United States. 
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The portrayal of violence in the news media is one that gives an account of the “dark side 
of the community” (Sumiala & Tikka, 2011, p. 264), often attracting the public’s attention 
as it generates strong emotional responses, including shock, outrage, and resentment.  
Reports of school violence by the news media rely on such emotional responses to 
enlighten the public, rather than focusing on objective information (Kupchik & Bracy, 
2009).  School violence has plagued the United States for many years, resulting in victims 
of shootings and other forms of criminal activities, and causing disruptions among families, 
communities, and the nation at large.  The flow of information though various forms of 
media, along with the reporting of these incidents by news reporters, have been linked to 
the phenomenon of moral panic (Killingbeck, 2001) and fear (Kupchik & Bracy, 2009). 
 
Media is often used as a social referencing tool by dictating what is popular, and what is 
not, through various mediums including news, movies, television, and video games.  The 
social-cognitive learning theory is often linked to this kind of social referencing (Bandura, 
1992).  This theory states that individuals acquire knowledge through observation in social 
contexts, rather than actual experiential or experimental methods.  Observational learning 
suggests that individuals can learn through watching the behaviors and the consequences of 
those behaviors of other people.  This theory can also be easily applied to the news media’s 
coverage of school violence.  Killingbeck (2001) proposes that the news media distorts 
reporting incidents of school violence by “creating news” that sensationalizes already 
traumatic events, and instilling a sense of fear and moral panic in the public viewership; 
resulting in maintaining their viewership.  Interestingly, while the news media is distorting 
its reporting of school violence, most of society continues to consume and respond to this 
information, which only perpetuates the cycle.  Thus, the cycle constantly repeats itself 
because of the increasing interest in school violence and societal desire to resolve the issue 
through immediate action.  However, this results in societal and organizational responses 
that, although meant to reduce violence, potentially produces more harm than good to many 
students.   Contact Information 
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