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Students of today are faced with many choices, some more important than others.  Many of them must decide where to buy their clothes, what classes to take, what sports team to join, what college to attend, and whether or not they should do drugs. It is in this continuum of decisions that the media strikes, influencing students directly (i.e. through advertisements) and indirectly (i.e. through parents or teachers).  Many people are familiar with the word “media,” in this paper the term includes newspapers (national, local, and school), magazines, television commercials, print advertisements, news talk shows, radio, movies targeting a student audience, and the internet. 

Direct influence is the most obvious way the media influences students.  One example of a positive media influence is the television commercials and website sponsored by the National Youth Anti-Drug Media Campaign through the Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP) titled Above the Influence.  The Above the Influence campaign attempts to directly influence students to stay true to themselves, advertising that students have the power to decide for themselves whether they should go through life under the influence of peers, drugs, and alcohol or “above the influence.”  

The ads are meant to directly target youth age 9-18 to remain drug free (Office of National Drug Control Policy [ONDCP]).  These advertisements illustrate both central and peripheral routes of persuasion.  A central route to persuasion involves the direct delivery of facts and figures upon which individuals base a decision; while a peripheral route to persuasion involves the irrelevant aspects of the message such as a comical delivery or celebrity endorsement (Aronson, 2004, p.58).  The Above the Influence ads are powerful, using seemingly ordinary teen actors to deliver empowering messages about the consequences of doing drugs in a dramatic way.

Aronson also described several examples where trust was a factor in effective media communication.  Included in those were factors such as how similar or different a person is to the communicator, and how much the communicator has to gain or lose in taking his or her position (2004, pg. 63).  Therefore, using teenagers in Above the Influence ads illustrates the element of trustworthiness.  Teens relate to one another because they share common similarities, and in these particular ads the teens appear as average, ordinary, relatable youth who are trustworthy. In a study that examined smoking among 750 entering 7th graders found that 3 sources of social pressure were found to often have an overriding influence to begin smoking: peers, models of smoking parents, and media (Evans, 1978). The findings from this article, although somewhat dated, are still relevant.


Another example of how the media directly influences students is through the use of terms such as “mathlete” and the “Academic Olympics” which are meant to put a positive spin on academic competition.  Many schools attempt to appeal to student athletes logically and emotionally when promoting the student-athlete.  As Aronson discusses, there is not a clear distinction between logical and emotional appeals and as a result communicators must use the right amount of each to be most effective (2004, p.67). An example of Aronson’s theory is found in a popular Paramount Pictures movie titled “Mean Girls.” The movie, written by Tina Fey, starring Lindsey Lohan, is a perfect portrayal of appealing to a student’s emotions and logic.  The character played by Lindsey Lohan must find her place among jocks, mathletes, and other subcultures (Paramount Pictures). The movie directly targets students across the nation to think about the attitudes and opinions of the subcultures found in his or her current high school. In sum, students are directly influenced by the media more often than not.  As illustrated in this portion of the paper the media influence on students is not always negative.  Anti-drug campaigns and positive portrayals of the academic athlete are just two of many other positive media influences.  
Not only does media directly influence students, it also indirectly influences as well. The remaining portion of this paper exists to address the indirect influence media (of all kinds) has on students in the classroom. One such relevant example to us as educators is the relationship between the media’s negative coverage of public schools, specifically urban or inner-city public schools, and the indirect effect that it has on students in these areas. It should be noted that the authors of this paper do not intend to blame media for problems in urban schools; rather, are proposing an indirect but powerful relationship between the two issues.  


Before introducing the specific media which has contributed to the negative public perception of America’s public schools, it is important to understand the psychological concepts which underlie the assumptions made in this paper. According to Aronson, all judgment is relative; how we think about a person or thing is dependent on its surrounding context (2004, p. 98). Further, with principles such as framing, heuristics and confirmation bias, the human mind is extremely susceptible to persuasion by information from media of any kind. Framing refers to how information is presented to the audience. More specifically, whether a problem or decision is presented in such a way that it appears to represent the potential for a loss or for a gain (Aronson, 2004, p. 103). Heuristics are shortcuts that people often use when making a decision. The availability heuristic refers to judgments based on how easy it is for us to bring specific examples to mind (Aronson, 2004, p. 110). Finally, the confirmation bias refers to the tendency of individuals to seek confirmation of their initial impressions or beliefs (Aronson, 2004, p. 124). 


Using these three basic psychological concepts as the framework, the following question is posed: Is the persistent and repetitive nature of negative media surrounding urban public schools creating a public perception that urban schools are so dangerous, so hopeless and unfavorable that professionals do not chose these areas to work in thereby effecting students? I believe the answer is a resounding YES. First, media consistently “frames” or presents urban public schools as a place where children can’t and don’t learn. Headlines are usually framed in a negative and sensational way as to attract the reader, and ultimately sell a product. Secondly, when questioned about urban public schools, even if individuals have no prior experience or knowledge about them, they are more likely to report that public schools are in crisis or dangerous simply because that information is most salient in their minds. This is an example of the availability heuristic in action. In a study by Busselle (2003), found that media examples were more frequently recalled for events portrayed often in the media but infrequently experienced personally. This type of heuristic processing leads to non-representative examples of public schools being accepted as the typical or overall state of America’s public schools. 
The final way that these messages are perpetuated and maintained is through confirmation bias. Once the public has been bombarded with images and information about “America’s Public Schools in Crisis,” and it is sufficiently internalized as truth, the natural tendency for individuals to seek further information in order to confirm that belief begins. When subsequent headlines on the back page of the newspaper read, “City Schools Make Significant Gains in Math, Modest Rise in Reading (“City Schools”, 2006),” or “Public School Students Score Well in Math in Large Government Study (“Public Schools”, 2006)”, well, not much attention paid to those. It is generally much harder to find positive news about public schools in mainstream media. 

The results of repetitive negative imaging and messages being sent out to the public are ongoing and multi-dimensional. They not only influence parents to move away from these areas in order to avoid sending their children to urban schools, these messages also influence professionals not to teach or pursue positions at these schools. Procter, Rentz, and Jackson (2001), noted that only 13% of teachers surveyed in a national poll said they were willing to teach in urban schools. Further, a study by Schultz et al. (as cited in Proctor, Rentz & Jackson, 2001) reported that 80% of the prospective teachers in their survey believed that “urban children” were lower in learning ability than other children or that their ability was limited by such factors as personal attributes or the environment. Where do these beliefs come from? Why do teachers, who in these examples have no prior experience teaching in urban schools, believe this to be true? And what are the outcomes for students when capable professionals are not choosing urban districts? 


One example close to home is in the Detroit Public School District. According to Curriculum Administrator magazine (2000), the teacher shortage led to larger classes and classes being taught by inexperienced teachers or substitutes who were unfamiliar with the subjects they were teaching and at least 700 teachers in Detroit Schools were uncertified. But the problem is not unique to Detroit. Many urban areas across the country are finding it hard to fill teaching positions. Paul Hill, of School Administrator magazine writes, “Daily newspapers are full of stories about bug city districts struggling to find qualified teachers and, in some cases, having to settle for people who are not well-educated or prepared to teach students effectively (School Administrator, 2001).” But the teacher shortages are not the end of the problem. Urban Educator magazine (2006) reports that at least 9 major metropolitan areas are currently conducting Superintendent searches. This information again reiterates the concern that able and available professionals are not choosing districts that are clearly in the most need of help. 


Compounding these already difficult issues is the current legislation, No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which assesses schools annually to ensure that they are meeting Adequate Yearly Progress and providing students with Highly Qualified Teachers. On its own, NCLB is quite controversial and this paper does not seek to explain or sort through those arguments. However, because of its controversial nature, NCLB has itself received extensive media coverage and speculation. As a result, schools who are not measuring up to the new standards are receiving more scrutiny as well. Generally, the schools which are not meeting standards are the same public schools which have been affected by the issues addressed in this paper. 
The result of these problems is almost cyclical in nature making it difficult to objectively determine which came first. Ultimately, it is the students in these districts that suffer from these effects. As stated previously, this paper is not suggesting that the media is creating problems for the public schools which do not exist. There are clearly major problems within the public school system; however, it is the repeated negative messages which create the social opinion that all public schools are failing students, which is simply not true. 
Whether the messages presented by the media are direct or indirect, the results can be powerful. We are all susceptible to the media’s influence; however, as educators we must constantly be aware of the impact that these media have on our students. The tactics used to gain and sustain our interest are basic social psychology principles which while common and appear to be harmless, sometimes have extremely important social repercussions. 
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