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ROLE PLAY 
•     Small groups re-enact scenes from the film in which 

one or more of the characters responds differently 
from the way he or she did in the film. 

•     Discussions about the various outcomes, and the 
emotions involved, follow each re-enactment. 

 
FOLLOW-UP ACTION AFTER THE EVENT 
• The suggestions generated during discussions are 

printed and distributed as a brochure for the group 
or the school. 

• Suggestions are posted to a listserv of interested 
adults. 

 
RESOURCES 

JOURNALS & WEBSITES 
Educators for Social Responsibility:  
http://www.esrnational.org    This website contains cur-
riculum materials for elementary, middle, and high 
schools on ways to prevent bullying and to resolve  
conflicts peaceably.   
Family Court: 3 websites 
http://www.courts.state.ny.us/kiosk/kiosk.htm    This 
website contains excellent descriptions of all the activities 
conducted by Family Court in New York State. 
http://ojjdp.ncjrs.org    This website contains informa-
tion about activities of the Federal Office of Juvenile Jus-
tice and Delinquency Prevention in relation to issues 
dealt with by Family Court. 
http://abanet.org/unifiedfamcrt/home.html    This is the 
website of the American Bar Association concerning  
Unified Family Court. It is a good source for information 
on activities taking place nationally.   
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PURPOSE OF THE FILM:  
THE DECISION 

(12 minutes) 
 
The Decision tells a story of how bullying in a  
middle school leads to a student appearing in  
Family Court. The film provides opportunities for stu-
dents, parents, and teachers to discuss ways to eradi-
cate such behavior. 
 

PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY GUIDE 
 
To help educators, students, parents, counselors, psy-
chologists, and social workers: 

• Understand the forms of intimidation that may lead 
students to use a weapon 

• Learn about the ways Family Court functions and 
deals with the consequences of students’ use of 
weapons. 

• Find topics for groups to discuss about the film 
• Locate additional sources for further exploration of 

the themes in the film 
• Provide ideas for eliminating or reducing intimida-

tion among students.      
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HOW TO USE THIS STUDY GUIDE 
 
This study guide is designed to help people prepare to see 
The Decision and to discuss it afterwards. It should be 
useful to groups of: 
• Adults, including parents, teachers, and other school 

personnel. 
• Students. While the film depicts middle school stu-

dents, it will be useful for older or younger students.  
• Adults and students combined. Discussion of inter-

generational misunderstandings may be stimulated in 
this kind of group.  

 
Facilitators will want to use the study guide in preparing 
to show the film. The guide provides discussion topics 
and activities that draw on the issues raised in the film. 
We hope that the suggested activities will stimulate you to 
develop further activities of your own. 
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4.   ISSUES RELATING TO FAMILY COURT 
Ask participants to consider the roles of Family 
Court  
• In punishing Spooner for attacking Malchik 

with a knife 
• In punishing Malchik for bullying Spooner 
• In explaining the legalities of self-defense 

and what is an appropriate response to a 
threat 

• In assisting both boys to avoid bullying and 
violence in the future 

• In helping their families, and the families of 
others, to work with their children to settle 
disputes amicably and avoid violence. 

                     
5.   GENERAL QUESTIONS 

• What opportunities should schools provide 
for students to make meaningful relation-
ships and acquire respect for one another? 

• How are “appropriate” classroom behaviors 
created? 

• Are students able to intervene when they see 
injustices being done to classmates? 

• How is the story of Spooner’s ancestors 
similar to his own story? 

• What could parents, such as Spooner’s 
mother, do to learn more about their child’s 
transition to a new school? 

• What is an appropriate level of parent in-
volvement in school? 
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2. ISSUES  RELATING TO THE             
 STUDENTS:    

        Ask participants to consider not only those 
      students with major roles in the film, but also 
      those with minor ones. E.g.  

• In scene 2, Pooch joins with Malchik in pre-
paring and throwing the water balloon. In 
what other scene or scenes does Pooch en-
courage Malchik to bully Spooner? Do oth-
ers do the same thing? 

• Could Pooch or others have stopped Mal-
chik from bullying Spooner? If so, how? 

• How important are Malchik’s “encouragers” 
in leading Spooner to feel he is threatened?  

              
 3.       ISSUES  RELATING TO THE 
             ADULTS: 

Encourage participants to consider the actions of 
those adults with both major and minor roles in 
the film. E.g. 
• In scene 1, the teacher takes several actions 

that lead to unintended results. How could 
he have acted to prevent those results? 

• In scene 4, Spooner’s mother talks with him 
about his family background. How could she 
have acted to prevent Spooner’s later ac-
tions? 

• In scene 6, some students try to trip Spooner 
in the corridor. How could the adults in the 
school have acted to stop that?   

• In scene 7, a bystander shouts to Malchik 
and his friends to stop harassing Spooner. 
Could he have taken other action to stop 
their bullying? If so, how?                 
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IN PREPARATION FOR SCREENING 
 
Decide on the purpose of showing the film The 
Decision to the various groups. For instance, the 
purpose may be:  
• To have students understand the consequences 

of Spooner’s and Malchik’s actions as they relate 
to Family Court, and to have students under-
stand the breadth of activities Family Court han-
dles. In this case, additional preparation may in-
clude arranging for a follow-up visit to a Family 
Court, and the visit to the school of a Family 
Court officer. If a visit from a Family Court offi-
cer coincides with the showing of the film, he or 
she could assist in facilitating the discussion of it. 

• To engage students to think of alternatives to the 
actions taken by students in the film. In this case, 
additional time will be needed for students to 
consider what the alternatives might be.   

• To engage adults in discussion of ways to deal 
with students, such as Jim Spooner, who are un-
willing to discuss at home issues relating to vio-
lence at school. In this case, additional prepara-
tion may include arranging for the participation 
of one or more professionals, such as a coun-
selor or psychotherapist. Materials on organiza-
tions and individuals available for assistance may 
also be provided.  

• To engage adults working in a school in discus-
sion of ways to prevent violence there. In this 
case, time will need to be assigned for brain-
storming and decision-making. Additional source 
materials may also have to be provided.  
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Decide whether to show the film in its entirety be-
fore having any discussion or have the facilitator 
stop the film at a particular scene to start a discus-
sion about the options open at that moment in the 
film to any one of the characters.  

• Adult groups may wish to focus their discussion 
on the options open to the teacher, parent, or 
bystander, while student groups may wish to fo-
cus on those open to Spooner, Malchik, Pooch, 
or one of the other students.  

 
Decide which activities you want the viewing 
group to participate in after the screening, and 
arrange a timetable that includes each one. 

 
Make sure the context for the film has been 
carefully described to the audience before the film 
is screened.  
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ACTIVITIES FOR AFTER THE  
SCREENING OF THE DECISION   

             DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
Examples are provided under each heading, but 
facilitators are encouraged to develop additional 
questions of their own. Several questions under 
MOMENTS WHEN A DECISION IS 
MADE and GENERAL QUESTIONS could, 
equally well, be asked under one of the other 
headings.   

1.          MOMENTS WHEN A DECISION IS 
MADE: 
Ask questions about the decisions various char-
acters made in each of the 12 scenes noted 
above. E.g. 
• In scene 1: What decisions of the teacher 

helped to build or undermine a sense of 
community in the class? What other deci-
sions could he have made? How could the 
teacher have provided a smoother transition 
into the class for Spooner? 

• In scene 3: What effect on Malchik and his 
friends did the girl’s decision have when she 
called out to them to stop attacking Spooner 
in the lunchroom? What different decisions 
might she or they have made after she called 
out?     

• In what ways did Spooner’s discussion with 
his mother, in scene 4, influence his decision 
in scene 8?   

• In scene 10: What made Malchik decide to 
move forward to grab the knife from 
Spooner?  What other action might he have 
taken? 
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10. IN THE STREET    Jim Spooner is followed 
             by a group of students. He runs to find his 
             knife, then turns on the group saying that if 
             he is attacked he will use it. Members of the 
             group urge Malchik on. Malchik approaches 
             Jim who cuts his arm with the knife.  
11. SPOONER’S HOME    At dinnertime, Jim is 
             not eating his food. His mother is  
             concerned. There is a knock on the door. It 
             is a police officer looking for Jim. 
12. THE COURT HOUSE    In Family Court where 
             Jim Spooner, accompanied by his 
             mother, is told that he is charged with a  
             Violation Petition: Assault in the Second Degree. 
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ESTABLISHING THE CONTEXT OF  
THE DECISION 

 
Make clear to each group that:  

• The film compresses into 12 minutes several situa-
tions that in reality would take place over several 
weeks or even months.  

• Other aspects of the film may seem unrealistic to the 
audience. After the film is shown, members of the 
audience could discuss those aspects and their rea-
sons for believing they are unrealistic. 

• The film is designed to show how violence has many 
forms, and how it escalates through a series of deci-
sions causing actions that lead to the use of weapons.  

• The setting is a middle school, but similar events 
might take place in other school settings. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE FILM 
The film consists of several scenes, each of which may 
be chosen for further examination.  

1. CLASSROOM   The teacher enters to begin a  class. 
             He chides the students for being so noisy  as he 
             enters. One student, Malchik, enters late. Then, a 
             new boy, Jim Spooner, enters, speaks to the 
             teacher, and takes a seat. Several incidents 
             occur during that class and as it ends. The 
             teacher categorizes the behavior of some  
             students. 
2. TOILET   Malchik and Pooch throw a water  
             balloon (presumably at Spooner.) 
3. LUNCHROOM    Jim Spooner sits with several 
             students who smear his face with frosting  from a 
             cup cake. One student calls out, in vain, to the 
             others to stop. 
4. SPOONER’S HOME    His mother is preparing 
             dinner when Jim asks her about his family 
             background. His mother tells him how his 
             family immigrated on her side from Cuba  and on 
             his father’s side from Holland or  Germany. She 
             explains that poor boys in Europe were often 
             conscripted to serve in armies and had no choice 
             but to serve. His ancestors had fled to avoid  
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             conscription. Jim calls them cowards. His 
             mother explains they were not cowards; how 
             brave they were to move to another country 
             whose language  they did not know, and how 
             later generations had fought in World War II 
             because they believed in what they were fighting 
             for.  
5. CLASSROOM    The teacher praises Jim 
             Spooner’s academic work, and criticizes the 
             work of Malchik, another student.  
6. IN THE CORRIDOR    Someone tries to trip 
             Jim Spooner. 
7. IN THE STREET    On the way home from 
             school, several classmates accost Jim 
             Spooner asking him what his grade was. One 
             looks through his bag and tears up his work, 
             while Malchik chides him for being so  
             modest. A bystander with a dog calls out to 
             the group to stop harassing Spooner. 
8. SPOONER’S KITCHEN    Jim Spooner,  
             fearing he may be attacked on his way to or 
             from school, searches for a knife which he 
             wraps in a towel. 
9. OUTSIDE THE SCHOOL   As he walks to 
             school, Jim Spooner hides the knife outside 
            the school in the bushes. 
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