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Summary:  This article written by Anderson looks at the influence pop culture and the various courses of media affect the writing of young children.  It also looks at the effects of this type of writing has on the child, the listeners and if it actually has a valid place in the classroom.  

The writer looks at a boy, Jason, and his fascination with fantasy with a large amount of violence scattered amongst the story.  Anderson doesn’t understand why a child like Jason, who was non-violent and passive enough that he was a vegetarian so that no animals would be killed for his food, would be drawn to such violent, graphic and aggressive-packed writing.  Anderson just did not understand why or what attracted Jason to such an alter-ego type writing experience.

Only after he researched and found that as far back as the 1950’s “people were saying the same things about television (2),” as they are still saying today.  In the 1952 issue of Parents Magazine, it was said, “a large part of what children see and hear is intended mainly for adult eyes and ears…It’s not healthy (2).”  There has been a long standing ideal that children would be influenced, practice, and internalize the violence, aggression, intensely over-glorified status that hostility receives in the mainstream of America.  

The difference that Anderson could not from the 50’s through today is the non-stop barrage of news, videos, songs, games, and television.   There seems to be 24-hour coverage of acts of aggression, war, killing, and anger, which was not available in previous decades.  Children are exposed to killing, plotting, and understandings of weapons and their use from video games.  Yet, boys have always gravitated towards rough and tumble type activities.  They play-out their fantasies in war reenactment.  They thrive and go through rights of passage as they age by the amount of gore they can endure.  However, does viewing this cause violence in children?  Does writing about this make violent children?  From what Anderson was able to gather from his research, it does not.  If anything, it allows an escape valve for youngsters who have issues surrounding violence.  Maybe it is therapeutic for them to work through fears, feelings, and issues they have.  The author states that one youngster in the writing class had experienced trauma that was a “red flag (7)” for the teacher and they were able to refer the child for treatment, based upon this release valve writing provided.

After immersing into the world of fourth and fifth grade boys, Anderson was able to find importance and value in what Jason was writing.  He was able to compare Jason’s understandings and characters to those of adult fantasy writers, like J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis.  By entering the world of his young writer, he found common ground and value in a student he once brushed-off as confusing.  He was able to share Jason’s world and broaden it by finding literature that would guide his young fantasy writer.  Jason was not violent, he is merely writing about the things he sees, hears, and lives each and everyday.  He is a product of the technology we have created, the drawn-out information that we have to know, and the “real life” that many youngsters live each and everyday.  He is not a product of his choosing or making, but one of the media rich environments we as adults have created.

Connections:  I have had several young boys write about violent or aggressive fantasy pieces.  They were in first grade, and I had one who wrote about a castle and a dragon who was invincible.  He was graphic in details and I was able to share his love of good and evil, but we were unable to share such tales with the youngsters in our classroom.  I just could not allow this seven year old to tell about chopping of the dragon’s head and stabbing the dragon in the heart.  He also went on about mounting the head in the castle.  It was not too long after I this scenario played repeatedly that he went hunting with his dad at the deer lease.  The dragon was very similar to a deer in the story he wrote.  It does not have to be violence it may be be about their lives.  Tristen was a wonderfully sweet and kind-hearted young man, but he wrote with detail because he had experienced hunting with his father.  The worst part was that he hated the killing and worked through his experiences of the “dragon” by wrestling with the story.  It was so therapeutic for Tristen, but he did not have the heart or courage to tell his father that he hated hunting, but loved spending time with his dad.  This was an internal battle of epic proportions.  

Discussions: What do you do with the boys who write about violent things in your classrooms?  Should they be allowed the choice to write about what they choose?  Where is the line?  Do you think violence in writing equates violent children?

Extensions:  There were several links to websites at the end of the article that deal with media violence and children.  I especially found these beneficial in my grappling with this issue: http://www.aap.org/advocacy/childhealthmonth/effects.htm,           .  

I believe that I have to take the writer where they are and bond with them and understand their desire to write, help them find their voice and polish their craft.  If it takes a mutant laser-waving dinosaur, so be it.  Who knows, I may have the next great fantasy writer sitting in my very own room.  Heaven forbid that I quash the spirit of the next C. S. Lewis.

