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 In a united effort to strike 
down bullying, violence, and intoler-
ance within the school community, stu-
dents and staff of James Madison High 
School spent February 11-15 partici-
pating in Respect for All (RFA) Week.
 RFA Week is a city-wide 
movement created by the Depart-
ment of Education. According to the 
DOE website, this year, schools were 
asked to “develop a program that en-
courages respect for diversity and 
gets students involved in meaningful 
lessons and/or activities whose fo-
cal point is to prevent bias-based ha-
rassment, intimidation and bullying.”
 At Madison, the guidance 
department and several Leadership 
teachers organized a program that al-
lowed students to let their true colors 
show - literally. Each day of the week, 
members of the school community 
were encouraged to wear different 
colors which represented the five at-
tributes of respect (harmony, loyalty, 
dignity, trustworthiness and unity). 
Participation was overwhelming. Stu-
dents got to wear some of their favorite 

colors while supporting a good cause.
 Ms. Maciaszek, one of Madi-
son’s Leadership teachers whose 
class took part in the preparation for 
RFA week, had her students mak-
ing colored ribbon pins to distribute 
at scanning and collecting donations.
 “Activities like this are impor-
tant,” said Maciaszek. “It gives all kids 
a chance to be a part of something. In 
a big school, it builds community and 
acknowledges that we not only need to 
respect ourselves, but those around us.” 
 Ms. Cohen, AP, administra-
tion and Leadership teacher, created an 
RFA week competition for her class in 
which different teams were in charge 
of different colors. Teams competed 
against each other to see which day 
could raise the most money via dona-
tions at scanning. Tables were set up 
with students handing out color co-
ordinated ribbon pins, baked goods, 
candy and pencils. Red for trustwor-
thiness collected the most donations, 
raising over $400 on Valentine’s Day. 
In fact, so many students wore red 
that organizers ushered the group 

into the auditorium to photograph a 
makeshift heart, formed with red clad 
students raising red paper. Over the 
course of the entire week, students do-
nated nearly a thousand dollars, all of 
which went toward student activities.
 “It’s incredible to see how 
our school community can come to-
gether to support the philosophy of 
RFA week,” said Ms. Cohen proudly.
 Toni Howard-Mitchell, a ju-
nior in Ms. Cohen’s class, believes 
her fellow classmates can make a 
difference by performing small, 
but significant acts of kindness.
 “RFA week makes us appreci-
ate the little things that we usually over-
look like holding the door, giving a com-
pliment, things like that. There needs to 
be more respect in Madison’s student 
body and it’ll only happen one kind ac-
tion at a time,” Howard-Mitchell said.
 Ms. Luhrs, Madison’s Peer 
Mediation Coordinator, is taking ad-
vantage of RFA week to promote a new 
program she calls “Paying It Forward.” 
Paying It Forward enables students to 
make up for negative behavior in a con-

structive way. When students commit 
minor infractions like name-calling, 
they are encouraged to do something 
nice for the person they hurt and for 
someone else. Paying It Forward sprang 
from peer mediation but it differs from 
it in the sense that students must find 
the goodness in their own hearts to do 
something positive in lieu of something 
negative. Paying It Forward is meant 
to complement RFA week by helping 
to create a respectful environment in 
which students look out for one an-
other rather than try to hurt each other.
 “It’s a great way for stu-
dents to redeem themselves,” said 
Ms. Luhrs. “It goes hand in hand 
with RFA week and reinforces the 
goal that RFA week aims to achieve.”
 RFA week ended on Fri-
day with the school celebrating its 
unity by wearing black and gold, 
the school’s colors. As a lasting re-
minder of the lessons that RFA Week 
taught, Madisonians will continue 
to wear black and gold on all future 
Fridays, now called Unity Fridays. 
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Bully; a movie review

Bully  has grossed over $3.5 million 
worldwide and was released on DVD 
and Blu-ray in February.
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 It is very difficult for documen-
tary films to strike the perfect balance 
between relaying honest information to 
the audience and keeping them focused 
on the movie, but director Lee Hirsch 
manages to find this balance and ex-
pertly ensnare his viewers with his 2011 
film Bully. Hirsh does so by showing 
actual footage of real instances of bul-
lying and intercuts it with testimonies 
from the victims and their parents in 
a heartbreakingly tragic way that bor-
ders on emotional manipulation. Bully 
is one of the most important documen-
taries of the past decade, but the chal-
lenge is finding the stomach to watch it.
 Bully tells the story of several 
victims of bullying spread across the 
United States, from Alex Libby living 
in Iowa, to Kelby Johnson, a transgen-
der teen, to the tragic story of Tyler 
Long who committed suicide in 2009 
due to the relentless peer harassment 
he suffered throughout high school. 
The children in this documentary have 
nothing in common with each other 
except for the fact they are all victims 
of bullying, which Hirsch uses to show 
how widespread the problem of bully-
ing is in America. He also reinforces 
his message by showing firsthand how 
these children are victimized by bully-

ing with footage of the incidents caught 
on camera by his film crew. It is this live 
footage that makes this documentary 
so difficult to watch. The movie pulls 
no punches in showing you that bully-
ing is brutal and harmful, and though 
the audience feels beaten down itself, 
that harsh reality needs to be seen.
 Even worse than the foot-
age of bullying are the first-hand ac-
counts from the victims, especially 
Alex Libby, who accepts the torment 
and abuse he suffers under the miscon-
ception that the bullies are his friends. 
Hirsch claims that he needed to make 
this movie because of the experiences 
with bullying he went through as a 
child, and after watching the docu-
mentary, it’s difficult to call Hirsch 
anything but sympathetic to the plight 
of the children. You can criticize him 
for trying too hard to make the audi-
ence cry, but Hirsch certainly knows 
how to paint a picture of desperation 
in the face of the problem of bullying. 
 In between footage of Bul-
lying and listening to the children 
themselves talk about their problems 
in school, the parents of the children 
are given time to voice their frustra-
tion. Each of the families interviewed 
shows genuine care for their children, 

but none of the adults in the film seems 
capable of addressing the problem 
themselves. Because of this, the most 
difficult parts of Bully to watch are not 
the bullying itself but rather the impo-
tence, and in some cases indifference, 
that school officials have towards the 
bullying that goes on in schools. It 
is both telling and infuriating when 
the parents of a deceased Tyler Long 
call a town-hall meeting to discuss 
the problem of bullying to which 
not one school official showed up. 
 Bully is not a happy movie. 
It is an hour and a half of depression 
and raw footage that is genuinely dif-
ficult to watch. At the same time, it is a 
movie that needs to be seen by as many 
people as possible. The movie may 
be dark and depressing, but there is a 
ray of hope at the end, and that small 
positive is enough to make the movie 
worth the ride for those of us who want 
to end bullying. The more people who 
challenge themselves to watch this 
documentary, the better, but just make 
sure you understand that this film will 
not make you feel good.  


