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 Movie Synopsis
Think of a way to change our world, and put it into ACTION. 

Eugene Simonet is a social studies teacher who does not expect this year’s seventh grade class to be different from last year’s.  “Eugene makes the same speech to his class each year hoping, but not quite expecting, that one of his students will take it to heart,” says Kevin Spacey. A man whose physical scars inform much deeper emotional scars, Simonet is nonetheless a passionate teacher.  “He transfers his hope to his students, because he has no hope for himself.  Emotionally, he is completely shut down.”


Director Mimi Leder, who garnered universal acclaim for the humanity she brought to the epic action films “Deep Impact” and “The Peacemaker,” explains, “Eugene has an assignment that he gives at the beginning of each school year for the past 12 years.  The assignment is to think of a way to change our world and put it into action.  He hopes, but doesn’t anticipate, that his students will take it seriously.”


One young student, Trevor McKinney, takes the assignment to heart.  Leder notes, “Trevor takes this assignment very seriously because his own life is so troubled.  His father is gone; he has had to grow up too soon.  He needs some hope in his life.  And he gets it from Eugene.” 

 
Eleven year-old Trevor lives in a working class section of Las Vegas with his mother, Arlene.  “Trevor’s mom works a lot and has some habits which infringe on her ability to take care of him, so he ends up taking care of himself most of the time,” says Haley Joel Osment, who follows up his acclaimed performance in “The Sixth Sense,” which also garnered the young actor an Academy Award nomination, with “Pay It Forward.”  “He loves her and wants her to overcome her problems, but he knows it’s something she can’t do by herself.  If she could, she would have done it by now.”


Helen Hunt, who won a Best Actress Oscar for her star turn in “As Good As It Gets,” plays Trevor’s mother, Arlene.  “Arlene wants to be a good mother to Trevor,” says Hunt.  “Her love for him is what helps her through her nights working as a waitress in a strip club and her days as a change girl in a casino.  She’s trying to leave behind the bad habits that have plagued her all her life, for him.  But the habits won’t let her go so easily.”


Trevor finds inspiration in an unlikely place – his social studies class.  “Trevor has never had a teacher like Mr. Simonet,” says Osment, “a teacher that doesn’t just stand in front of the class and say, ‘OK, class, open your books to page one; we’re going to do the review questions at the bottom.’  Mr. Simonet actually talks to the class from his heart.  He tells them what social studies is really about – it’s about you and the world.”


Eugene tells Trevor’s class that it is possible for one person to change the world.  “It stirs something in Trevor that only a person like Eugene could,” says Osment.  “The teacher has a key to unlocking what Trevor has inside.  He inspires Trevor to come up with ‘pay it forward.’  It’s something Trevor can finally believe in, something he thinks will make his own life better.”


Osment explains Trevor’s idea of “pay it forward,” as “doing something for somebody that they can’t do for themselves.  You just have to do that three times and the people you help each do it three times, then it gets bigger.  It goes from three to nine to 27 and on and on and on.”


Leder feels that Eugene also sees a quality in Trevor that helps him look deeper within himself.  “Eugene sees himself in Trevor,” she says.  “He sees what he was as a boy, and what he could have been as a boy.  Eugene is a man whose defenses are up totally, but this kid just breaks them down.  Trevor doesn’t see his scars.  He just sees who he is as a person.” 


Producer Steve Reuther notes that Trevor’s first targets are his mother, his teacher and, through them, maybe himself as well.  “Trevor is looking for a dad and a stable home,” Reuther says.  “One of the three things he does to get ‘pay it forward’ started is to try to bring his mother and Eugene together.  So, he tries to force the relationship, which doesn’t exactly work out for the best.”


But as Arlene begins to see the power in her son’s plan, she turns to Eugene for help in understanding him. “She is just amazed by her son,” says Hunt.  “He has grown into such an introspective, thoughtful young man and she has been so busy.  There is a side to him that she just doesn’t know but she wants to know, and she wants Eugene to help her understand him.”


“As the story progresses, Eugene starts to allow himself to be more open because of Trevor, and also because of his feelings for Trevor’s mother, Arlene,” says Spacey.  “He begins to open up and allow himself to be loved.”


“These are two people that are completely wary of each other who are brought together by this little boy,” says producer Peter Abrams.  “Trevor’s project is what initially brings them together and they start in this strange place of trying to talk about this boy who neither one understands.  He wants them to try and understand themselves; he’s hoping to ‘pay it forward’ by trying to heal Mr. Simonet and his mother.”

Leder and the actors worked together to anchor these awakening characters in the harsh realities of their emotional lives.  “This is a love story more than anything,” says Leder.  “And a powerful love story because you can see the real dynamics that bring these people together.  They are all outsiders in a way, people barely holding on who come together in a way that empowers them all.”


As Trevor struggles with his plan, ripples begin to be felt by others in his life.  Trevor gives a young homeless man (Jim Caviezel) a place to sleep and take a shower.  It touches an older homeless woman, Grace, played by Angie Dickenson.  It even reaches a young reporter (Jay Mohr), who tries to track down what he believes to be the story of the century. 


Unbeknownst to Trevor, “pay it forward” has actually broken out of its conception point in Las Vegas and is spreading across the nation.

Pay It Forward

Questions for the Movie

1. The reporter’s car accident is chronologically towards the end of the movie.  Then it jumps to four months previous with Trevor’s story while the reporter investigates the story with a series of flashbacks that work backwards in time.  Confused?  Watch carefully.

2. How do you feel about metal detectors at the entrance to schools?  What do you think schools should be doing to ensure they are secure?

3. Mr. Simonet is definitely trying to “set the tone” on the first day of school.  Is this a good thing for teachers to do?  How would you handle things if you were a new teacher?

4. “What does the world mean to you?”  Are you news watchers? “global thinkers”?  What does the world expect of a student?

5. “What happens if, when you’re finally free, you don’t like the world you live in?”  Think of an idea to change our world, and put it into ACTION.

6. During his bike ride, what is Trevor looking for?

7. What is Mr. Simonet referring to when he says that he will be hard to fire?  “filling a quota” ..... “parking one space this side of the blue zone”

8. How should teachers handle their dealings with parents?  Pre-emptive talks, phone calls, .....

9. Is there anything wrong with a teacher challenging his or students?  Explain.

10. “What is this, an attack of total altruism?”  And until this unit in politics, I’ll be most of you weren’t even aware of the word!

11. “I’m late for my mass wedding.”  This sarcastic statement is supposed to suggest what?

12. Trevor has given the homeless man, Jerry, a leg up by doing very little things.  BUT what do those “little things” mean to Jerry?

13. Explain the idea of “pay it forward”.

14. Do you know of examples of teachers being “teachery”?  Is that a good or a bad thing?

15. Trevor feels that he has failed in helping Jerry so he moves on to ______________________.  What is Trevor’s set-up?  Does it work?

16. To what extent should teachers reach to connect with parents and especially the students’ lives outside of school?  (e.g. home visits)  Good or bad thing?

17. “You had a sleepover, didn’t you!”  Funny.

18. Trevor thought he had failed with Jerry, but along comes this lady on a bridge.....  Explain.

19. Trevor feels that everyone gives up too easily.  

20. What inspires us to do good?  

21. How are some people recognized for their efforts?

22. Could “pay it forward” work? 

23. What else could we do?!?!
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Your Task

1.
In groups of 4 or 5, come up with your own idea to make the world a better place.  You will have two class periods to work on it and then will make brief presentations about your proposal at the beginning of the third class.  A maximum two-page report will be submitted providing further details of your proposal.

2.
Your proposal must be feasible.  It can not involve vast sums of money or resources that are not available to you.

3.
Your proposal must be meaningful.  You must clearly state intended outcomes as to how your proposal will positively affect the lives of a significantly sized population.

4.
Your proposal must be detailed.  Clearly identify the manpower, resources, finances, contacts, and skills required to ensure success of your proposal.  

5.
Use visuals such as photographs, statistical graphs, maps, flowcharts, or other types to make a convincing presentation to the class that your plan is needed and it will work.

6.
Work together.  You will be asked to reflect upon your group’s dynamics and proportional participation of your group members.

Evaluation Categories 
Knowledge

· is your report detailed?

Thinking

· are there relevant statistics and facts to show that there is a need?

· are there relevant statistics and facts to show details of the resources required?

Communication

· is your report and presentation professional, visually appealing, and convincing?

Application

· is your proposal feasible and meaningful?

