Bullying in Schools

Has your child ever been bullied in school?  Were you bullied in school as a child?  Perhaps you bullied other children.  I think most of us could probably answer “yes” to one of those questions.  If not, consider yourself lucky.


Bullying is extremely widespread and perhaps the must underreported safety problem on American school campuses.  Perhaps more than any other school safety problem, bullying affects students’ sense of security, and contrary to popular belief, bullying occurs more often at school than on the way to and from there.


What is bullying?  Bullying occurs when a stronger or more dominant child repeatedly hurts, threatens or torments a more vulnerable child.  Bullying is intentional.  It happens more than once, and there is a marked imbalance of power between the bully and the victim.  Bullying is different from teasing or a single incidence of teasing.  It also is different than the normal conflicts of childhood such as two children having a fight that are about the same size and strength.


Bullying can take on many forms, and in addition to being physical, bullying can also be verbal and psychological in nature.  Bullies may:
· spread rumors about others

· write nasty things about classmates

· intentionally exclude others

· take or damage other students’ possessions and property

· cyperbully by sending offensive messages to others via computer or cell phone

· intimidate or threaten others

· repeatedly taunt/ridicule others 

· persuade peers to reject others  


In the United States, several other school behaviors (some illegal) are recognized as forms of bullying such as sexual harassment, ostracism based perceived sexual orientation and hazing.  According to one source, while bullying may be a contributing factor in many school shootings, it is important to know that it is not the cause of the school shootings.  International research shows that bullying is most common at the elementary school level.  It occurs slightly less often in middle schools and although less, still frequently at high schools.  High school freshmen are particularly vulnerable.


Bullying is a problem that affects ALL of our children in one way or another—those who bully, those who are victimized, and those who are witnesses to bullying.  There are many statistics, but recent research indicates that:

· 15-20% of all students are victimized by bullies at some point in their school career

· almost one in three children nationwide is involved in bullying, either as a bully or a victim 

· about 10% of students are afraid during much of the school day

· 160,000 children miss school every day in the USA for fear of being bullied

· 71% of teachers or classroom aides either did not know about or ignored bullying incidents in their classes (based on a survey of students)

· bullying will typically stop in less than 10 seconds if another student intervenes

· bullying incidents can be cut in half through a school-wide bullying prevention program

· about 20% of students have reported being victimized by online bullying


One study showed that 60% of identified bullies during their grade 6-9 years eventually got involved in at least one criminal conviction by age 24.  Undoubtedly, it’s

a problem that builds to later consequences, so something needs to be done to prevent it as early as possible.  Here is a short list of things that can be done to help stop this epidemic.

1.  Monitor high-risk children.  Some of the students most likely to be bullied are those students who are withdrawn from their classmates, those who stand out in some way (overweight, exceptionally short or tall, adopted, have an accent), or attend special-education programs.  

2.  Supervise areas where bullying is likely.  Students are more likely to be bullied in areas that have little supervision such as the playground, lunchroom, bathroom, and even the back of the classroom.   Teachers, administrators, and other staff (custodians, cafeteria workers, for example) can help prevent bullying by being especially vigilant and visible during less structured activities.
3.  Recognize the signs of bullying.  School staff need to be especially knowledgeable of the warning signs of someone being bullied:  many school absences; anxiety during class; withdrawal from peers, unusual sadness; frequent visits to the school nurse; unexplained cuts or bruises; fear of walking home or riding the school bus; avoidance of certain school areas; and a decline in academic performance or motivation. 


Kelli Stewart, Stone Middle School Principal, says we all know that bullying is a problem that affects students in our society. The type of bullying she sees most often in  her school is verbal bullying. Verbal bullying is sometimes hard to detect, therefore their students are encouraged to report any form of bullying to a staff member.  The counselors teach a school-wide classroom guidance program called Paws 4 Peace.  They also provide small group and one-on-one counseling when needed.   


Aikin Elementary School Principal Pat Gilbert says student bullying is a societal issue that needs to be addressed by parents, media, communities, and churches.  The forms of bullying she sees most often are teasing and name-calling.  At Aikin, counselors deal with this issue in the classrooms and with small group counseling.  According to Ms. Gilbert, there are [bullying] policies in place, and students are given consequences as soon as an incident is reported to teachers or to someone in the office.



Kathie Thompson, Mt. Vernon Intermediate School Principal, says she does not see a lot of true bullying.  However, she does see kids or situations that could develop into bullying if school personnel do not intervene.  Name-calling is the most prevalent type of bullying on her campus.  Ms. Thompson says her school has at least one character education assembly each year.  They also have a character education class for their 5th graders and several mentoring programs in place for 5th and 6th grade.  She has a group of young men who are recent Mt. Vernon High School graduates home from college, that meet with several 6th grade boys every Wednesday morning at 7:15 a.m. to give boys a positive male role model and a chance to see that males can have fun and be cool without the influence of something negative in their life.  A group of men and women from the Lowe’s Corporation come to the intermediate school each week to tutor 5th graders.  Ms. Thompson also works with her Community in Schools Coordinator to help the 5th grade girls develop good self esteem.


Justiss Elementary School Principal Renee Elmore says bullying is not a large problem at her school.  She says the counselors have done a great job with their Bully Awareness Program, and they also have a zero tolerance policy when it comes to bullying.  According to Ms. Elmore, the type of bullying she sees most often is for a student to subdue the other student and get their own way.  The bully refuses to talk or play with someone or may spread lies/rumors about someone.  They also deal with verbal bullying such as name-calling, teasing, or insulting.

How can we best deal with bullying in schools?  Parents need to know their school’s policies and procedures for dealing with bullying.  All reports of bullying need to be taken seriously and followed up on.  Immediate action should be taken if you find out that a student is being bullied or is bullying.  The problem of bullying should be handled privately whether dealing with the bully or the victim.  Support the victim by listening sympathetically, providing reassurance, and encouraging him/her to report any future incidents.  Both the bully and victim should be monitored since a student who has engaged in bullying is likely to do it again and a student who has been bullied is at risk for being targeted by other students.

“The early years of a child’s life are crucial for healthy cognitive, social, and emotional development,” says Pat Gilbert.  “All campuses must work to keep ‘bully free’ environments by encouraging kindness and respect.  Parents must reinforce these concepts at home.”
