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What Is Bullying?

Bullying can be defined as ongoing verbal and/or physical harassment/abuse that occurs in community and/or school settings.  Bullies use aggression or threat of it, to gain control over peers.  They tend to target children who are weaker in physical or verbal ability than they.  Non- assertive youngsters who will not defend themselves or seek assistance often become prey too. 

Nearly all children experience bullying to some degree.  It occurs most often during the elementary and middle school years.  It certainly exists in high school as well, however, it's nature tends to become more subtle. 

Physical bullying tends to occur when adults are not present to prevent or stop it.  If adults are present, the bullying tends to take a verbal form of intimidation and condescension if the adult is distant, or non-verbal/non-physical (e.g., threatening looks, silently mouthing words) if the adult is near.  However, the influence of the adult depends greatly on his/her awareness, prestige, and power. 

Facts and Figures

· More than 1 in 3 middle and high school students say they don't fell safe at school, and generally, boys are more fearful in school than are girls 

· 27% of middle school students and 31% of high school students said they "agree" or "strongly agree" that it is acceptable to hit or threaten someone who makes them angry. 

· More than 16% of U.S. school kids say that they have been bullied by another youngster during the current school term. 

· Bullying appears to occur most often in the 6th through 8th grades. 

· There appear to be no differences in bullying rates between rural, suburban, town, and urban areas. 

· Of students in grades 6-10: 

· 62% reported being bullied through belittling one's looks or speech. 

· 60% report being the subject of rumors 

· 56% report being hit, slapped or pushed 

· 52% report being the subject of sexual comments or gestures 

· 26% report being belittled about their religion or race 

· 15% of absenteeism is believed to be due to avoidance of bullying 

· 60% of former bullies have at least one criminal conviction by the age of 24. 

Characteristics of Bullies

It's important that teachers, parents, and members of the community be aware of the signals that suggest a child might be a bully.  Some of the common indicators  include: 

· Lacks empathy and concern for others 

· Demonstrates a strong need to dominate and subdue others 

· Hot tempered, quickly becomes enraged 

· Teases others in a hurtful manner 

· Picks on others who are weaker; not done in self defense 

· Intimidates others through threats or reputation 

· Commits acts of physical aggression 

· Defiant, oppositional, and aggressive towards adults 

Causes of Bullying

Opinions regarding the etiology of bullying vary.  Some believe that bullies learned their intimidation tactics from their parents/guardians, and are displaying behaviors that serve a function in their home environments.  Others believe that certain environments directly or indirectly reinforce aggressive behaviors demonstrated by children.  Aggression may allow the child to avoid tasks or gain privileges/rewards.  As a result of being reinforced, the behavior is maintained and strengthened.  A third belief is that bullies have a poor social perception of situations.  They may interpret other people's behaviors as being hostile towards them when in fact, there is no such intent.  For example, if another student accidentally knocks over a bully's pencil or book, that bully might interpret this accident as having a hostile intent.  S/he then retaliates. 

Bullying has long-term effects on both the victims AND the bullies.  Victims may develop low self-esteem, anxiety, and/or fear as a result of having been bullied.  In extreme cases, victims have committed suicide in order to avoid the continual harassment.  The victim's academic performance may be negatively affected as well.  On the other hand, children who bully other children are more likely to become involved in the criminal justice system at an early age.  They are also at risk for becoming involved in illegal drug use and other anti-social behavior. 

The Victims

Bullies tend to harass children who are vulnerable in some way.  For example, dressing differently, learning more slowly than others, or being unskilled in a valued ability can make one a target for bullies.  Other children's weaknesses and differences are exploited by these aggressors. 

What makes victims so vulnerable to bullies?  There seems to be three factors that contribute to becoming susceptible to being preyed upon.  One factor is victims' poor social skills.  These victims lack social skills.  They have difficulty interacting productively with their peers or fail to pick up on social cues.  This lack of social awareness and interaction skill contributes to them being viewed as odd or different.  While most children will simply avoid the youngster who is seen as undesirable as a friends or playmate.  Bullies, however, may attack these socially unskilled youngsters. 

This lack of desirability can lead to a second common trait of victims; few or no friends.  Since they have no friends (or not enough), they have no support network when bullies engage in harassment.  New arrivals to a school may not have made friends yet, increasing the chances that they might be viewed by bullies as easy prey. 

Finally, the third contributor to victimization is a tendency to be non-confrontational.  Failing to verbally (or physically) assert oneself can encourage a bully to continue intimidation behaviors.  Members of small non-confrontational groups may also be viewed by aggressive youngsters as potential victims. Common non-assertive reactions (i.e., crying, giving in to demands, and avoidance) often bring on repeated incidents because bullies are reinforced by these responses. 

Victims of bullying can be classified as "passive" or "proactive".  Passive victims did nothing to provoke the bullies', but are singled out.  They agree to the demands of the aggressor. 

Proactive victims tend to be socially unskilled youngsters who irritate other children.  This behavior stimulates others to pick on them.  What makes proactive victims different from socially unskilled bullies who pester others is that the proactive victims are not accomplished fighters.  They do not fight (or fight well) when verbally or physically confronted by others.  Also, since proactive victims provoke incidents, others (both children and adults) often feel that the attacks are justified.  Proactive victims are commonly diagnosed with ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder...See the home page link on this condition).  It is believed that the hyperactivity is a contributing factor to the irritating nature of their behavior.  Children who are diagnosed as "oppositional" or "conduct disordered" could also become potential proactive victims because they share some of the symptoms of ADHD. 

In order to identify and help children who are victims of bullying, it's important for parents and teachers to notice signals that suggest a child might be a victim (or be at risk for victimization).  
Some signals are: 

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

· Underdeveloped social skills 

· Shyness or lack of assertiveness 

· Few or no friends 

· Never or infrequently invited to parties/gatherings of other children 

· Small physical stature 

PHYSICAL EVIDENCE OF BULLYING 

· Missing belongings 

· Missing money, or what would be bought with those funds 

· Unexplained bruises, cuts, and abrasions 

· Torn, bloodied, or dirtied clothing 

BEHAVIORS 

· Feigning illness to avoid environments where bullies are present 

· Fear of going to school 

· Skipping school or cutting certain classes/activities 

· Not eating lunch 

· Sadness/depression 

· Nightmares 

· Drop in grades 

· Carrying weapons 

Victims need to learn how to seek help from adults.  They may also need to improve their social skills to assist them in making friends. 

School Approaches To Bullying

To many adults, bullying is viewed as an unavoidable right-of-passage through childhood.  However, as educators and parents become more aware of the negative effects of bullying, they are trying to find more (pro)active approaches to reducing it's presence in schools. 

Increasingly, communities are exploring school-based bullying intervention programs to help reduce bullying or eliminate it all together.  There are many strategies that effectively counter bullying.  In addition to providing warnings and protection to all, a good anti-bullying program implements immediate disciplinary consequences for intimidation and aggressive behavior.  However, the program cannot succeed unless adults and children are aware that bullying is occurring their settings, and learn how to prevent, detect, and react to bullying.  Many of the strategies found below are derived from the Colorado Anti-bullying web site at http://www.nobully.com 

Interventions
Once it is established that a child is a bully, it's important for parents, teachers, and members of the community to promote positive pro-social behaviors and decrease anti-social ones. 

Strategies for School Administration 

It is paramount for school administrative personnel to increase awareness of the effects of bullying and reduce it's presence in their schools.  The first step is to create a bullying prevention committee.  The committee should contain teachers, counselors, paraprofessionals, parents, administrators, and perhaps students. 

 The committee should assess the prevalence of bullying in its schools by: 

· Having students complete surveys 

· Conducting naturalistic observations (non-intrusively observing settings) 

· Reviewing records 

· etc. 

After the committee has gathered information about the level and types of bullying in its school, it should search for an anti-bullying program that is suited to the needs and characteristics of this particular school setting. 

Bullying is most likely to occur during unstructured times of the days (i.e., transitions, recess, lunch, hallway passing to next classes, etc.).  Supervision of students should be increased on the playground and in the cafeteria and hallways.  Having more supervision during these times will not only help to reduce bullying, but also improve intervention response time if an incident should occur. 

Finally, it is important to remember that parental participation is an integral part of successful anti-bullying programs.  Parents should be informed of the bullying program used by the school (or under consideration).  Also, inform parents about how the administration handles bullying incidents.  The school administration should also encourage parents to become involved in the program (and in the school in general). 

Classroom Strategies 

· Teachers serve on the front line in the campaign against bullying.  Here are some tips you can use to keep bullying at bay: 

· Discuss the rules with the students, or better yet, involve them in making the rules.  Students are more likely to abide by and promote rules they helped to create. 

· The rules should be written in a positive manner.  For example, instead of "Don't disrespect others", word the intent as "Talk nicely to others". 

· When making rules, it's also a good idea to discuss the consequences for failing to follow them.  Create consequences that will help the bully learn pro-social skills.  The consequences should be something functional.  For example writing: "I will not hit Jane" 250 times on a sheet of paper is not functional.  While indicating what not to do, it provides no description of the desirable behavior.   In that case, the bully doesn't really learn anything new.  It neither identifies nor promotes an alternative behavior (such as "When I'm angry, I will use I messages to express my feelings.").  The bully should be taught to accept responsibility for his/her actions. 
What To Do In The Midst Of Bullying 

Once aware of a bullying incident and which child is the aggressor, speak to the bully.  Let the offender know that this kind of behavior will not be tolerated in school.  Remind him/her that everyone has a right to be safe in school (including him/her). 

Very often the bully will deny or minimize his/her involvement in the situation.  Regardless, describe to the bully what s/he did and why it is not acceptable.  Discuss the consequences s/he will have to face as a result of the behavior, and advise the bully that s/he will be closely monitored by staff in the school.  Document what happened. The document should establish who, what, when, where, and why of the bullying occurrence as well as how the school handled the incident.  Encourage other staff to closely monitor this student. 

It is also important to have a serious talk with the victim as soon as possible.  Make sure that the bully is not there.  Use a concerned and supportive approach.  Find out the victim's story and document his/her version as well.  Assure the victim that consequences will be given to the bully and if the bully or anyone else bothers him/her (the victim) again, s/he should inform staff so that they can help him/her handle the situation. 

Arrange a meeting with the parents of both the victim and bully.  Depending on the situation or the parents' preference, the meeting can occur with parents of the bully and victim together, or at separate times/places.  Administrative personnel should be present.  Security personnel might also be asked to wait nearby.  School personnel should discuss consequences the bully will face as a result of his/her behavior and ways parents can help to prevent this event from happening again.  Anger management and social skills training should be offered for the bully.  The school may also want to suggest ways to help the victim become more assertive and advocate for himself/herself when confronted by a bully.  Social skills training for the victim should also be considered.  If the bullying continues despite interventions, it would be a good idea to discuss moving one of the students to another classroom (if they are classmates).  If possible, move the bully instead of the victim.  However, it's important to discuss this move with both parents before it is undertaken. 

Building Self-Esteem 

Victims often have poor self-esteem.  It's important to help them build their self- confidence and self image.  This transition is often accomplished by encouraging them to explore hobbies or topics that interest them.  Consider whether these interests could help them interact more with people.  For example, if a child is interested in martial arts/self defense, perhaps his parents could encourage him to participate in a club that would encourage his/her interest in the sport and help him/her meet children outside of the school setting.  Remember, whatever after-school activity is encouraged, it should be one that the child truly wants to do.  If the child is a quiet or shy one, it may be a good idea to select programs that meet in small groups or are individualized to the child's needs.  This approach could help the child focus more on the activity than who is doing the work better. 

Summary 

Bullying is common in our society.  Given the strong negative effects on the present and future of both the aggressors and victims, it is important to intervene.  The resources provided below will offer more extensive information on this topic. 

Web Sites 

www.antibullying.net  provides many techniques for handling and reducing bullying 

www.bullying.co.uk  provides a vast array of ideas and information regarding bullying 

http://www.bullybeware.com/moreinfo.html  Information on bullying and what can be done. 

http://www.Kidscape.org.uk   offers advice for dealing with bullies. 

http://www.safeyouth.org/scripts/topics/bullying.asp  contains a listing and description of multiple web sites addressing bullying...many for the kids who are being bullied. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/05/15/AR2006051501103.html 
