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PREFACE



“You are doing a holy and blessed thing. Stop cruelty to children and spare mankind.”


—Karl A. Menninger, M.D.


Bullies & Victims, our first book about bullying, was inspired by Kimberly Weisel, an enchanting ten-year-old girl that Paula met when she worked on the pediatric oncology unit of the Kansas University Medical Center. Kim had been diagnosed with leukemia at age four. Her cancer was in remission for many years but recurred when she was nine. She began receiving chemotherapy and radiation treatments, but by the summer of her tenth year, her condition had seriously deteriorated.


Kim’s doctor recommended that Kim enter the hospital for three months of intensive chemotherapy. By the end of August, it was apparent that Kim’s death was inevitable. During a poignant conversation, before Paula returned to college and Kim entered the fifth grade, Paula learned that Kim was eager to return to school to reconnect with her friends but was concerned about recess. At recess, some students thought it was fun to grab her wig and then taunt her because she was bald. That conversation burned a hole in our hearts.


Then we learned about a number of suicides and several school shootings related to bullying across the country. Though relatively few in number, they resonated strongly with our never-healed memory of Kim and the cruelty she experienced at the hands of her classmates. In the early 1990s we began collecting data and anecdotes and, in the absence of a comprehensive book on the subject of bullying, we decided to publish Bullies & Victims, dedicated to Kim’s memory.


In 1995, as we began our literary collaboration, we agonized over whether to include reports of student shootings in our book. We were concerned that readers might think we were exaggerating the problem and discount our concern about daily abusive interactions such as those that Kim experienced. After much debate, we decided to address the issue of students killing each other, because it was true, never anticipating that a Columbine could occur.


Looking back and looking forward, we see other issues of portent that are not clear but are quite disturbing. Leonard Pitts, Jr., a nationally syndicated columnist for the Miami Herald, opined that Americans believe that “black shooting, it must be the culture—white shooting, mentally ill, as if the culture offers no dysfunction, no possibility of analysis that propels individual tragedies to larger questions.” Pitts’s comments lift the lid on the suburban, white culture, exposing all of its toxic ingredients.


In fact, the National Academies’ National Research Council reports that, since 1987, the United States has experienced two epidemics of youth violence.1 The first occurred in the nation’s central cities. The second and more recent wave occurred in suburban and rural schools. The researchers wondered if suburban school rampages were caused by the same things that caused the earlier epidemic of urban violence, or if they were a separate phenomenon. They commissioned six case studies: four in suburban and rural schools in Georgia, Pennsylvania, Kentucky, and Arkansas, and two in urban schools in New York City and Chicago. These cases revealed an important difference in the social context and motivations of the offenders. In the suburban and rural incidents, the offenders felt attacked by abstract conditions that made it difficult for them to achieve the status they wanted, but they were under no real physical threat from the students that they targeted. By contrast, in the inner-city cases, the shooters were involved in specific interpersonal disputes in which the shooters believed their own lives were in danger.


There are other questions to consider. Are children killing themselves and killing each other because they believe it is the only way to make themselves heard? Are children demonstrating the natural outcome of the vengeance and violence that permeates our entertainment, sports, corporate, political, educational and religious systems? Is peer abuse an imitation of adult vindictiveness or a cry for adult attention—or both?


We see bullying as extremely relevant to the larger issues of the day. Parents have asked if it’s wrong to raise their children to be nonviolent, to discourage them from playing with weaponlike toys. They wonder if they might be doing their sons a disservice when they might be drafted in a war effort someday. Children are mentioning “fight back” as a solution to bullying with greater frequency. And what about the children who suffer in silence, as in situations of abuse at home, where children are exposed to a daily assault on their sensibilities—unseen and unheard—until tragedy occurs. We are all too familiar with the sequence of pain, rage, and revenge that festers in our schools and now dominates our world. It is in this context of terrorism against children—be it in the family, the school, nationally, or internationally—that we explore the dynamics and the interpersonal power struggles that define bullying.


Our mission with our first book was to arouse an uninformed public about the dimensions, the elements, the invisible scars of children abusing children. We no longer have to plead our case. Our children, more tragically, more forcefully than we could ever have imagined, thrust the issue before our eyes. In this book, Bullies, Targets, & Witnesses: Helping Children Break the Pain Chain, we will integrate the myriad responses, research, analyses, strategies, models, theories, treatises, policies, and legislative initiatives that have emerged since Bullies & Victims was published in 1996. This book reverberates with the voices of the sixty thousand students and the thousands of educators, parents, mental health providers, law enforcement personnel, social service workers, and child advocates from whom we have learned so much.





CHAPTER ONE


BULLYING IN THE
21ST CENTURY


“In the past few years there have been many school shootings. I think this is due to them kids getting picked on and not let into groups.”


—Jeremy, a student


The radio interview was about to begin. The host of the local station introduced the topical program and then announced: “Today we will be discussing bullying with a national expert. Listeners are invited to call in and ask questions or make comments. Now, to get the discussion rolling, Mrs. Fried—is bullying really that different today than it was in the past? Hasn’t it been with us forever? Why are we making such a fuss about it now?”


This opening gambit, used as a lead-in on many programs, is guaranteed to bring a range of audience response that is fairly representative of current conversation on this topic. On the one hand a caller will cite childhood memories—kids ganging up on someone; boys hitting each other with fists, bats, and bicycle chains; someone being called a sissy—and claim that bullying is a perennial rite of passage and a significant learning experience. Soon after, another caller will dial in and recount painful taunts that linger and sting though many years have passed. On many occasions, a person will reveal the debilitating consequences of early bullying that have affected lifelong choices. Other callers have spoken of thoughts of suicide, dysfunctional marriages, the inability to make a commitment to a partner, failed businesses—all directly related to the circumstances of their childhood bullying.


As we shift gears into the twenty-first century, already marked by the events of September 11, 2001, where images of outrageous acts of terrorism and suicide bombings are seared into the brains of elementary school children, can we doubt that the life experience for children is different today, excruciatingly different from the world of fifty years ago? Even before the Twin Towers crumbled, differences between the 1950s and the 1990s were monumental. Half a century ago, it was unthinkable that a child would come to school with a gun and deliberately take the lives of classmates and teachers. Today’s concerns about violence and peer cruelty touch private, parochial, and public schools in suburban, rural, and urban settings in all parts of the country.


Findings from three studies reported at the 107th Annual Convention of the American Psychological Association (APA) led the APA to release a statement that: “Bullying is a pervasive problem, with estimated worldwide rates of 5 to 15 percent. Bullying occurs more frequently and with greater lethality today than in the 1970s and the 1980s.”2


According to a survey conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation and Nickelodeon—“Talking With Kids About Tough Issues”—74 percent of eight- to eleven-year-olds said teasing and bullying occur at their school, more than the incidence of smoking, drinking, drugs, or sex. The rate increased to 86 percent among children aged twelve to fifteen years old.3


Walter Gilliam, a child psychologist at Yale University’s Child Study Center, is studying suspensions in Connecticut, where 311 kindergarteners were suspended in 1999–2000. About half involved allegations of physical violence, sexual harassment, or verbal threats.


Is bullying an inevitable part of growing up? Does it toughen kids up, teach them how to handle unexpected conflicts and make the transition from child to adult easier to negotiate? Or is it a traumatic power struggle between youthful, unequal parties—a form of unlabeled child abuse?


Joseph Epstein, a professor of literature at Northwestern University, appears to downplay the consequences of bullying today. In an article in the Wall Street Journal, April 30, 2001, he rebuked studies and reports that “attempt to find some solution to the sad events of recent years at Columbine and other American high schools . . . in the behavior of youthful bullies—behavior that has been around since there have been boys.”


However, a study by the U.S. Secret Service in the fall of 2000 found that in two-thirds of the thirty-seven school shootings since 1974, the attackers felt “persecuted, bullied, threatened, attacked or injured.”4 Time magazine, in a May 28, 2001, article, “Voices From The Cell,” documented the imprisonment of twelve male teens who killed teachers, students, parents, and/or wounded over 50 others. According to the article by Timothy Roche, “Almost all the shooters were expressing rage, either against a particular person for a particular affront or, more often, against a whole cohort of bullying classmates.” One of the teen prisoners told a psychiatrist that he felt that going to prison would be better than continuing to endure the bullying at school.


After working with over 60,000 students; facilitating in-service training for many thousands of educators, counselors, and administrators; and presenting seminars to parents all across the country, there is no question in our minds that bullying is a form of child abuse—peer abuse. If a child is hurting, it doesn’t matter if the perpetrator is a parent or a peer. If a child is suffering, it doesn’t matter if the source of the pain is someone who is age thirty-five or ten. No child deserves to be abused—by anyone.


Several months ago, when I was giving a professional training workshop, a counselor came to me at the end of the day to share the following thoughts: “At the beginning of this session, when you referred to bullying as a form of child abuse, I reacted negatively and thought you were exaggerating the situation. After being part of this training experience, listening to the data and hearing the feedback from other counselors across the state, I think you should stop using the term bullying and use the term abuse instead. The term bullying is too benign. Too many people associate it with a childhood rite of passage and dismiss the effect. I am convinced that too many children are in terrible pain and we have to use the strongest language possible to convey their trauma.”


The trauma that this thoughtful counselor referred to affects many aspects of our educational system.


Truancy and Dropout Problems


According to the National Education Association, 160,000 children stay home from school every day because they fear what is going to happen to them on the bus, on the playground, in the cafeteria, in the bathroom, in the locker room, in the hallways, or in the classroom. In the September 1996 issue of Youth and Society, researchers studied 25,000 eighth-grade students in some 1,000 schools over time to identify reasons that students drop out of school. The dropout rates were tracked from eighth grade onward. Students were given a list of twenty-one factors that contribute to dropping out and were asked to check each answer that applied to them. Some factors were categorized as “push”—situations from within the school that pushed them out, such as feeling unsafe, feeling like they didn’t belong, difficulties with other students, being expelled—while others fell into the “pull” category, external factors that pulled them away from their educational path, such as marriage, pregnancy, having a job, caring for a family member. The push factors appeared to be most significant for predicting students’ decisions to leave school. As a result, one of the suggestions for encouraging students to remain in school was to create a more positive and caring human climate.


Suicide


Former U.S. Surgeon General David Satcher claimed that more than 30,000 Americans take their lives annually. There are three suicides for every two murders. Among young people, the rate has tripled since 1952, making it the third-leading killer of those ages ten to twenty-four. One of every five high school students has thought seriously about attempting suicide, and one in fourteen has made an attempt, according to federal estimates.5 Several studies have shown that gay, lesbian, and bisexual youths face an increased suicide risk. A Massachusetts survey published in the American Journal of Public Health found that gay high school students were about four times more likely to have attempted suicide than heterosexual students. According to the March 21, 2001, issue of Education Week, in the 1998–1999 school year, 2,700 young people, ages ten to nineteen, took their own lives.


Statistics from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention clearly indicate that our youth are at greater risk than ever. Between 1980 and 1997, the rate of suicide increased 109 percent for ten- to fourteen-year-olds and 11 percent for fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds. A recent study by the CDC indicates that adolescents show up at hospital emergency rooms with self-inflicted injuries—usually suicide attempts—more often than people of any other age group. Although more females attempt suicide than males, males are much more likely to die from suicide. Among fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds, boys were five times as likely as girls to commit suicide.6


The suicide rate among young people is highest for white males. However, from 1980 to 1996, the suicide rate increased most rapidly among black males ages fifteen to nineteen, more than doubling from 3.6 to 8.1 per 100,000. A 1997 survey of high school students found that Hispanic students (11 percent) were significantly more likely than white students (6 percent) to have reported a suicide attempt.7


Kids’ increased access to firearms has had lethal consequences. Among fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds, 62 percent of the increase in the total number of suicides from 1980 to 1997 was due to the increase in firearm-related suicides.8


Some suicides are not reported. Medical examiners cannot always determine whether a person’s death was deliberate. Even if suicide is suspected (for example, in the case of a self-inflicted gunshot wound or a one-car crash) the official cause of death may be listed as unintentional. Although such reporting may spare the family some emotional distress (or ensure that beneficiaries receive proceeds from life insurance), it results in the underreporting of suicides in the United States.


A number of parents have gone public and disclosed the devastating events of bullying that led to their children’s suicides. In a number of cases, boys who were overweight were taunted, ostracized, and ridiculed beyond endurance. One father, on national television, spoke of what it was like to cut his firstborn son down from the limb of a tree where he had hanged himself in their backyard. The boy killed himself because, after a summer of dieting, he looked in the mirror and decided he wasn’t thin enough to please his taunting classmates.


A high school student in the Midwest left school one afternoon, slid into the seat of his pickup truck, put a gun to his head, and fired a deadly bullet. Before killing himself, he left a note addressed to the three boys who had bullied him relentlessly. He wrote: “I feel sorry for you because you are going to have to remember what I did for the rest of your lives.”


Madison Shockley, a board member of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference/Los Angeles, believes that many of the school shootings were attempts at suicide. Most of the boys who killed and/or injured their classmates made no effort to escape. He calls it the “Samson syndrome”—related to the biblical story of Samson, who after relentless humiliation at the hands of the Philistines, in one final heroic act destroyed the pillars of the temple, killing three thousand of his enemies as well as himself. Shockley continues: “For the boys in today’s school shootings, the bullies, the athletes, the homecoming queen, the BMOC—all are pillars of the school temple that they must destroy. So in one final desperate act, they are destroying as many Philistines as they can.” Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the infamous shooters at Columbine High School, fully intended to take their own lives along with the lives of many students.


When Elizabeth Bush, a fourteen-year-old student from Williamsport, Pennsylvania, was interviewed following the shooting incident at her parochial school, she claimed that she didn’t want to harm Kimberly Marchese as much as she wanted Kim to be a witness to her (Elizabeth’s) suicide. Elizabeth wanted Kimberly to know the pain that she felt because of her friend’s betrayal. Elizabeth had tried self-mutilation, but her deep depression was not assuaged. She brought the gun to school and shot Kimberly in the shoulder. Kimberly, the cheerleading captain, a basketball and soccer player, does not know when she will have full use of her arm again, and Elizabeth, an introverted, deeply religious girl who thought of being a nun, is serving a sentence in a juvenile psychiatric facility and could remain there until she is twenty-one.


Then there is the case of Andy Williams, the fifteen-year-old student at Santana High School in California, who killed two students and wounded thirteen other people. His classmates had taunted him because of his small size, pale complexion, and high voice. Students would regularly beat him up and call him a pussy. Following his arrest, Andy told investigators that he planned to run away and kill himself after the shooting. Instead, he will spend fifty years in prison—three years in a juvenile prison and forty-seven years in a maximum-security facility.


A comprehensive study looking at the correlation between bullying and youth suicide was conducted in Finland in 1997.9 The researchers analyzed responses from 16,410 eighth- and ninth-grade students in two Finnish regions. Depression was most common among those who were both bullied by others and were also bullies themselves. Among girls, severe suicidal ideation was associated with frequently being bullied or being a bully, and for boys it was associated with being a bully. The researchers noted that the link between depression, severe suicidal ideation, and being a bully was correlated to family issues. Emotional distance between family members, a lack of warmth, and inconsistent discipline for children are reported more frequently in families of students who bully and experience suicidal thoughts.


The link between suicidal ideas and violent behavior is even more evident in a report released by the CDC and the U.S. Department of Education, December 4, 2001. Their data indicate that students who committed acts of violence were nearly seven times more likely than their nonviolent peers to have expressed suicidal thoughts or to have plans or actually attempted suicide.


Crime


More than thirty years ago, Leonard Eron, Ph.D., and his colleagues were one of the first groups of researchers in the country to look at the issue of bullying.10 Working with a school district in rural upper New York, they invited 875 third-grade students to indicate those classmates they considered to be bullies by putting a check mark beside their name. After collecting the bully nomination forms from the third graders, Eron and his team did extensive interviewing with family members, students, and teachers. They waited ten years until the third graders had become seniors in high school, then repeated the process. Not surprisingly, they learned that most of the seniors who were named as bullies by their peers were the same students identified as bullies when they were in the third grade. When the original group of students was tracked, twenty years later, the research team discovered that one out of four of the bullies recognized at the age of eight or nine had a criminal record by the age of twenty-eight to thirty. The male bullies were at much greater risk of becoming abusive husbands, and the female bullies were more likely than their counterparts to have become abusive mothers. Other children have about a one-in-twenty chance of becoming adult criminals. Research indicates that, in addition to criminal behavior, bullies are more likely to become involved in gangs and/or have employment difficulties, mental health problems, struggles with alcohol and substance abuse, and higher rates of divorce. The children identified as bullies in the third grade were more likely to become parents of children who were identified as bullies by their peers when they were in the third grade. Eron’s study was the first to illustrate both the enduring nature of bullying behavior and the apparent intergenerational transmission of bullying behavior.


Support for these findings was demonstrated by Dan Olweus in a Norwegian study.11 He found that 60 percent of children identified as bullies between grades six and ten were cited for criminal behavior as adults, and 40 percent had three or more convictions. Moreover, a study published in Learning 94, concluded that bullies whose behavior is allowed to continue are five times more likely than their classmates to wind up in juvenile court, to be convicted of crimes, and to have children with aggression problems.


Though highly visible reports of student shootings have created the perception that schools are dangerous environments, the 2000 Annual Report on School Safety—jointly authored by the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Justice—confirms that 90 percent of the nation’s schools reported no serious violent crime during the previous school year. Forty-three percent experienced no crime at all. A companion document to the report reveals a significant decline in the number of students in grades nine though twelve who reported carrying a weapon to school one or more days during the previous month—from 12 percent in 1993 to 7 percent in 1999.




To put the probelm of targeted school-based attacks in context, from 1993 to 1997 the odds that a child in grades 9 to 12 would be threatened or injured with a weapon in school were 7 to 8 percent, or 1 in 13 or 14; the odds of getting into a physical fight at school were 15 percent, or 1 in 7. In contrast, the odds that a child would die in school—by homicine or suicide—are, fortunately, no greater than 1 in 1 million. . . . The findings of the Safe School Initiative’s extensive search for recorded incidents of targeted school-based attacks underscore the rarity of lethal attacks in school settings. The Department of Education reports that nearly 60 million children attend the nation’s 119,000–plus schools. The combined efforts of the Secret Service and the Department of Education identified 37 incidents of targeted school-based attacks, committed by 41 individuals over a 25-year period.12





In “Violence in American Schools,” the authors report that in 1999, the odds of dying a violent death in school were 1 in 2 million.


Yet, for the school year 1996–1997, the U.S. Department of Education reported 188,000 fights or physical attacks not involving weapons in schools, 11,000 fights involving weapons, and 4,000 incidents of sexual assault. In addition, a Department of Education report covering the school year 1997–1998, states that 1.3 percent of 2,752 murders of youths aged five through nineteen took place in schools. Schools were the setting for 31 percent of 802,900 serious violent crimes against students, aged twelve to eighteen. Violent crimes are defined as rape, sexual assault, robbery, and aggravated assault.


Our traditional child protection systems are not set up to protect children from abuse by peers. Adults are protected from assault and harassment and can more readily use the judicial system to charge an attacker. Children, victims of the same assault by a peer, are left to the mercy of intervening or nonintervening adults. Child abuse statutes in our fifty states specify the definition of child abuse as maltreatment perpetrated by an adult. Reports of children abused by other children are not investigated by social service departments. Acts of bullying break the law when they become extortion, theft, assault, battery, weapons possession, murder, arson, hate crime, hazing, sexual abuse, sexual harassment, rape, or a violation of civil rights. Those reports are handled by the juvenile justice system. Even though this process is quite intimidating, more parents are choosing to use the courts as a solution and are engaging lawyers to serve as legal advocates for their children’s protection when schools are indifferent. In one case, the school district was mandated to pay for the educational and counseling services for two children who had been forced to leave school because of harassment. A school district in Pennsylvania will pay $312,000 to settle a lawsuit filed by a gay teenager who alleged that officials did nothing to stop other students from tormenting him. He claimed he was pushed down stairs and subjected to other physical assaults as well as name-calling and obscene jokes.


Teacher Shortages


According to a study conducted by the National Education Association, 6,250 teachers are threatened with bodily injury on a daily basis, and 260 are physically attacked. In an average month in public secondary schools, 5,000 teachers are actually harmed.


In one week in 1995, three teachers died as a result of bullying. Two were killed outright by students, and the third teacher died of a heart attack while being assaulted. Several teachers have lost their lives in the multiple school shootings that have occurred. Richard M. Ingersoll, a researcher at the University of Pennsylvania, analyzed the federal schools and staffing survey data from more than 50,000 teachers nationwide. Ingersoll reports that 29 percent of teachers leave the field after three years on the job and 39 percent leave within five years. In addition to the teacher-exodus rates, there is concern about unusually high turnover rates. While the average annual turnover rate in most other professions is 11 percent, teachers leave theirs at a rate of 13.2 percent a year. Suggestions for stemming the tide include increasing support for teachers, raising salaries, reducing student misbehavior, and giving faculty members more say in school decision making. Teachers also expressed concerns about school safety, student motivation, and discipline.13 The average teacher’s salary is $42,000, and according to Quality Education Data, a division of Scholastic, U.S. elementary school teachers spend more than a $1 billion a year of their own money on supplies for their classrooms, a $521 annual personal contribution. Teachers today are expected to be educators, social workers, parent substitutes, and law enforcement officers. Their dreams of educating young people about history, science, math, literature, language, and social studies are often shattered by the reality of the disruptive classroom. When I ask students how many of them want to be teachers as an occupation when they reach adulthood, I am saddened by how few middle and senior high school students want to be teachers.



Learning Issues



Clearly, students who fear going to the bathroom and freeze at the thought of recess are going to have difficulty focusing on subject matter. A mind that is swirling with memories of past physical, verbal, emotional, and/or sexual jibes and terrified at the prospect of the next assault is not free to absorb complicated information. An example of this situation came to our attention at a private elementary school in Maryland. A parent made a special point to relate the circumstances of her son’s sudden drop in grades. He had always been an A student and was suddenly making C’s and D’s. It took quite a while to unravel the mystery, but what emerged was that the classroom teacher had established a rule that students who had not completed their homework assignments would not be permitted to participate in recess. Bingo! For the boy who dreaded recess because of the bullying activity directed at him, this rule was his saving grace. He did as much homework as he could during the recess period, but it was never enough to keep him at his previous grade level. Avoiding recess became much more important to him than making A’s.


W. Thomas Boyce, a professor of epidemiology, and other researchers contend that there is a biological aspect to bullying. They claim that over time, exposure to threats and acts of violence interfere with how the brain functions. The premise is that a student’s emotions will overtake the cognitive process when faced with fear of abuse.


I have heard many personal stories from students who are isolated because of their academic success. They feel that they have to make a choice between excelling in school and doing poorly to please their peers. This anecdotal information comes from children who couldn’t handle the harassment, reports from counselors and teachers, and the expressions of gratitude of parents who saw their children’s grades improve when bullying prevention and intervention programs were initiated. These voices are sounding a call for further research to confirm the strong connection between bullying and learning problems.


Witnesses to Violence


What about those children who witness cruelty and feel impotent to alter the situation? If you can’t protect others, can you ensure safety for yourself? What are the lifelong effects of guilt brought about by not speaking up? Again, there are many areas of this issue that have not been fully explored. We suspect that studies of peer witnesses to bullying would show evidence of gnawing shame in later years and that the reluctance to take action can affect self-esteem over the long term. Many parents have described childhood situations in which they were acutely aware of a classmate’s raw wounds and did nothing to intervene. Some have even shared poignant stories of having joined the group assault for self-protection. As they watch their children endure the indignities of others, they are racked by painful memories of their own cruel behavior. One woman told the story of attending a rural school where most of the children rode the bus. One little girl became the scapegoat for all the other bus riders, who refused to have any contact with her. This woman reported that the only sin she could remember this girl committing was to have lived the farthest away. For that reason the other children decided to ostracize her. After a while it became habitual, and no one wanted to be the first to contradict the school-bus culture. Years later, the woman who related the story became a psychiatric nurse. On her first assignment, she walked onto the ward of a psychiatric hospital and a patient approached her. The patient stared at her and said, “Do you remember me?” The nurse immediately recognized the distraught woman as the girl who had been ignored all those early years. The nurse replied, “Yes, I do.” The patient looked her directly in the eye and said, “I just want you to see where you are and where I am.”


These memories haunt the souls of men and women who participated, sometimes unwittingly, in childhood acts of cruelty. They agonize as they try to reconcile the person they are now with the wounds they caused others in the past. We heard the story of a man who chose not to attend his high school reunion but sent a videotape instead. In the tape he expressed shame and remorse for the hurtful way he had treated his classmates when he was young. There is a good chance, however, that the people he hurt so badly did not attend the reunion, either. Adults who live with unresolved pain from their childhood frequently avoid any reconnection to reminders of their hurtful past.


Sometimes you can make amends. Singer, songwriter, and minister Lee Domann composed a poignant song called “Howard Gray” about his role in taunting a seventh-grade classmate whose real name was Howard Ray, Jr. A Kansas native who now resides in Nashville, Tennessee, Domann turned the song into an educational video and is committed to its distribution as an instrument to promote tolerance and acceptance, especially between children. Ray and Domann reconnected many years later, after Ray had heard the song and decided to forgive his former tormentor.


Sometimes you cannot make amends, but you can atone. Brandi Guardino, a woman who has become a dedicated advocate of bullying prevention, related the following story on a radio interview. When she was in sixth grade, a girl in her class who was large for her age started developing more quickly than the other girls. A popular saying at that time was “Where’s the beef?” so the kids started calling her “Beefer.” One day a substitute teacher was calling the roll and when she came to the name of the taunted girl, the students told the teacher that her name was Beefer, so for the next three days the substitute teacher called the girl Beefer. The target was too embarrassed to ask the teacher to call her by her real name. To add to her humiliation, every day in gym class a group of girls would grab their classmate’s towel from her when she stepped out of the shower, and she would cower in the corner to hide her body. She cried as she pulled on her wet clothes, only to be ridiculed because of the way her clothing clung to her skin.


Years later, Brandi was working for a psychiatrist and was asked to file the chart of a deceased female patient who had committed suicide. Because they were the same age, the doctor asked if she knew the former client. She did not recognize the client’s name, but when she reviewed the client’s history, she realized that the young woman was Beefer. Brandi is now determined to do whatever she can to prevent this situation from being repeated with another child. While she did not participate in the excruciating actions, she feels deep remorse for not making some effort to protect the reviled young girl. One result is that, as president of the Catawba County Medical Society Alliance in North Carolina, she made bullying prevention a priority for her group.


I was asked to conduct our BullySafeUSA Training Institute in her community for twenty-two school counselors who will now present our program to thousands of students in their local schools.


Sometimes there is nothing you can do to erase the sins of the past, but you can work to affect the future.


Isn’t it time for us to accept the fact that bullying is a form of child abuse?





CHAPTER TWO


BULLIES,
TARGETS, AND
WITNESSES


“The angel on one shoulder is telling me to do what is right and just. The devil on the other says just go with the flow or you might be next.”


—Lindsay, a student


The multiple shooting of twelve students and a teacher at Columbine High School by Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold in Littleton, Colorado, was the Berlin Wall of the bullying issue in the United States. Prior to that tragedy, there were relatively few people who were researching, thinking, and concerned about bullying. Now, just say the word Columbine and it conjures up a profusion of visual images: students running and crying, armed police officers, sirens, ambulances, stunned adults. The fact that the Columbine tragedy occurred in an affluent, mostly white suburban school shattered the illusion of immunity from school violence that many students and parents had previously held. Our world will never be the same.


In the face of horrific, shocking death, we onlookers often ache for some sense of meaning, some context to rearrange our chaotic thoughts, some direction to return to emotional stability. How we wish those students and that teacher had not lost their lives, how we wish the injured students were not forever burdened with physical and emotional flashbacks, how we wish the parents—every parent of a Columbine student—were not forever scarred by the events of April 20, 1999. But if we are to find some transcending hope out of that unacceptable horror, some way to bring purpose to those students’ sacrifice, perhaps it will be the end of our naivete about children’s cruelty and the beginning of our enlightenment about the abuse of bullying.


There are some who have suggested that we should not label children as bullies, that we should talk about children who engage in bullying behaviors lest we stereotype a child who is struggling to find a sense of personal power in a powerless arena. There are some who say that almost every child has been a bully and/or been bullied and the roles are quite interchangeable. To that point, Dorothy Espelage, Ph.D., of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign says that nearly 80 to 90 percent of adolescents report some form of victimization from a bully at school, and kids who bully a lot also say they’ve been victimized, too.14 Dr. Espelage believes that we should describe bullying as a continuum of behaviors rather than label any kid a bully, a nonbully, or a victim.


All of those statements have merit. We have decided to use the term bully with some misgivings about the labeling issue, recognizing that many bullies were once or still are targets, and that they deserve to be seen as a whole child who behaves in a defensive or strategic way toward some end. We are using this terminology as a kind of communication shorthand, and it is very important to us that our readers know our concern is for all children.


We believe that bullying is a learned behavior, acquired primarily from family members and/or friends. However, there are children who are more likely to become bullies because of inborn traits, such as those who were crack babies, who suffered from fetal alcohol syndrome, and some children with attention deficit disorder (ADD) or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) whose disruptive behavior patterns may have a biological basis. They often become targets, as well. Ritalin makes it possible for some of these children to accommodate to the classroom environment, control their actions and interactions, and contain bullying behavior. Two widely used drugs, Concerta and Adderall XR, last twelve to fourteen hours and spare children the embarrassment of leaving the classroom to receive a dose of Ritalin, which lasts only four or five hours. While concern has been expressed about medicating some children unnecessarily, and while these drugs may cause side effects, the majority of families with children who are diagnosed with ADD or ADHD are grateful for the benefits of medication.


Some parents of children with ADD or ADHD are finding a therapeutic element in karate and other forms of martial arts. Many doctors support this idea, as do several national nonprofit resource groups for people with the disorder, including the National Attention Deficit Disorder Association and Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. They say that such courses help ease the symptoms of the disorder: impulsiveness, inability to concentrate, and, in some cases, hyperactivity. Other experts who say that it is nothing more than wishful thinking, however, dismiss this theory. They point to a lack of medical evidence to back up the theory.


In the past several years, a mounting number of children who have been diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome, a mild form of autism, are entering the school system. Psychiatrist Leo Kanner was the first person to apply the term autism to children who were socially withdrawn, preoccupied with routine, and had difficulty with language yet often possessed a level of intelligence that ruled out mental retardation. The following year, in 1994, Hans Asperger applied the term to children who were socially awkward and consumed with bizarre obsessions, yet highly verbal and very bright. These children have shown up as targets and occasionally bullies because of social-skill issues.


Most everyone agrees, however, that bullies generally become bullies through their life experiences. Bullies are more likely to have been abused themselves. Nathaniel Floyd, Ph.D., says that seeing other children who appear vulnerable is uncomfortable for the bully.15 “When these bullies see kids they perceive as vulnerable, they are threatened because it reminds them of the shame and humiliation of their own victimization.” Bullies are more likely to have witnessed their fathers physically abusing their mothers or have seen other forms of violence in their homes. The link between viewing TV violence and aggressive behavior has been clearly established. Recently researchers have explored the relationship between playing violent computer games and aggressive behavior, and the effects appear to be even stronger.16 In one recent study, subjects were asked to play one of two video games: an analytic virtual computer game, Myst, or Wolfenstein, a violent video game where the object is to track down and brutally kill their enemies. After playing the video games, subjects were observed in a laboratory with a peer. Subjects who had played Wolfenstein were consistently more aggressive toward the peer in the laboratory situation than subjects who had played Myst, and the effect was even greater in subjects who identified themselves as having a bad temper. The researchers speculate that the active rehearsal aspect of video games creates an even stronger effect then the well-established effect of the passive viewing of television violence.


This is an appropriate time to point out the value of analytic video games that promote complex thinking and thoughtful responses to solve problems. There are many such games that motivate the player to explore optional solutions to complicated problems that require work and patience to gather information, that stimulate the imagination and improve abilities and skills to create inventive solutions.


Then there are violent video games whose purpose is to develop sharp-shooting skills. One story that has been widely circulated concerns the two boys in the Jonesboro, Arkansas, tragedy. The boys pulled a fire alarm and watched from a distant grove of trees as students and teachers poured out onto the school playground. Using rifles they had stolen that morning, they targeted, shot, and killed four students and a teacher and wounded eleven others. The male shooters were extremely accurate. One boy had accompanied his father on hunting trips, but the extraordinary accuracy they displayed has been attributed to the hours they spent practicing their skills on video games in arcades. The combination of media influence and access to weapons endangers our children.


Several researchers have investigated the cognitive processes or thinking patterns of bullies. Psychologists Kenneth Dodge, Ph.D., and John Coie, Ph.D., have described two different styles of aggression in their research with children: reactive and proactive.17 The reactive aggressive child is emotional, has poor impulse control, and reacts to an accidental bump as an act of provocation. These children see the world though a paranoid lens, feel constantly threatened, and thus believe that their aggressive response is justified. An accidental brush against such a child’s arm can be interpreted as a direct assault. These children do not see themselves as bullies but as protectors of their space. In their minds it is the other child who is the troublemaker. These thinking patterns are well in place by the age of seven or eight.


Proactive bullies, on the other hand, are more calculating about initiating hurtful acts. They behave in a nonemotional, controlled, deliberate manner. They are selective about their targets and look for satisfaction and rewards in their choosing. The aggression is delivered with the hope of achieving some goal that comes from within the aggressive child, like coercion or domination, rather than in response to some external threat.


Robert Selman, Ph.D., has examined another aspect of the thinking patterns of bullies.18 He focuses on the immaturity of bullies’ cognitive style, describing it as unilateral in nature. These children think in terms of simple one-way directives and commands to others—for example, “Give that to me.” They lack the more mature form of thinking that allows for a reciprocal exchange of ideas and collaboration that enable people to effectively resolve differences with each other. Selman and his colleagues suggest that this type of bully has limited skills to manage relationship conflicts, and this, in turn, leads to anger and aggression.


A third kind of bully that we have observed is the elitist bully. This is the bully who is very attractive, or is an outstanding athlete, or has acquired social status because of his or her parents’ financial, corporate, or political position. Not all children become corrupted by their elitism but a significant number succumb to the power given them and use it to torment those they feel are inferior. We have heard countless stories of “jocks,” athletes who took advantage of their fame to ridicule and humiliate other students. Often they were even bold enough to do it in the presence of coaches and other faculty members, knowing they would never be admonished. School rules, which all other students are expected to follow, are not applied to them.


A particular case in point is a young female student at a private school who was extremely malicious and verbally hurtful to other students, especially to girls. A fellow classmate commented, “She lives in a palace, she’s treated like a princess, and she thinks she is more important than other people.” One of the mothers consistently complained to the principal, who appeared to be sympathetic to the specific incidents that were described. As time went on, and the bully’s behavior never changed, the mother sought out other parents to see if they were mindful of the problem. They added anecdotes of abuse regarding their targeted daughters, but all concluded that because the bully’s family had made considerable contributions to the building fund, the offender would never be reprimanded.


It is important to include in these observations that many children of high-profile, extremely successful parents are class leaders, are models of considerate behavior, and have learned at an early age the responsibility of concern for others and commitment to a greater good.


We frequently hear students speak negatively about the “popular” students. We have come to understand that popular is not a synonym for well liked, but instead describes someone with high status. Kids, like adults, tend to assign status based on appearance, athletic ability, affluence, and, more rarely, academic ability. Patricia and Peter Adler studied peer groups among a community of third to sixth graders for a period of eight years.19 They identified four groups:




The popular clique. This group functions under an influential leader or the best friend of the leader. The leader’s status is unchallenged, but the status of the rest of the group can fluctuate. Membership is closed, and the leader determines who is inside and outside of the group. Members work hard at maintaining their position in the group.


Friendship circles. These are smaller groups of five to fifteen friends. They function in a more democratic manner, with more fluid boundaries. Less effort is required to stay in these groups.


The Wannabes. These kids hang out near the popular clique, adopting their clothing styles and taste in music. They may be granted membership on a temporary basis, depending on the circumstances, but they know, as does everyone else, that they are not official members.


The Loners. These are the isolated outsiders who don’t fit in anywhere. They are the ones who eat alone in the lunchroom and stand alone before and after school.
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