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Preface


Parents around the country are increasingly concerned with school violence, their fears amplified by media images of kids killing kids at school. While there are more plans and attempts to inflict harm than there are real incidents of serious violence, the actual number of school shootings with multiple victims has increased in the last decade. The number of children who die at school can seem modest when compared with other sources of lethal injury, such as automobile accidents or child abuse and neglect; however, school shootings testify to the existence of a much more far-reaching phenomenon—emotional violence at school.

Every school year, literally millions of teenagers suffer from emotional violence in the form of bullying, harassment, stalking, intimidation, humiliation, and fear. Gunshots may be rare, but psychological stabbings are all too common in the daily lives of kids. Sticks, stones, and bullets may break their bones, and words can break their hearts. This book is about these teenagers, and how parents and other concerned adults can help their children, their schools, and their communities overcome this problem.

And Words Can Hurt Forever results from our research with adolescents from around the country, conducted from our base at Cornell University’s College of Human Ecology. This research reveals the extent of the emotional violence that occurs in the typical high school. What do we learn from listening to kids talk about school safety? We learn that even in schools that adults consider physically safe, many children feel threatened. And we learn that adults are often oblivious to this fact. How can adults remain oblivious in the face of significant and indisputable evidence? Part of the answer is that kids don’t disclose their fears to adults, and another part is that adults either don’t know how to or aren’t willing to listen to kids. In interviewing teens, we found clear indications that despite the good intentions of teachers and administrators, many schools inadvertently support and enable hostile and emotionally violent environments. This is a surprising finding for parents who expect the schools to be doing everything in their power to provide a safe setting.

In their political rhetoric, our country’s leaders have emphasized the importance of school safety for many years. And since the events at Columbine High School in April 1999, protecting children at school has become a high priority for policymakers at every level of government. But based upon our research, we conclude that much of this rhetoric and policy initiative misses some of the basic experiences of kids at school.

Parents have always been interested in this topic, of course, and the families of children in urban schools have had to face issues of school violence for many years. But not until the tragedy at Columbine did most Americans feel an intense need to investigate questions of safety at their local schools. Further, our research reveals that even the best-intentioned parents are in the dark about the realities of emotional violence in the day-to-day experience of their kids at school.

Our book is distinctive in that it comes from listening to the voices of kids—regular kids in regular schools—that is, schools that parents and educators would typically consider safe. And it is critically different in that, by focusing on the experiences and voices of teenagers, it demonstrates that they themselves have surprising answers and solutions to the problems of school violence. Because we have started from the premise that teenagers can be articulate about their own experiences, our analysis and solutions are grounded in their day-to-day reality. The book also stands apart in recognizing that the strategies parents and other caring adults may employ in helping young children or preteens (for example, talking to the parent of an eight-year-old bully) may not work with adolescents.

In fact, And Words Can Hurt Forever goes beyond the simple categories of bully and victim. This book embraces the perspective that the whole system and culture of the school is responsible for the continuing harassment and emotional violence there. Because we think schools are unwittingly enabling hostile environments, we look at all the participants in the system—the students, the teachers, the administrators, and the support staff. By looking at how all the players interact, we get a picture of how the social system of the school creates the climate in which bullying and victimization thrives. Based on this full picture, the book identifies how parents can change the social system by calling adults in the school to a higher standard of responsibility. Finally, And Words Can Hurt Forever is unique in that it focuses on the broadest range of emotional violence (not just physical assault) as it exists in the lives of our adolescents.

Even if your child has an easygoing temperament, he or she goes to school with children who are sad and angry, and who show this all too often through emotionally violent means.

This book is our attempt to make sense of the atmosphere of emotional violence that pervades our nation’s schools, not just in the inner cities, but also in the suburbs and small towns of mainstream America. In writing And Words Can Hurt Forever, we have listened to the words of many teenagers, and have made an effort to understand what they have to say. Based upon our understanding of research on child development, moral development, educational theory, and the working of social systems, we then propose strategies to improve our teenagers’ emotional lives at school, and in so doing better every other aspect of their existence.

As authors, we bring to our task decades of experience working with children, youth, and families. In 1986, Jim published The Psychologically Battered Child, one of the earliest book-length studies of psychological maltreatment. Now, almost two decades later, the issues raised in that book have taken on a new importance as more and more teenagers are reacting—sometimes violently—to the psychological maltreatment they experience on a daily basis at school. Since 1993, Ellen has been interviewing teenagers specifically about their high school experiences, and working with families and school districts to correct dangerous practices.

For more than twenty-five years, Jim has been working to understand and offer a helping hand to parents, teachers, school administrators, politicians—even CEOs of multinational companies—about issues of children, youth, and violence.

Jim: I have been seeking solutions to emotional violence in our schools since my earliest days as a young teacher in the late 1960s. Working in a junior high school I was struck by the way my young students dealt with violence in the halls, in the cafeteria, and on the bus. But I was even more shocked by the hostility some of my fellow teachers oozed when they spoke of students in the faculty lounge—and when I overheard them in the classroom. I was also moved by the toll that bullying took on some of the boys and girls I taught. The hostility among cliques and groups of students was often intense, and it was emotionally costly for everyone. As a teacher I did what I could to improve the climate, but I was inexperienced, and the leadership in my school wasn’t helping much. It was partly this frustration that led me to go back to graduate school and take up a doctoral program in human development. Now, more than thirty years later, I return to this topic of the emotional life of kids at school, where I started.

This all came to a head when I interviewed the parents of Dylan Klebold, one of the school shooters in Littleton, Colorado. Their sensitive son was driven to desperate violence by the relentless bullying and emotional violence he experienced at Columbine High School. The horrible consequences of his tragic life and death strengthened my resolve to do something about this problem.

Similarly, for over twenty-five years, Ellen has worked with children, families, and schools. In interviews and in counseling, she has seen the profound impact of bullying, so-called harmless teasing, and emotional violence on individual children, on families, and on the schools themselves.

Ellen: When the school climate consists of elements of emotional violence—or, worse, it becomes the prevailing atmosphere—children, teachers, and everyone else are harmed by this toxic soup. Children come home from school sad, angry, depressed, “tired,” needing to be left alone, or simply relieved to be on safe ground for a few hours before the cycle begins all over again. And we, as parents, often have virtually no idea of why, other than to think it was a hard day academically. Sometimes this is the case. But how often do we mistakenly believe their emotions are due to academic pressures, or to normal adolescent development, when in fact they may be directly attributed to “a hell of a day at the office” with their peers?

As a researcher talking to kids, I have been struck time and again by their profound sense of helplessness about their school experiences. Most children go to school happily enough each day, hoping that the new day will be a good one. At the same time, most encounter some form of harassment or intimidation much of the time, if not every day, at school. Often it is not aimed at themselves, but at some of their friends or peers. They see it and have a full range of feelings and reactions to the bullying. Many children, including teenagers, say the same thing:

Yeah, I see kids get bullied or teased everyday at my school. Nobody stops it. It makes you feel kind of bad inside. You can feel it in your stomach. Most of the time, I think I should do something, but it’s like you’re not supposed to. Anyway, I don’t know what I could do. I try to stay away from those kids—the ones who do it.

As a therapist, I have worked with hundreds of children and families. Some of these children are the victims of bullying, and some are the friends of chronic victims at school—the bystanders. Sometimes whole sessions are filled up by a teenager trying to explain the pain he feels at seeing his friend being threatened constantly at school, trying to figure out what he can do, what he is capable of doing to intervene. He cannot comprehend why this continues to happen day in and day out at school when, as he sees it, the teachers and other adults know what is going on. The bystanders are filled with anxiety, helplessness, and shame. They feel, at some level, that it is their responsibility to intervene. And they know two things—that they don’t know how to intercede and they don’t have enough power to make the bullying stop.

For me, this book really began almost a decade ago with disclosures by my children and their friends about violent events occurring in what I had always considered our safe local schools. I was stunned by much of what they shared with me and shocked by the various adaptations they made to try to deal with the atmosphere at school. As a parent, an educator, and a concerned citizen of the community, I knew that I had to look at the problems and begin to advocate for the children. Otherwise, their situation and sense of helplessness would stay the same. Their right to a peaceful and productive day would be a wistful hope instead.

Our book focuses on several themes in the search for solutions:

Institutional Caring: How do caring and authoritative adults in the school contribute to a safe atmosphere? Do administrators and teachers have a narrowly “academic” view of their role, or do they consider it part of their job description (or part of being a professional) to intervene in bullying, harassing, or violent behaviors they see at school? What kids and teachers have to say about this is intriguing.

Peer Predictability: Adolescents demonstrate a critical need to be able to predict the behavior of their fellow students in order to feel safe and minimize aggression at school. When kids sense a lack of adequate adult supervision, they feel compelled to take safety into their own hands.

Interpersonal Respect: How does respectful behavior among students (and between students and staff) serve as a deterrent to bullying and emotional violence, thereby reducing the threat of physical violence?

Human Rights: How does a focus on the human rights of students as part of character education programming help change the school climate and reduce emotional violence? How can all students in a school be empowered by their administrators to feel they can truly contribute to greater safety?

Teenagers’ Own Solutions: Why are most of the current strategies in schools for reducing the possibility of violence inadequate? Because these adult-created institutional interventions—including conflict resolution, metal detectors, and surveillance cameras—are insufficiently attentive to the school as a social system. Students speak frankly about these approaches and how they contribute to an atmosphere of fear, how they don’t work, and why. Teenagers believe other, more prevention-oriented strategies could and should be put into place in all schools to increase safety.

Our book looks at safety and violence at school from the perspective of the day-to-day emotional life of adolescents, envisioning schools as places where the entire system contributes to creating a psychologically safe environment. Many other books have focused on the experience of “high-risk,” “antisocial,” and “violent” kids (including Jim’s 1999 book, Lost Boys). Here, though, the interviews are primarily from youth who would be called mainstream American teenagers. We conducted the interviews and discussions with rural and suburban high school students living in “all-American” communities. This does not mean the only participants in the study were the adolescent elite, however. We also have interviews from “marginal” teenagers, adolescents who are at the fringe of acceptance in their high schools. Referred to by the other students as “hicks” or “scrubs” (and by their teachers and administrators as “at-risk” or “high-risk” students), they are more susceptible to problems such as school failure, drug use, dropping out, and adolescent pregnancy.

Many themes emerged in the interviews, through our review of the research and programs of others, and in our own direct experiences working with youth, families, and educators over the past quarter century. Each theme becomes the focus of a chapter, and each chapter concludes with a section entitled, “What Can You Do?” That section provides concrete guidance in dealing with the issues raised in the chapter. We conclude with an extensive resource list of books, articles, websites, organizations, and model programs to turn to for support and guidance.

In collecting information for this book, we used a method called Action Research. This style of looking at problems and questions basically means that we did not see ourselves as the experts when we were in each school. We left it to the students, teachers, and administrators to tell us their views on safety and what was important to them. They were our research partners.

The action research model is well suited to working with adolescents, and its use has good potential for effecting change in the school environment. After the formal research itself is over, the students and adults have many opportunities to continue working with the ideas raised during the information-gathering stages. The names and other identifying characteristics of specific locations have been changed to protect the anonymity of our research partners—the teenagers and others who participated with us in this discovery.

We have received much support in preparing our book. Our spouses (Jim’s wife, Claire Bedard, and Ellen’s husband, Thom deLara) have provided ongoing encouragement and intellectual assistance throughout. Their emotional support has been considerable and unfailing. Our agent, Victoria Sanders, has been there for us as our unshakable advocate. Our editor at Free Press, Philip Rappaport, has been a challenging partner, chapter by chapter and page by page. We express our appreciation to Catherine Bradshaw for her assistance with references and the resource guide, and to Lisa Rose for managing the manuscript thoroughout its many drafts. Thanks also go to our colleagues at the Family Life Development Center and to Patsy Brannon, Dean of the College of Human Ecology at Cornell University where we make our academic home. We want to thank gifted educator and colleague Diana Wolan for her contributions to one of the survey instruments and its initial implementation. Our appreciation is also extended to the principals and educators who shared their time and allowed us into their schools. Our research was funded, in part, by a grant from the United States Department of Agriculture.

We owe special thanks to the many kids who opened their hearts and minds to us in the intense process of writing this book. They did so specifically in the desire to make a contribution to improving the safety of schools for all children. It is our hope that by bringing the voices of these kids to you, your understanding of the depth of emotional violence will allow you, in your own way, to be an advocate for all of our schoolchildren.


Chapter 1 Emotional Violence Can Kill

Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me.” It’s an old rhyme, taught to generations of children as a tactic for deflecting taunts and teasing. Usually it comes with the instruction by a parent or teacher that the child chant it back to those who taunt him or her, like some kind of verbal amulet to ward off the evil spirits of teasing. But the essence of this childhood verse has never really convinced children, not in their hearts. Without denying the importance of physical pain, they know that what other children think and say about them does matter. Perhaps even more than broken bones, words can hurt forever.

No child is a stranger to teasing, for the roles of victim, perpetrator, and witness can be fluid from day to day and one school year to another. A survey conducted for the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHHD), published in the Journal of the American Medical Association in April 2001, reported that almost a third of American children in grades six through ten are directly involved in serious, frequent bullying (which includes many forms of harassment, intimidation, and emotional violence)—10 percent as bullies, 13 percent as victims, and 6 percent as both. Other national surveys report even higher figures. The U.S. Department of Education reports that 77 percent of middle and high school students in small midwestern towns have been bullied.

But these numbers tell just a part of the story, because the vast majority of kids at school experience bullying as bystanders. Most acts of bullying occur in front of other children, who rarely come to the aid of their classmates. A very small number of these witnesses may take pleasure in the suffering of others, but most are simply relieved that it is someone else’s turn to be the target. Most children watch the bullying of their peers with a sense of helplessness, frozen in fear, with guilt and, ultimately, shame for doing nothing to help.

What is more, the NICHHD survey focused only on situations in which the bully was more powerful or older than the victim, excluding so-called equals in age, gender, and size. But damage is done not just when one child is older or more powerful than the others. We are convinced that emotional damage is done also through bullying by equals or by peers.

This is why, right from the start of our book, we want to be clear that our concern includes bullying as it is typically defined—aggressive acts by older kids toward younger ones—but goes beyond to include harassment and all other forms of verbal and nonverbal emotional violence. Warren, a fifteen-year-old in New York, taught us as much:

Some people are really rude and disrespectful. A lot of people … they make fun of people. Sometimes they try to push people around. You can get a nervous feeling in your stomach. There are people that it happens to everyday. I see a lot of people who are picked on all of the time. I don’t know if they feel unsafe. A lot of people just try to ignore it. I think it takes a really mentally strong person to just try to ignore it and forget it immediately. And I don’t think many people do.

Why Does Paying Attention to Bullying and Emotional Violence Matter So Much?

No one can deny that American kids have faced a series of challenges to their sense of safety and security. The events of September 11, 2001, were one such challenge. In the space of one day, kids around the country were confronted with cataclysmic images of disaster that threatened their confidence in the ability of their society to protect them. But the sight of planes crashing into the World Trade Center towers was not the first such assault.

Two years earlier, America was aroused to a fever pitch of concern by the school massacre committed in Littleton, Colorado, on April 20, 1999. Indeed, surveys show media coverage of this story led virtually all others for the entire year; and adults put what happened there at the top of their list of important stories in 1999. But what are the lessons of Eric Harris, Dylan Klebold, and Columbine High School? How do they speak to the importance of emotional violence as an issue facing American teenagers? Such instances of serious school violence are part of the emotional life of adolescents now.

Last year with that Columbine thing—it really freaked me out. The month after that, I stayed home from school, ’cause I had this really bad feeling. I stayed home ’cause I felt something bad was going to happen. And it did … there was a school shooting at Conyers, Georgia … it freaked me out. (Crystal, age 17)

After Columbine, I had dreams of people with masks coming in. I had to try to protect my friends. I’d get all the kids under the tables. What would I do? I have brothers, cousins, friends in this school. I’m friends with everybody in this school. I’d have to do something, but I don’t know if anyone else would. (Ashley, 17)

I generally feel safe at school, but after Colorado I know that that is an illusion. Very little can stop that sort of thing. Teachers had no control. (Paul, 16)

Imagine going to school with the belief that feeling safe at school “is an illusion”! That is very sad commentary on the state of our schools and the state of mind of our schoolchildren. For most of us, it was not how we experienced our school days, and it is certainly not how we want our own kids to live.

Columbine changed everything, or at least it should have. The tragedy offered to open our nation’s eyes to the pain so many of our kids feel as they confront emotional violence at school. The fact is many eyes were closed until that day in April 1999. As the principal of the high school, Frank DeAngelis, said two years later, “If someone had asked me on April 19 if it was possible that there were boys in my school so angry and troubled they were planning to kill us all, I would have said it was impossible. And then the next day it happened.”

School shooters act in a terrible way and with a sense of outrage and even justification that many kids around America felt—and still feel. They believe that they have to endure a school dominated by emotional violence and that no one, particularly no adult, will do anything about it. In that belief they represent but an extreme form of something quite common. Molly, age sixteen, is from a small, rural high school in the Northeast:

If you’re bullied, that can really add up. And high school is such an environment to fit in and when you’re bullied, you know, that hurts! But nobody could really stop that. No officials could, really.

Dean, age fifteen, is a sophomore from a suburban high school in New York of more than 1,500 students:

If you get pushed and pushed, sometime you’re going to fight back. The teachers see it, but they don’t do anything about it. When there’s a fight going on, they just walk by. If you’re there, you don’t know what to do.

Another sophomore, Robert, age sixteen, attends a suburban high school in Massachusetts of approximately 1,000 students:

Everybody in middle school and high school gets teased or whatever. You have to just learn to deal with it. Sure the teachers see it, but they don’t do anything about it. For one thing, they can’t always tell what is serious teasing, like a threat, and what is just fooling around, you know? Some kids get it worse than others; I don’t know why. Sometimes it makes you feel bad inside to see it.

We must pay closer attention to the insidious role played by bullying, harassment, and other forms of emotional violence in our children’s lives. Even those of us who thought we knew how truly scary school could be (because we remember our own adolescence, or because we work with kids) have been surprised to discover the extent to which bullying and its companion problems influence our children’s everyday lives.

It is eye-opening and disturbing to see the environment of school for what it really is. But we must do so if we are to respond effectively. For some of us this means to respond as parents and as citizens, demanding that schools do a better job of creating and maintaining a humane, caring environment. For others it means responding and intervening as professionals—educators or mental health workers charged with the responsibility of taking care of other people’s kids. Whatever our role, we are responsible.

Now That We Are Aware, What Can We Do?

We will give you the very best information available—the same studies and true-life stories that we and other experts draw upon in providing advice and consultation to schools around the country. Then we must use this knowledge to make things better. Our teenagers deserve no less. We start with an appreciation for their basic psychological needs, most notably the need for acceptance.

More than twenty years ago, two researchers surveyed the psychological landscape of kids from very different perspectives but with a common aim. Ronald Rohner started his journey as an anthropologist, interested in culture and its treatment of universal human issues. He studied 118 cultures around the world in an effort to understand how the phenomenon of rejection worked in the lives of children and youth. He found that although cultures differ in how they express rejection, in every one, rejected kids turned out badly (with the meaning of “badly” differing from culture to culture, just as the form of rejection did). Rohner concluded that rejection is universally a “psychological malignancy,” a form of emotional cancer.

Psychologist Stanley Coopersmith studied young people in the United States to understand how and why they experience acceptance, the mirror image of rejection: what it means to them, and what its consequences are. His conclusion, which parallels Rohner’s finding, was that children need acceptance to feel good about themselves. They crave it, and will go to great lengths to get it.

Specifically, they will desperately seek to look and act like “the popular kids” to be accepted. Or children will endure the agony of becoming addicted to smoking. (Though when they start, they don’t believe they will be among the unlucky ones to suffer any consequences from smoking.) They will shun their parents. Or they will suffer through painful initiation rituals like being “jumped into” a gang, being tattooed and pierced, or breaking the law.

The need for acceptance runs deep. A prisoner serving a life sentence once said, “I’d rather be wanted for murder than not be wanted at all.” Everyone has to be someone, someone whom another person can embrace. Does misery love company? Human beings love company, and if it takes being miserable to get it, most are willing to pay the price.

Understanding bullying, harassment, and other forms of emotional violence starts with understanding the power of acceptance and rejection in human motivation. And not just on an individual level, since part of the meaning of acceptance and rejection lies in what groups you identify with. Race, gender, social class, sexual orientation, physical appearance, religion, and ethnic heritage are all categories relevant to this process.

For example, parents who reject homosexuality are rejecting individual gay or lesbian children, whether the children are their own or other people’s. Denying gender equity portrays a dismissive attitude about girls. Ignoring poverty necessarily means rejecting poor kids. Ethnocentric adults cannot help but disdain children of other cultures. Rejecting any category of human beings means rejecting real live kids who are in that category.

The issue of acceptance versus rejection stands at the core of bullying, harassment, and other forms of emotional violence. Acceptance is the cornerstone to any true prevention program. Rejection is the principal motivator—and consequence—behind the many forms of abusive behavior that children encounter at school that diminishes and torments them.

Rejection is perhaps the most important and most fundamentally destructive form of psychological maltreatment, but it is not the only form. At least four others, which Jim laid out in The Psychologically Battered Child, deserve mention here: terrorizing, isolating, neglecting, and corrupting. All are relevant to understanding emotional violence at school, and we will spend some time on each later on.

Terrorizing is the use of fear to torment and manipulate. This is an important element of bullying and harassment. Perpetrators use the fear they incite in the victim either to achieve dominance or to obtain specific payoffs, including money or other material items, status with peers, or even sexual gratification or power. Bill, a seventeen-year-old from a large, rural high school in New Hampshire said this:

I see a fair amount of bullying at my school. There is this one small kid who always gets picked on during lunch by a couple of bullies. I think they are all juniors. One of the bullies will go up to the kid with his fist in the air until the little kid flinches, and then the bully starts laughing. It’s a regular thing. I’d like to do something. But there is kind of like a social norm to not do anything. If it was anything more than verbal bullying and threats, then I would do something.

Kids are social creatures, and they need to be in relationships to feel right. Isolating involves cutting someone off from essential relationships. Some kids are pushed into a social “no man’s land” by the exclusionary efforts of their peers. This isolation is itself a problem, as its victims can easily become disconnected from the moderating forces of mainstream society. Ironically, isolation may bring together pairs of kids who link up in their estrangement from the larger group and begin to develop odd and sometimes dangerous ways of thinking about themselves and their schools.

Michelle feels very isolated and lonely at school. She is a marginal student, at best, who sees herself as never intentionally hurting anyone. Much of the time she is neglected, her basic emotional needs being ignored by her peers. When she is not being neglected, she is being explicitly rejected; she doesn’t understand why she is picked on to the extent that she is. At the beginning of the school year she had a best friend but that relationship fell apart, and she is clearly unhappy and confused. Despite her best efforts, she cannot figure out what went wrong, and now she just wants to get out of school. Her words give us a direct view into the school day of many students like her:

Do you like school?

Not really. I like the classes, but not the people. If I could be home schooled that would probably be better. The people in school pick on you all the time. Right now, I have a problem with people spreading rumors around about me. I don’t really like it. Most days I don’t want to even come here. The teachers and guidance—they just know I’m here, and that’s all they really care about. People say that I’m, like, fat, which I know I am but they don’t need to be picking on me about it. They spread it around that I’m pregnant, and I’m not. Just dumb things. My ex-friend, she used to be my good friend, but then a couple of weeks ago she started spreading rumors. So now she’s not my friend no more.

Does your brother like school? Does he know what you are going through here?

Yes, he has a lot of friends. He knows about the girl who is spreading rumors about me because it got around the whole school and everything. He just tells some of them to be quiet; they don’t need to be picking on me. Sometimes, when we drive back and forth to school, we talk about it, but he doesn’t really know what to do.

Michelle’s isolation and exclusion from friends and peers are, unfortunately, common experiences for many teenagers on a typical school day. They rarely report what is happening to them to a parent or to any adult, but they suffer terribly and in silence most of the time. Generally, exclusion from the group is a form of bullying and emotional violence that tends to be particular to girls (indeed, a very basic way in which girls exert power over each other).

As if Michelle’s psychological pain isn’t enough, she must also contend with its consequences for her learning. How can she concentrate when she must be wondering and worrying about what rumor about herself she will hear next? Learning in such an environment takes the backseat for many children; for some, though, their studies are their refuge.

As parents and educators, we have to ask, what is our responsibility? What is the school’s duty in a situation like this? This issue of who is responsible—adults or kids—is at the heart of the matter.

Corrupting means learning ways of thinking, speaking, and acting that make a child increasingly unfit for “normal” or healthy experiences. Many a parent has been shocked to hear her previously sweet child begin to spout angry and obscene language as she moves into the world of adolescent peer groups. Researchers studying the behavioral effects of this “peer contamination process” report that when peers laugh at and make fun of positive activities and endorse negative activities, positively minded teenagers can start to slide toward antisocial behavior. Because there are always some kids who enter adolescence predisposed to antisocial and self-destructive behavior, there are always negative influences available in middle and high schools to set in motion the process of corrupting.

Who Suffers?

If acceptance is a universal human need, and rejection a universal threat to development, then why do some children suffer more than others? This general query underlies the more emotionally powerful questions each parent must face. Why are some children victims of emotional violence, while others are perpetrators? What happens that turns a child into both a victim and a bully? Is there a “breaking point?” Kip Kinkel, Mitchell Johnson, Andrew Golden, and Michael Carneal, all school shooters from the 1990s, were not the only ones teased and bullied at their particular schools. Why don’t other kids resort to extreme measures as these students did? This is a good and important question, one that naturally comes to a parent’s mind. Why these children? Why not others?

One answer focuses upon any characteristic of a child that gives a tormentor an opening. Big ears? A stutter? Noticeable clumsiness? All these “differences” can provide that opening. And some children, directly because of their heightened sensitivity, are temperamentally more vulnerable to being the victim of a bully than are others.

Evidence of a truly genetic component in childhood aggression is meager, according to neurobiologists. What part do genes (nature) and what part do environmental factors (nurture) play? It is hard to sort out the contributions of prenatal exposure to drugs, peer pressure, drug abuse, poverty, parental unemployment or criminal activity, and parental and community neglect and abuse. Researchers such as Robin Karr-Morse and Bessel van der Kolk are discovering that many social factors influence the development of a child’s brain and increase his or her sensitivity to any stimulation in the environment. According to science writer Craig Ferris, Karr-Morse and van der Kolk’s studies “strongly suggest that the most important biological flaws putting children at risk for future violent behavior creep into the brain at certain critical times: developmental windows during which the brain and the nervous system are extremely sensitive to environmental and emotional insults that shape how an organism responds to stress.” These factors literally and continually alter the child’s brain, and therefore change his behavior and responses to places and people around him.

Some kids are more vulnerable than others to emotional violence—or at least to its effects—because of their sensitive temperaments. Things hit them harder. In her book The Highly Sensitive Person: How to Thrive When the World Overwhelms You, psychologist Elaine Aron identifies some of us as being wired from childhood to be more sensitive to everything. For these children, emotional violence carries more force than for other children, and they may be particularly prone to be dragged down by it. But their heightened sensitivity does not mean these children are alone in their suffering, only that they feel it more intensely.

Working in Germany, psychologist Friedrich Losel and his colleagues found temperamental differences in bullies, victims, and kids who were neither one nor the other. One indicator of temperament is the basic heart rate of a child. The families they studied were classified into two groups: “normal,” well-functioning families and “highrisk,” abusive families. Bullies in normal families had average heart rates of 65 beats per minute, while victims in similar families averaged 75. Kids who were neither fell in between these groups, with an average heart rate of 70 beats per minute. In the high-risk families, all three groups had heart rates of 70 beats per minute.

This was presumably because in the high-risk families, the abusive parents were powerful enough to create anxiety in the “cold-blooded,” bully-type kids and thus raise their heart rates. Meanwhile, in the threatening families, the temperamentally sensitive kids had to disconnect themselves emotionally to survive (what psychologists call “dissociate”)—a response that brought down their heart rate.

An Example of How Bad It Can Be

On February 14, 2001, millions of kids woke up dreading to go to school because they feared they would face emotional violence. Most of them decided they could or would have to live with their feelings of trepidation. Some planned out their route to school to avoid bullies. Some dressed with special care to avoid being teased for wearing clothes that were not “cool.” Some used creams to cover their acne. Some felt or faked stomachaches in an effort to enlist parental support for staying home. Some left the house but never showed up at school, preferring to run the risk of punishment at the hands of their parents and the principal for skipping school rather than face the torment they knew awaited them.

But for one boy, all these strategies, which he had used over and over again for years, were no longer sufficient. On this February 14, eighteen-year-old Jeremy Getman woke up as he did every day, feeling hurt and angry. He knew he would face the same agony he had faced daily since fifth grade. What made this day different was that he broke into his father’s gun cabinet and took a shotgun and a pistol. To these he added a gym bag full of homemade bombs, and Jeremy boarded the school bus planning to end his pain once and for all.

Fortunately for everyone, two female friends saw Jeremy when he first got off the bus and felt something was very wrong. While one of them talked with the boy, the other ran to get help. By the time the girl returned with the campus police office, Jeremy was ready to give up his weapons. A deadly crisis was averted.

A few months later, Jim sat down and talked with Jeremy about his life and the emotional violence that had brought him to the brink of disaster. What he learned was that Jeremy was a casualty of a malfunctioning social system in his school, not just a troubled teenager.

Systems Are More Than Just the Individuals Who Inhabit Them

American culture pushes us to see problems and solutions in terms of individuals: bad kids, neglectful parents, apathetic teachers, misguided principals, victims, bullies, and heroes. But it would be a mistake to stop here. Each kid’s story is compelling and matters, but there is more to this issue than individual stories, important though they may be.

Winston Churchill once said, “We shape our situations, then our situations shape us.” We make decisions about schools—who will be in them, how big they will be, what the policies on aggression will be, how to punish misbehavior, how teachers and administrators will spend their time. But once these decisions are made, once we have created the systems, then these systems have a life of their own. To do something about the problems of bullying demands that we see the systems around the individuals involved.

The study of systems is a complex and intriguing field and has contributed several basic principles relevant to our goals in this book:

1. The system is greater than the sum of its parts. Think of a shiny new car, ready to be driven off the dealer’s lot. Then picture a pile of car parts—all the same ones that are in the new car. Given the choice, which would you like to have? We would choose the assembled car because it is more than just a pile of parts; it is a fully operational system.

2. In a system, all people and all parts of the system are interconnected. Everyone in the system has a role in how it functions. In other words, it is not possible that there can be simply “bad” kids in the school without all the other people and components of the system (including parents) making a contribution to their failure or their acting-out, even if that contribution is inadvertent.

3. The system will always work towards maintaining itself, for better or worse. This state is called homeostasis—meaning that the system, in this case, the school, will strive for some kind of balance. Systems may sacrifice individuals, even whole groups, to achieve homeostasis.

4. The system will discourage change. In an attempt to keep the balance of the system (homeostasis), the system will discourage change; will discourage differences or unusual and atypical behaviors. Difference is punished, while conformity is rewarded.

5. Interactions between people are circular, not simply a series of causes and effects. To make positive and lasting improvements, we must look at the interactions between and among people in the organization. Expelling a kid who acts out will never bring an end to the problem, because it assumes that A (the acting out) leads to B (getting expelled) leads to C (resolution of the problem), and that is the end of the process. But that is only a small fraction of what is happening in the system. The interactions that happened before the child acts out at school and the programs and planning that must be put into place after the child is expelled are equally important, and essential to figuring out how the system is functioning.

6. Some systems have scapegoats. Systems that are not working well, or are unhealthy in some meaningful way, tend to produce scapegoats—individuals or a group that everyone else in the system can blame for the problems.

As we proceed in the book, we will always be thinking about what these six systems principles mean in terms of how schools do or don’t work. We absolutely must begin using these principles if we are to really make our schools emotionally safer places for our teenagers (and for the adults in the system as well). It’s not simply a matter of finding the bullies and suspending them. It’s not simply a matter of admonishing teachers and administrators to be more vigilant and emotionally engaged with students. It’s not simply a matter of talking in a kind and sensitive way to your children. And it’s not simply a matter of teaching bullyproofing techniques, which may be effective with elementary school students but are largely ineffectual by the teen years.

Finding real solutions means getting to know your fellow parents at school, and working with them as well as local community leaders and educational professionals to change the social systems of schools. Your ability to make things better for your child and other children hinges to a large degree upon teaming up with others to improve these systems.

Emotional violence is a national problem that affects most of our kids. For some children the impact is chronic and diffused, reducing their pleasure in life, their feelings about themselves, and their full participation in the many educational experiences school can offer. Others hurt more deeply, and it takes a toll on their spirits and their bodies. And for some, the effects are deadly: Suicide is the third biggest killer of American youth after motor vehicle injuries and homicides. Kids kill themselves (and, as we have learned, on rare occasions they turn their deadly pain against others) when they simply cannot “take it” any longer.

We will ask many questions throughout this book, encouraging you to think about your role in the systems we discuss. How are peer groups of kids implicated in the problem? How do teachers, coaches, and administrators add to the isolating, shunning, and taunting that take place everyday in their school classrooms, corridors, and playing fields?

Functioning as a system, how does the school provide a caring or a neglectful or hostile setting for students? At the end of each chapter, we will suggest actions that you can take, individually, with your family, and with your neighbors and friends. We start now.

What Can You Do?

1. Accept the fact that there is at least some degree of bullying, harassment, and emotional violence in your teenager’s school. This is the critical first step. Experts agree on this fact, and it is past time to accept it as a challenge that we can meet together. Denying the extent and impact of the problem will render you completely ineffective in making your child’s school experience any different or any safer than it is right now.

2. Come together with your parenting partner. We mean this to be a highly inclusive term that covers your spouse or domestic partner, as well as your child’s stepparent or any other relative or significant other who is willing to be your partner for the sake of your child’s well-being.

3. Sit down and talk to your child. If the opportunity arises, talk to his or her friends as well. School is their “workplace,” and like adults, students are knowledgeable about the functioning of their daily environment. We have learned that there may be a tremendous amount of information to be gained from simply talking informally to your child with another student present.

4. Form a community team with other parents and youth. Understanding schools as systems dictates the need for parents and other concerned adults—and youth—to band together in teams to work on the system issues. This means meetings and discussions where you can communicate your understanding with school administrators and school boards. It means getting involved with the PTA and PTO. It also means mobilizing your faith community.

5. Make sure your team really is a team in that it functions like a cooperative working group. Given our history as a society (and the personal history of each of us as individuals in that society), you should not take for granted that everyone sees the world the way you do. In fact, many adults are inclined to minimize the psychological significance of bullying.

6. With your team in place, talk to your school administrators (principals, assistant principals, and superintendents) and some of the teachers as well. You might start with a teacher you know through parent-teacher conferences, or one who has been identified to you as being concerned with the school climate. Here, you will be trying to get a sense of the school’s perspective on the issues of bullying and emotional violence. Often school administrators only count physical fights and outright threats as problematic in their schools; talk to teachers who may have a different view from the administrators’. It is important to get a clear sense of the principal’s attitudes. Does she see the connection between everyday hostility in the hallways and students’ reluctance to go to school? Does he recognize that chronic teasing leads to serious retaliation? Or does the principal still believe that bullying and psychological warfare are basically unavoidable?

7. Find out about programs the school has in place and is considering to deal with the problems of school violence. Ask concrete questions, and insist on getting concrete answers back: Where else have they been used? How successful have they been? What is the proof of that?

8. Know the law. All schools in the nation are subject to the Safe and Drug Free Schools initiative established by President Clinton, which mandated that American schools do everything in their power to provide a safe environment for all students by the year 2000. That deadline has passed, but the obligation on the part of the schools is still in effect. Use this document in your discussions with school administrators and school board members.

9. Exercise your right to contact your school board president and members of the board. School board representatives are elected to be your voice in the school district. Any board member should be happy to hear your concerns for the safety and good working climate of your school. If for any reason you encounter a representative who does not seem interested, move on to someone else on the board who is. Be persistent. Some administrators don’t feel as though they need much input from the general public, despite the fact that these are the people who employ them. Remember that systems resist change

10. Regroup with your team to share information that each person has collected, and see where the specific problems are for your children and in the school itself.

11. Formulate a plan to make some changes at the individual level (for example, talking to your child about new ways to handle difficulties at school) and at the organizational level (such as talking to your school officials about creating a safer, happier, more caring school climate).
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