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An East Hartford boy who was officially labeled a bully when he was just 10 has prompted a state senator to propose legislation that would grant children in the same situation a hearing with school administrators.

While not taking sides in the boy's dispute with the East Hartford school district, state Sen. Gary D. LeBeau, D-East Hartford, said he has proposed a bill to ensure that parents and children have a chance to tell their side before a child is officially labeled a bully under the state's anti-bullying law.

"Parents have a right to know their child may be labeled this way," he said. "Parents can be part of the solution."

He said he stopped short of requiring a board of education hearing to keep from adding a layer of bureaucracy.

José Olmeda, whose son Joél was labeled a bully at O'Connell School last year, had appealed to LeBeau for help.

East Hartford school officials placed a letter in Joél's file stating he was a bully after documenting four incidents, including throwing food, name-calling and shoving other children at school.

Administrators met with his parents and agreed to remove the letter by this June but declined to give them a school board hearing.

José Olmeda and Joél's mother, Nancy Ortiz, have been fighting for months to have the letter removed. They say it may taint his future, even though Joél left the district last fall to attend a magnet school. They say Joél only retaliated against another student who was bullying him.

Mary Alice Dwyer Hughes, chairwoman of the board of education, said Joél's parents had several meetings with administrators and his case was handled fairly and properly.

"In East Hartford, we have an administrative process in place that is followed whenever someone is accused of being a bully or of being bullied," she said. "We take it very seriously."

It is unclear what chances the bill, which has been referred to the legislature's education committee, has of becoming a law.

A committee co-chairman, state Sen. Thomas P. Gaffey, D- Meriden, said the proposal has merit.

"Before someone is labeled in a category like this, there needs to be due process," Gaffey said.

But state Rep. Andrew Fleischmann, D- West Hartford, the other co-chairman, said he wasn't sure it was a big enough problem to tackle with legislation.

"No one, including Sen. LeBeau, has brought this to my attention as some kind of systemic problem," he said.

Joél, now an 11-year-old sixth-grader, is getting good grades and has had no behavioral problems at his new school, his father said. The family has declined to say where Joél is in school, to give him a fresh start.

José Olmeda said he was grateful to LeBeau for proposing the bill.

"I think this is more than a great idea because of what happened to my son," he said. "The board of education never gave him or me a chance to be heard." 
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Bullying at school could be good for kids 

Being a victim of bullies at school can actually be good for children, according to an academician. Helene Guldberg, associate lecturer in child development at the Open University suggest that bullying can help students to learn how to manage disputes and boost their ability to interact with others. 

In an article on Spiked website, Guldberg urged teachers not to break up "boisterous banter or everyday playground disputes" and let children handle it themselves. She said that the "obsession" with bullying among teachers and politicians was depriving children of the "experiences they need to develop".

However, her idea was panned by anti-bullying campaigners. Despite the government’s crackdown on attacks and intimidation, almost half of children still claim they are bullied at school.

"Teachers are increasingly lumbered with the task of looking after children''s health and wellbeing rather than being allowed to get on with the task of educating them,” the Telegraph quoted Guldber  g as saying. "Children are encouraged to assume their relationships with other children are damaging, and tacitly encouraged to look upon their peers with trepidation and suspicion. 

"If we treat children as if they cannot possibly cope with hurtful experiences, then we will likely undermine their confidence and make them less likely to cope with difficult events in the future. “In effect, we will prevent them from growing up," she added. 

