Bullying an 'epidemic' in schools, online
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Special report: Bullying: Taunts, Texts, Torment
They are taunted, shoved around in gym, socially excluded and hounded on the Internet.

Kids who are bullied are targeted for any number of reasons — they’re fat, they’re quiet, they’re smart — or for no apparent reason at all.

And their torment can be intense. They eat lunch in school bathrooms, feign illness or skip school altogether. At home, they cry, withdraw and lash out in anger. Sometimes, they take their own lives.

Bullying — it happens every day and stretches from college dorms to the school down the street. The federal government said in 2007 that one in three middle- and high-school students reported being bullied at some point during the school year. That’s more than 8 million kids.

Lawmakers are fighting it with legislation, and school officials are scrambling to keep up. A White House conference this month focused on the issue, movies and television shows are using it for prime story lines.

“Bullying is epidemic — it’s horrific,” said Robert McCormick, the director of the Center for Child Advocacy and a professor of psychology at Montclair State University. “Even the best parents don’t know what is really going on in our schools, and our kids are falling through the cracks and killing themselves.”

The suicide of Rutgers freshman Tyler Clementi inspired New Jersey legislators to pass the nation’s strictest anti-bullying law. It requires all public schools to implement an anti-bullying program and to designate a staff specialist to hear complaints and conduct investigations. Among other provisions, it allows parents of targeted students to know if a perpetrator is disciplined.
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Sisters Dana, left, and Denise Gould, both 15, at a youth summit against bullying at Rutgers in Piscataway last month.

Assemblywoman Valerie Vainieri Huttle, D-Englewood, helped craft the bill, which goes into effect in September; the measure had 50 Assembly and 30 Senate co-sponsors.

Fast facts

2.8 million students reported being pushed, shoved, tripped or spit on.

1.5 million students said they were threatened.

1 million reported having property destroyed.

Source: Federal Department of Education. Note: Figures from 2007, the latest year available.
“I didn’t do this because of Tyler’s suicide — we were working on it for about 10 months before his death,” Huttle said. “But I think his death sealed it for other legislators to support the bill.”

The Ridgewood teen’s suicide prompted federal lawmakers to propose the Tyler Clementi Higher Education Anti-Harassment Act. Still awaiting a vote, it would require all colleges to implement a policy prohibiting harassment and “cyberbullying” – the term for the specialized and pernicious attacks that take place online.

Clementi jumped from the George Washington Bridge after an intimate encounter he had with another man was streamed over the Internet. His roommate and another student were charged with invasion of privacy for secretly recording the dorm-room encounter.

Bergen County Prosecutor John Molinelli doubted that many bullying-related offenses would ever get to his office. Nevertheless, he’s taken an active role in preventing bullying, using criminal forfeiture funds to produce a movie that’s been shown in schools across the county.

“The law was designed to get the schools involved and I think that’s what it’s going to do,” Molinelli said. “But bullying incidents are rising. It’s almost astonishing how much is going on, especially with kids around sixth and seventh grade.”

As the new law makes clear, public schools are the front lines in the battle against bullying in New Jersey. It’s a formidable challenge. If even a fraction of suspected bullying incidents are reported, administrators could be swamped. More than 160,000 students nationwide stay home from school every day for fear of being bullied, according to the federal estimates.

The new rules delineate clear lines of responsibility.

Any school employee who witnesses a bullying incident must report it verbally to the school principal that day. A written report must follow within two days. The anti-bullying specialist must begin an investigation within 24 hours of the verbal report and finish within 10 days.

After the investigation is completed, the district superintendent must be informed and the board of education told at its next meeting. Parents of the targeted student must be informed of the findings within five days of the board meeting, and the parents may request a hearing within 10 days of getting the investigation results.

David Nash, an attorney with the New Jersey Principals and Supervisors Association, said members of his association support the law but are concerned with some of its aspects. Specifically, he said, it states that the anti-bullying specialist must be a guidance counselor or social worker if the school has someone in either position.

“Traditionally, principals conduct investigations and recommend discipline in the schools,” Nash said. “Part of our concern is that guidance counselors never had a role doing investigations.

“This investigative procedure will bring the most changes to the schools,” he said. “It is very specific with clear timelines. Everyone needs to know their role in the procedure.”

Staff members who fail to perform as required, from reporting the incidents to conducting timely investigations, may face disciplinary action by the district.

Nash said the law, which clearly prohibits bullying based on such things as race, sexual orientation or physical characteristics, has a small gap in that it doesn’t specifically address bullying that occurs when one kid doesn’t like another.

But those cases can be dealt with in other ways, he said.

“Even if it’s not strictly bullying according to the law, the school still has a way of dealing with it under the school’s code of conduct,” Nash said.

Even before the new law, the stakes were high for educators.

The state Attorney General’s Office is currently conducting investigations into allegations that officials in Emerson and some half-dozen other districts across the state allowed students’ civil rights to be violated. State officials declined to reveal the other districts under investigation.

“We can’t talk about specifics on the cases, but there’s liability when a school district is aware of bullying and fails to take action to bring an end to that conduct,” said Chinh Q. Le, director of the Division of Civil Rights.

In the Emerson case, the Attorney General’s Office found probable cause that the district violated the state’s anti-discrimination law by not dealing with the repeated complaints of parents who said their child had suffered six years of bullying both in school and on MySpace, a social networking website.

The case is still in the court system, after Emerson requested that it be able to submit facts that may have been omitted from the investigation, Le said.

The basics of bullying haven’t changed much since kids attended one-room schoolhouses. Typically, boys bully through physical confrontation or intimidation, and girls engage in social exclusion and derision.

“Bullies want to feel powerful,” said Paula Rodriguez Rust, an anti-bullying consultant from East Brunswick. “What better way to feel powerful than to make someone cry?”

But in one key area, bullies have escalated the harassment. With kids today habitually interacting electronically, the online world can be an especially miserable place for a youngster who falls afoul of a bully. Cyberbullying is hard to avoid when belittling and stinging comments invade bedrooms via computers and cellphones.

“The difference is, children can’t get away from it now,” said Ellen Gallagher,Passaic/Morris coordinator of the New Jersey Child Assault Prevention program. “They used to go home and forget about it for awhile. But now they’re getting texts and messages on their computer.”

Bullying may be pervasive, but many parents believe kids need to learn how to deal with bullies on their own. They view the incidents as teen “drama.”

Therapists disagree and say adults need to get involved.

“Bullying is about an inequality of power in a situation,” said JoAnn Jarolmen, aRidgewood social worker who was employed at Pascack Valley High School for more than a decade. “When intimidation is involved, it’s bullying.”

Stuart Green, a psychotherapist and founder of the New Jersey Coalition for Bullying Awareness and Prevention, said bullying has been misunderstood for decades.

“We used to think [bullies were] bad kids from bad families,” Green said. “But we now know it’s an institutional phenomenon. Whether a school notices the most vulnerable students and takes active steps to engage and protect those students will determine how much bullying goes on.”

According to Nash, of the Principals and Supervisors Association, those found to have bullied their classmates face discipline ranging from mandatory counseling to suspension or expulsion.

Beyond disciplinary measures, schools are trying various ways of preventing bullying from happening in the first place.

At some schools, the focus is switching from the bully to his audience.

“If a bully makes fun of another student, and bystanders laugh, he will continue to bully because he’s getting the reward and encouragement he wants,” Rust said. “But if the victim and others look at him like, ‘Why did you do that?’ he won’t do it again because he’s not getting the results he wants.”

Bystanders will ultimately benefit from taking an active role rather than trying to stay neutral, experts say.

“Witnesses also feel bullied because they are fearful the bully is going to turn on them,” said Debbie Tedino, of the Bergen County chapter of the New Jersey Child Assault Prevention program.

Experts are moving away from the widespread strategy of bringing bullies and victims together to resolve their differences.

“That’s like having a police officer put a mugger and his victim in a room together,” Rust said. “It’s not up to the victim to tell the mugger how his action was hurtful. Just like law enforcement needs to take care of the mugger and protect the victim, school administrators need to deal with the bully and make the other students feel safe.”

Some targets of bullies go on to lead successful lives — President Obama announced this month at a White House conference on bullying that his name and ears provided much fodder for bullies when he was a student. But others are emotionally scarred for life.

McCormick, the psychology professor, who also has a private practice inMontclair, said long-lasting effects are common.

“Many of the men I see in my private practice who were bullied as children go the drug, violence or depression route,” McCormick. “It’s the sequel of bullying. Not everyone is traumatized but everyone is impacted. People always remember the name of the person who bullied them.”

During the White House conference on bullying that included advisers, 150 parents, teachers and students, Obama said they were there to “dispel the myth that bullying is just a harmless rite of passage or an inevitable part of growing up.”

It’s unclear to what degree bullying played a role in the Clementi case. While there are no authoritative statistics directly linking bullying to suicides, there is plenty of anecdotal evidence.

According to news reports, 15-year-old Phoebe Prince was allegedly bullied relentlessly by girls in the Massachusetts town she moved to from Ireland. They reportedly called her an “Irish slut” and other names until the day of her death in 2010, when they yelled insults and flung an energy drink out of a car at her as she walked home. She strode directly to her house, went to her closet and hanged herself.

