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Students who violate the Fayetteville School District’s no-tolerance policy 

Comment: 

A "no-tolerance policy" is another name for a "zero-tolerance policy." Such policies are not helpful in addressing bullying. Experience and some study has shown that certain problems invariably arise when such policies are used. The biggest problem is that the policies are almost always (always?) inconsistently and inequitably applied. This is apparently because the consequences are either inappropriately 'stepped' (out of proportion to the offense, such as suspension or expulsion for a first offense) or lack perceived 'weight' (e.g., a student might consider missing a team practice or game or not being able to attend a school event or getting extra assignments or other additional hard work as a significant consequence, but might not mind at all getting an in-school detention, especially if other familiar students are there). 
Aside from the type of consequences as a factor, it seems that just labeling a policy "no-tolerance" or "zero-tolerance" can be a problem, since the label is inevitably inaccurate. All students are aware that the school in fact does "tolerate" bullying - that bullying occurs occasionally, if not regularly, that it's been going on for a long time when school officials should have been aware of it, that adequate preventive measures have not yet been taken, etc. Etc. So the label itself invites cynicism - and belief in the school's intent and quality of response is critical for such systems to work. 
Also, school staff themselves become reluctant to see bullying problems because the (improperly stepped and weighted) consequence must then be applied (or, even worse, it's not applied). And staff often feels the consequences is out of proportion or ought to be waived or ...

 Finally, the process which surrounds the consequence - the conversation between the student who has bullied and a school staff person, and the increased support for the targeted child - is even more important than the consequence. This is why a law enforcement model, of which zero-tolerance is implicitly an example, is not (by itself or predominantly) effective.  
against bullying face a number of repercussions. 

“Our goal is to make the purpose of education our creed, which is quality education based on tolerance, academic achievement and social justice,” Superintendent Bobby New said. “That means that if we have a problem, we take the proper steps as far as procedures are concerned.” 
Comment:

This would be fine if the phrase "we have a problem" extended to assuming there is a bullying problem, as all schools should logically do, and implementing vigorous preventive measures. But what's implicitly meant here is that when a bullying incident is reported to the school or (in fewer cases) noticed by school staff and acted upon, then the "proper steps" and "procedures" are activated. Such statements are also not helpful because all students and parents, and especially bullied or vulnerable children and their parents, are painfully aware that such a goal has never been met. 
In terms of academic achievement, the devastating school drop-out rates and variabilities of academic performance testify to systemic problems in delivering "academic achievement." Similarly, drastic inequities in educational settings, not the least of which is the dissimilarity (in terms of race and culture) between school staffs and students in schools with significant diversity of student populations, eloquently testify to problems in achieving "social justice." Finally, the pervasive, systemic harassment of students with minority gender identity and expression, as well as any other minority characteristics (as compared to the school's overall population), clearly demonstrate problems in "tolerance." Such statements are perceived by most students, but especially by students who are bullied or vulnerable, as evidence of a school leader's intent and willingness to deny the reality of school functioning and students' lives.
The school district’s policy was called into question following recent allegations of bullying that made Fayetteville High School the center of national media attention. 

According to the school’s policy, all students have the right “ to be secure from the threat of actual physical or verbal abuse.” 
Comment: 
See above analysis. Such statements are laudable when accompanied by adequate action. In the presence of pervasive reality to the contrary, such ideal statements of protection invite cynicism. 

Students found in violation of school regulations could be subject to any of the following penalties: detention, in-school suspension, Saturday school, out-of-school suspension or expulsion. Only the school board can expel a student. 
Comment: 
See above analysis. Again, consequences must be well crafted to constitute actual negatives from the point of view of the students to whom the consequences will be applied. This may or may not be the case with the above consequences. And expulsion is rarely an appropriate response to bullying, and simply passes along the problem to another institutional setting - under the flawed concept that the problem belongs to the bullying student rather than to the school culture or 'climate' (and those responsible for it).
The school’s handbook requires school administrators to investigate all reports of bullying. 
Comment: 

Waiting for a report of bullying, as the main spur, let alone the only spur, to identifying bullying incidents (and relationships, which they almost invariably are) is itself a problem. Vigorous proactive identification of relationships characterized by bullying, or efforts to identify incidents which have occurred but which no one reported (which is common) is what's required. 
New said federal laws prohibit school officials from releasing information pertaining to individual student discipline issues. “That’s the flash point of why we find ourselves at odds with other parents,” he said. “They want to know how we discipline other issues. Our students have an expected right to privacy, and we’re going to maintain it.” 
Comment:

First of all, privacy rights are usually not the main 'flash point' between school officials and parents. The major issue, which ought to be identified as such, is that the school has typically not sufficiently acknowledged the incident, affirmed the injury and suffering of the bullied student (and parent), did not take sufficient action to prevent the incident (or at least 'try to prevent', since prevention is not always possible) and has not sufficiently supported or increased support of the bullied child and parent. When parents are (already) mad about what's happened to their child, for many reasons, focusing on what discipline has been meted out to the students who bullied often becomes the focus or 'flash point'. 
In terms of privacy rights, however, it is not at all clear - as the statement in the article implies - that there is absolutely nothing school officials can share about what consequences were incurred by students who bullied. For one thing, the consequences should be well known to everyone in advance. That is, as part of a systemic, school-wide (or 'whole school', as the model is known) approach to addressing bullying, all students and parents (and the community, in fact) should be aware of what types of (meaningful, reasonable and reasonably escalating) consequences are applied when students bully. Further, schools typically stonewall parents on these matters more than the law requires. Finally, it is entirely possible to relate to the parents of bullied children in such a (supportive) manner that there is no antagonistic struggle over the data, even when some data cannot be revealed. Best practice reports in numerous schools have shown this to be the case. 
Information pertaining to students under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act or the Americans with Disabilities Act are also exempt from public access. 

Though various gray areas exist when it comes to student punishment, New said, parents are free to ask questions that aren’t “ leading. ” Various rules and penalties are clearly defined in the school’s student handbook and open to public access, he said. “ It’s natural for a parent to be biased when it comes to their child, ” he said. “The issue, however, becomes pretty complicated when students have a fight or disagreement. You may have students suspected of bullying, but as the principal investigates the issue, it might end up unraveling in a different direction. ” Fayetteville school administrators don’t deny or ignore the presence of bullying within the school district. New said school administrators are encouraged not to make any preconceived judgments without thoroughly investigating and interviewing all parties involved. 
Comment:

The problem with these statements is not so much the content - the nuances of student problems and the challenges with which school administrators must contend - as the tone: the sense of parents as antagonists or aggrieved or threatening outsiders to the school. The use of the phrases "thoroughly investigating" and "interviewing all parties involved"  is common and interesting. The issue is the timeliness of the 'investigation', the communication to the parent, the degree to which the parent senses the school's stance of support and belief going in (to the investigation). Also, again, students who are bullied have typically been bullied repeatedly - the school should not enter every 'new' incident de novo and naively, as if they are not allowed to notice the relationship and the history. But schools often act as if they must. This is an educational process, first, and a legal process either not at all or second, in most (not all) cases.
Police presence For the past several years, the presence of school resource officers has helped deter student misconduct. 
Comment:

There is no evidence of which I'm aware that the presence of uniformed officers in schools significantly deters bullying. (Whether it deters other forms of peer conflict or forms of violence is another question, to which the answer may be yes, to some limited extent, and usually depending on other factors.)  
Each uniformed officer is specifically trained to answer students’ questions and to work with them in matters requiring police involvement. The resource officer program was initiated in 1996. The general purpose was to reduce crime and delinquency and protect students, faculty and staff on school property. Specific services offered by school officers include student counseling, criminal investigations, accident investigations and classroom presentations. 
Comment:

These are fine measures, arguably, but only bullying-specific measures seem to significantly impact bullying, and law enforcement is not generally a good source of on-site anti-bullying intervention in schools. 
Police budget constraints have threatened the take officers out of the schools, but the school district paid to keep two resource officers at the high school.  “I think it’s unfortunate that we’ve seen an increase in student violence, but that’s why we’ve reached out to our local authorities, ” New said. “ I think (the school resource officers ) are essential as far as students understanding the role of police in the community. They’re there for communication between students and the police force. They interact with them on an informal basis, yet they’re in uniform. They’re also there as a possible first responder.” 
Comment:

Again, these are potentially important, potentially helpful measures, but not necessarily significant for bullying prevention and intervention. On the one hand, bullying is an assault, whether physical or psychosocial in nature, is sometimes bias-based (and could be considered a 'hate crime' in those cases, depending on the nature and degree of the act), and therefore a law enforcement approach would seem logical. On the other hand, changing the 'climate' or social environment of the school is - it seems at this point, from the existing evidence - the approach most likely to be effective, and for many reasons - including the incident-driven nature of legal responses and the limited flexibility in response - law enforcement does not seem to be the necessary or ideal driver of such climate change, or the best domain in which to address these problems. In that sense, it's odd that most of the article's emphasis (and perhaps the discussion the school offered to the reporter) is on the police role and legal issues.
According to the school handbook, “ the resource officer is not a school disciplinarian. ” The role of the resource officers is to evaluate each situation and determine if the matter rises to a criminal level, police Sgt. Shannon Gabbard said. If so, officers will investigate and take a report. Gabbard said most battery or assault cases reported at the school result in misdemeanor offenses. Police cannot make arrests on misdemeanor offenses that don’t take place in an officer’s presence, he said, nor can they make arrests based on video footage. Felony battery arrests are typically made in cases involving serious injuries such as broken bones or wounds requiring surgery, he said. 

“ A lot of times, the students come to us and explain what’s going on, ” said Johnny Foster, an FHS resource officer. “ From there, we try to come up with a solution together. If it’s criminal, we’ll take a report. If it’s a misdemeanor or a felony that happens in our presence, we’ll make an arrest. ” Students who wish to press charges are referred to the prosecuting attorney’s office to obtain an arrest warrant. 

In most situations involving students, resource officers notify the principal or send students directly to the principal’s office, Foster said. Incidents involving bullies are only a portion of the conduct issues resource officers and school officials deal with, he said. “ Theft, drugs, fights, criminal mischief — those are the bulk of what we see, ” he said. “ The school calls us if they feel that a police presence would help the situation or if something criminal has happened. ” 

Resource officers maintain the same authority inside the school as they do outside. Student conduct during school-sponsored activities, on and off campus, is governed by the same rules that apply to general student conduct, according to school policy. The regulation also applies to school bus stops and off-campus lunches. 

“We’re a little vulnerable in that area because it’s a time when we have less adult supervision than in a classroom, ” New said. “ The general rule of thumb is from bus stop to bus stop is the school district’s responsibility.” 
Comment:

This relatively narrowed focus is, fortunately, starting to change, in part to address rising issues such as cyber-bullying.
Joint responsibility Despite the presence of resource officers, school policies and administrative efforts, New emphasized that the district is not the only entity responsible for deterring bullying. “ We’re not lone rangers out here, isolated, trying to prevent bullying, ” he said. “ We’re networking with the parents, the community, kids, teachers, staff and administrators to provide a safe environment for our kids every day. ” New said a community effort must be employed to ensure safer school environments. “ All of us have to work together toward the proper education process of accepting people’s differences as strengths, ” he said. “ We have a social system within the school district. That’s a challenge for us, as we blend all of these groups of different kids from various backgrounds into one classroom. ” 
Comment:

These are good points, but the school does have the primary responsibility.
