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An education professor and a Coatesville middle school health teacher believe they may be onto something big.

West Chester University Professor Tammy James and South Brandywine Middle School health teacher Marnie Gibson have been collaborating for roughly a year and the results could be the seed for at least a partial solution to the ongoing bullying problem in schools locally and nationally.

Their findings? Middle school students respond positively and honestly to college student mentors even when it comes to discussing tough issues like getting picked on in school.

It all started in the summer of 2010 when James launched a graduate and undergraduate health course that focuses on violence within schools and communities. James wanted to incorporate field experience into the course, so she reached out to Gibson, who teaches at WCU part-time.

Gibson agreed to let James’ students come to South Brandywine to talk with her students about bullying. At the same time, the middle school students would serve as a focus group for the college students, who would then incorporate their findings into a final project, developing a bullying prevention program.

In preparation, James’ students formed lists of questions to pose to the students in small groups, such as: Have you ever witnessed bullying? Have you ever been a victim of bullying? Why do people bully? Do you have an adult you can go to if you witness or become a victim of bullying?

The college students also crafted skits to perform for the middle school students.

During the first presentation and focus groups, Gibson and James found that the middle school students overwhelmingly responded positively to the college students. Immediately, the instructors saw the children open up honestly to the college students they interacted with. Likewise, the older students would also share their childhood bullying experiences and describe to the kids what college is like.

“What happened almost instantaneously” was that the middle school students “latched onto” the college students, Gibson said.

Typically, there are trust issues and boundaries between middle school students and adults in their lives -- such as parents, teachers, and counselors, Gibson said. But that was not the case when James’ students came to class. Continued...
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“The trust issue is not an issue,” Gibson said.

James and her students conducted a similar program at Pierce Middle School in the West Chester Area School District.

Gibson and James’ findings coincide with what young people say would help lessen the bullying problem in schools. At a Bullying Summit at Neumann College in Aston in April, Delaware County investigators and professors solicited advice from teenagers on how to address bullying in schools.

During the session, multiple students suggested that high school students visit middle schools to share their “I was once where you are” stories. The high school students would serve as evidence that young people can survive the challenges of middle school – including bullying – and grow beyond the challenges.

“They’re more likely to listen to older students because they look up to them – as opposed to adults looking down on them,” one student said.

The students in the session said if younger students see there is a life beyond bullying then they may be less likely to take their own lives to escape from the taunting.

“It helps middle school students see there’s a future, that happiness is possible,” one student said.

Additionally, the students in the session said middle school students should be given real examples and bullying prevention should be more interactive. One student also suggested that school administrators not only implement consequences for students caught bullying, but also explain to bullies exactly why the behavior is not OK.

“So they can see it from another viewpoint,” the student said. “Most repeat bullies do not really know why they shouldn’t do it and the harm that it causes.” 
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