Right move on bullying 

Wednesday, August 11, 2004 

The recent action by J. Frank Vespa-Papaleo, director of the state Division on Civil Rights, in support of L.W., a child who was severely bullied in school, was extraordinary and right. ("Gay bashing ruling holds N.J. schools to workplace rules," July 31) Vespa- Papaleo clearly understands the harm bullying does to children and that adults -- especially school leaders -- must address it. Bullying has received a lot of attention since Columbine, but we are only beginning to provide children with adequate protection. Despite New Jersey's recent progress -- especially in enacting an anti-bullying law -- schools rarely act strongly enough to be effective. That's why the decision in the L.W. case is so important: The state Division on Civil Rights now insists that schools do all that is needed. Dan Olweus, the world's leading expert on bullying prevention, calls addressing bullying in childhood a "moral obligation of all adults." I applaud Vespa-Papaleo's courage and wisdom. 

-- Stuart Green, Summit 

The writer is director of the New Jersey Coalition for Bullying Awareness and Prevention. 

Hold parents liable 

Although I agree that abusing people because of their sexual orientation is repugnant, I find the words and actions of state Civil Rights Director J. Frank Vespa- Papaleo in punishing the Toms River school district equally disturbing. 

Vespa-Papaleo says "schools are responsible for teaching children what types of behavior are and are not acceptable." It appears he has abrogated the responsibility of parents and feels that the way in which a young person conducts himself is the school's burden. By that standard, each faculty member who taught (or failed to teach) appropriate behavior to the students guilty of sexual harassment should also be fined. Does Vespa- Papaleo believe that parents of bullying students should shoulder any of the responsibility? Are they not as liable, if not more, than the district? No teacher has more than an hour or so to interact with students on any given day, while parents have a lifetime. 

When I see Vespa-Papaleo assess penalties on the appropriate parties, the parents who failed to teach these ignorant, intolerant youngsters right from wrong, then I will have hope for positive changes in our imperfect society. 

-- Michael N. Maurer, Summit

 A hostile environment 

During my high school experience, as vice president of the school's Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intergender + Questioning club, I witnessed many incidents. Some were quite personal. In my history class, I recall a certain student who would randomly cough out the word "faggot." It disrupted my studies and irritated me that such an immature and demeaning act would be allowed to continue. This is only a trivial aspect of what it is like to grow up as a homosexual or be perceived as one. It cannot even compare with those students who are taunted personally or, worse yet, physically attacked. 

School environments should be places where students can learn and thrive as individuals, free from harm. Whether it is over sexual orientation, nationality or gender, students should not have to endure harassment. Interventions must occur for the student to feel safe. Students simply cannot learn or thrive in a place where they feel threatened. I agree strongly with the state's ruling. I hope this will set a precedent for other schools that this type of behavior will not be tolerated. 

-- Lauren Spaltro, Teaneck Real help for students 

