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Childhood Bullying: NJ Attempts to 'Stop Bullying Now'

This month will see the launch of a national media campaign to raise public awareness of bullying. The campaign, Stop Bullying Now, in collaboration with the National Association of Broadcasters and other partners, is the latest development in growing public recognition of bullying as an important problem. Bullying is defined as a pattern of negative acts by peers in which there is an imbalance of power (for example, in strength or popularity) so that the bullied children have difficulty defending themselves. Bullying can be either direct, such as hitting or name-calling, or indirect, such as excluding or rumor-spreading.

New Jersey is well positioned to take a leading role in efforts to address bullying. NJ already spends more money on the related issue of character education than any other state and is the recent recipient of a $4 million federal grant to create a state center for character education at Rutgers University. Specific to bullying, a campaign, NJ Cares About Bullying, led by the state's Office on Bias Crime and Community Relations, began in March 2003. NJ is one of 16 states which has passed anti-bullying legislation. There are a number of statewide organizations already conducting anti-bullying training and programs, many of which belong to the 2-year old NJ Coalition for Bullying Awareness and Prevention. And the NJ State Bar Foundation, which provides training in bullying prevention for school personnel, presented a conference last week which brought together for the first time anywhere in the nation key leaders of what is now a worldwide bullying prevention movement.

These recent developments are good news. Because bullying is the most serious common problem of school-age children and the most common form of youth violence. It does serious damage to the health and happiness of children, with negative effects which carry over into adulthood. Children who bully are at greatly increased risk of academic problems, substance abuse and anti-social behavior as children, and of criminal behavior as adults; children bullied are at much greater risk for suicide and a range of other psychological and health problems. Although about 30% of children either bully or are bullied, all children suffer from the tensions which exist in schools when bullying occurs. Fears of being bullied, lack of trust in teachers and adults, tensions between groups of students, inhibited self-expression and school involvement, and lower academic performance are common outcomes in schools where bullying is not adequately addressed.

Remarkably, it is only in the past 30 years that bullying has been systematically studied. As a result of this work, a new understanding of childhood bullying has emerged which, most importantly, has demonstrated that childhood bullying can be effectively prevented. A school-based bullying prevention program created by Dr. Dan Olweus, the world's leading expert on bullying, has been able to reduce bullying incidents as much as 50% in the first year of implementation, with continuing and lasting reductions in subsequent years. Olweus' research and successful interventions have overturned traditional views of bullying as a developmentally normal and inevitable 'rite of passage' for children and as a behavior which primarily arises in the home and community and then 'crosses over' to school. The new understanding  is that bullying is a problem which is created in children by adults, through adult modeling of bullying behavior, inaction when it occurs, inadequate efforts to prevent and address it, and implicit acceptance and encouragement of bullying behavior ('boys will be boys' 'girls are mean'). And we now know that bullying occurs primarily in schools, whether or not there are also problems in children's homes or communities.

Until now, bullying has only drawn attention when there are major tragedies. Olweus' work began with the widely publicized bullying-related suicides of three children. In the U.S., attention has been increasingly paid to the problem since the bullying-related shootings at Columbine in 1999. The good news is that we are finally moving to do something about what children themselves consistently describe as their #1 problem. And in NJ, we have taken important beginning steps before a Columbine ever occurs. But most schools, in NJ and everywhere else, have still not yet implemented comprehensive bullying prevention programs, and most public and professionals are not yet aware of the true nature of bullying and just how important it is in children's lives. So the news is not good enough yet.
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