Shunned by her classmates, girl escapes to new school
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Special report: Bullying: Taunts, Texts, Torment
It was a successful effort — the 12-year-old Bergenfield girl became so distraught over her social isolation that she transferred to another Catholic school.

And to mark their apparent victory, her former friends sent her messages saying they were glad they wouldn’t have to see her anymore.

She still doesn’t know what prompted the girl who had been her best friend since they were 3 to turn on her with two other students.

“They never told me what I did wrong — they just kept ignoring me and getting the other kids in the class to stare at me whenever the teacher left the room.”

“Nikki,” who asked that her real name not be used, couldn’t concentrate on her studies and watched her grades tumble from A’s to C’s. Instead of her typical gab fest after school with her mom she would withdraw to her room, sitting on the floor, just staring.

The bullying never turned physical, yet the social exclusion was so complete, she would beg her father not to make her go to school at the Transfiguration Academy, then in New Milford.

“It was horrible — no one would talk to me,” Nikki said. “The girls would all walk away when I came up to them. The girls and boys slid away from me when I would sit down at the lunch table.”

Despite her mother’s persistent questioning, Nikki wouldn’t admit how torturous life had become. Instead, she was more emotional, frequently lashing out in anger.
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A 13-year-old from Bergenfield sits on steps outside the former Transfiguration Academy in New Milford, where she says she would retreat after being ostracized by classmates there. The building is now occupied by a private school unaffiliated with the academy.

She missed her best friend, “Julie,” who suddenly stopped coming over or inviting Nikki to her house after years of sleepovers and mall outings together.

Strategies for parents

· Ask your child how students treat other kids at school, and how he or she is being treated. Listen rather than give advice.

· If you’re concerned that your child won’t open up to you, let him or her know it’s OK to confide in another family member or trusted adult

· When you hear students talking badly about another child, gently express your discomfort and your empathy for the targeted student.

· Include and support bullied children.

· Meet with other parents and school administrators to ask about the school’s approach to bullying.

· Never ignore bullying. If you can’t intervene directly, report it.

· Speak out and insist on behavior changes in adults who bully, including teachers.

· Consider seeking legal advice. If bullying is bias-based, contact the New Jersey Division of Civil Rights, njcivilrights.org

Source: New Jersey Coalition for Bullying Awareness and Prevention. Compiled by Barbara Williams and Colleen Diskin
“Whenever I asked my daughter why [Julie] wasn’t around, she made an excuse saying [Julie] was busy,” Nikki’s mom said. “She didn’t tell me what was going on until she got sick in the nurse’s office. She never upchucks, so I knew something was really wrong.”

Nikki said she didn’t tell her mom for months “because I thought I could handle it.”

But after getting sick in the nurse’s office, she could no longer hide her misery. She explained that Julie and two other girls had formed a hard and fast relationship that excluded her, and had also made her an outcast with the entire seventh-grade class.

She was left standing alone — in gym after team captains refused to pick her and at school dances when the girls excluded her. And lunch became so unbearable that she took to eating in the bathroom rather than face the embarrassment of students scooting away from her.

“This wasn’t just girl drama,” Nikki’s mother said. “I went to the school principal and told him my daughter was being bullied.”

But Nikki’s mother said the principal wasn’t sure the situation was serious and hesitated before taking any action. After much prodding, he eventually called all the girls together into his office, she said.

According to Nikki, he threatened to suspend or expel anyone who bullied another student. Yet the other girls denied behaving badly and reportedly left the school that day “trash-talking me,” Nikki said.

“The issue was definitely addressed,” said Salvatore Tralongo, the principal at Transfiguration Academy, which now operates at a consolidated location inBergenfield. He added in a recent interview, “We have a bullying program. We’ve always had a bullying program set up according to the diocese’s guidelines.”

But Nikki said the principal’s action “made things worse. They stared at me more and sent me horrible messages.”

Nikki’s parents pulled her out of school days before the semester finished. She started at a new Catholic school in September, where she has found “the best group of friends.

“I’m so much better now,” said the girl, who’s now 13.

As for her former best friend, she’s had no contact since seeing this posting on Julie’s Facebook page: “ohh life … it’s so much better without you – so uhh eff you. byeee.”

