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PRINCETON AREA: New anti-bulling law well-intentioned, but straining resources
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   New bullying reporting procedures that went into effect this fall may be making children safer, but they are also impacting local schools, straining resources and generating a mountain of paperwork.

   The Anti-Bullying Bill of Rights, which went into effect at schools in September, requires extensive reporting for any act of harassment, intimidation and bullying (HIB) by students against students both inside and outside the classroom. HIB can take place on school grounds, at a school-sponsored event, on a school bus, on the Internet or anywhere else off school grounds.

   ”In general, we are transitioning smoothly, but it does put an extra strain on already stretched resources,” said Russ Walsh, anti-bullying coordinator for Montgomery Regional School District. “We have established procedures for investigating and reporting incidents. We have also provided training to all staff as to their responsibilities under the new law.”

   The new law requires more responsibilities by existing staff with no additional pay.

   ”A HIB violation generates a report that takes time to write, time to investigate and time to report to the central office,” he added. “All this is new activity for people who have fully loaded jobs as it is.”

   ”There is a lot of work right now,” said Lee McDonald, anti-bullying coordinator for West Windsor-Plainsboro Regional School District. “It’s nothing quick and easy to do. Until they get more experience, it will be time consuming.”

   Reports are processed in the central office and given to the Board of Education when incidents occur.

   ”The mandates of the new processes and the paperwork certainly change the daily work and often in unpredictable ways,” agreed Judy Wilson, superintendent for Princeton Regional School District. “The difficulty is that the very people in the Princeton Regional Schools who previously could dedicate more time to the counseling, modeling, interventions necessary with individual students or groups of pupils, are now bogged down by reporting processes.”

   School districts are required to have an anti-bullying coordinator. New positions called anti-bullying specialists are also required in every school. These specialists are either a guidance counselor or school psychologist and chair the new School Safety Teams that meet two times per school year.

   The School Safety Teams take a look at the data with different types of HIB cases looking at those patterns and strategies they can do to improve the school,” according to Mr. McDonald.

   

   ”Students are more sensitive to the issue now that they are realizing there is a (law) in place,” Mr. McDonald said.

   

   There have been some bullying complaints already processed.

   ”Most complaints are singular acts of less than appropriate behavior by students who need a one-time intervention, counseling session or consequence to learn an important lesson,” Ms. Wilson said. “With the great work that counselors, psychologists and administrators do throughout the district, the support of families and teachers, everyone can learn and move forward without lasting harm.”

   ”My office has processed a handful of complaints from our schools,” Mr. Walsh said. “In each of our buildings we are processing several of these reports a week.”

   

   According to Ms. Wilson, there are cases that are much more complex and hurtful.

   ”Some of these involve social media and that turns an issue into a widespread, uncontrollable act that is difficult to rein in or mend,” she said.

   Princeton Regional School District appointed Harvey Highland on Sept.28 as the anti-bullying coordinator.

   ”Harvey ... has had the responsibilities all along,” Ms. Wilson said.

   School personnel are required to report any incident they see or are made aware of to their school principal immediately. Parents or students also may report an incident.

   The principal must inform the parents or guardians of the students involved. The principal has to make a written report of the incident within two school days and give it to the superintendent.

   The school’s anti-bullying specialist then will conduct a detailed investigation of the incident. This investigation must be completed within 10 school days and given to the superintendent in addition to the principal’s report. Once the report is completed, the superintendent and the school principal will decide what action will be taken such as training, discipline and counseling.

   The incident is then reported to the school board at the next Board of Education meeting. The board must accept, reject or modify the superintendent’s resolution to the situation, in writing, by the following board meeting. Parents involved in the situation may request a confidential hearing before the board.

   ”(The board members) are not seeing names of the students, but they do see the report,” Mr. McDonald said.

   Parents of the children involved may request a copy of the investigation findings within five school days of the board’s receipt of the report.

   ”I think the law has brought the issues into focus and has helped us reach a better understanding of the issues,” Mr. Walsh said. “It is too soon to say that the law is working to curb the incidence of bullying.”

   Others think the law, the toughest in the nation, will give a voice to the effected.

   ”Focusing on anti-bullying has hopefully given voice to any quiet victims or silent bystanders. We still have to get the reporting processes smoothed out across the state and be certain that we are not spending so much time in the paper trail that we are losing the truly meaningful time with students,” Ms. Wilson said.

   Mr. McDonald thinks that it is drawing some attention to an issue that is making it more of a national issue than just a local issue.

