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How to Tame a Schoolyard Bully

To the Editor:

Susan Engel and Marlene Sandstrom understand what it takes to address childhood bullying effectively. Their emphasis on schools that model kindness and encourage collaboration is especially on target.

They are also right that as social and legal pressure to address bullying increases, schools often turn to narrow packaged programs and don’t look deeply enough at school culture as the root of the problem.

But for schools to change overall functioning and attitudes, good laws are necessary. Only legislatures can finance the training and support required if society truly wants schools to change. Laws can empower and protect those most bullied and at risk by establishing and reinforcing rights and providing pathways for redress. And law is itself the clearest expression of society’s expectation for change.

So let’s do all that Ms. Engel and Ms. Sandstrom recommend. And let’s also have strong anti-bullying laws.

Stuart Green
Summit, N.J., July 23, 2010

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

Re “There’s Only One Way to Stop a Bully,” by Susan Engel and Marlene Sandstrom (Op-Ed, July 23):

I can’t agree more that schools must teach kids “how to be good to one another, how to cooperate, how to defend someone who is being picked on, and how to stand up for what is right.” These things need to be taught in homes, too.

In a national survey I conducted on bullying and conflict, 73 percent of the students surveyed said that peers are somewhat or very mean to one another.

Bullying and other mean behaviors will decrease only when we model, teach and expect the opposite. By assiduously fostering empathy, conscience and kindness, along with teaching kids how to work out conflicts and stand up for those who are bullied, we can reverse the trend of youth cruelty and set the foundation for a healthier future for all children.

The time to begin is now.

Naomi Drew
Lambertville, N.J., July 23, 2010

The writer is the author of “No Kidding About Bullying.”
•

To the Editor:

In the lengthy Op-Ed article about bullying, the word “parent” appears only once. Certainly the teachers and school staff have to monitor this behavior, and do whatever they can to alleviate the situations. But they can’t promote proper behavior by themselves.

There was a time when an unfavorable note sent home from a teacher forced most parents to sit the miscreant down and explain carefully what would happen if there were a repeat of this sort of thing.

If the new laws do not hold the parents responsible in a concrete way, all the additions to curriculums and the glossy binders on behavior and responsibility are exercises in vain.

David Kopko
Nantucket, Mass., July 23, 2010
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To the Editor:

I appreciated Susan Engel and Marlene Sandstrom’s eloquent discussion of bullying prevention. Legal mandates are no substitute for good pedagogic practice.

Schools build the complex skills required for literacy through a series of tasks, lessons and practice over multiple years and involving many adults. Why would teaching the complex skills required for caring relationships and social responsibility be approached any differently?

As a bully prevention provider, I receive urgent requests for assemblies or presentations to address bullying crises in particular grades. Yet schools would recognize the absurdity of trying to boost reading by assembling poor readers in the auditorium for a speech about reading.

Teachers rarely suggest that students’ reading problems are not their responsibility, but many see social issues as outside their job description.

Schools have expertise — they need to apply it to social issues. Bully prevention, like literacy, can be accomplished — but not by laws.

It will be caring, committed educators doing what they do best that will make the difference.

Rona Milch Novick
New York, July 23, 2010

The writer is director of the BRAVE Bully Prevention and Social Leadership Program at the Azrieli Graduate School of Jewish Education and Administration, Yeshiva University.
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To the Editor:

Bullies are cowards whose bullying makes cowards out of those who lack the courage to stand up to them or to come to the aid of their victims. The only effective antidote to bullying is courage, which can’t be taught except by example.

Seth Knoepler
Felton, Calif., July 23, 2010
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To the Editor:

Regarding “There’s Only One Way to Stop a Bully,” I would venture to say there are several effective ways. I taught anti-bullying behavior long before this subject became fashionable and had great success with a three-step program:

(1) Tell the bully to stop. Sounds simple, but most bullies don’t understand that their bullying actually upsets the victim because most victims never reveal their true feelings.

(2) If Step 1 fails, tell an adult in charge. Most victims are afraid to tell, fearing that the bullying will become worse. But in reality the opposite is true.

(3) Insist on your right not to be bullied. Do not let adults shoo you away. Tell them you are being hurt or threatened and they must stop it now.

We used role playing, videos and group discussions to instill these ideas.

Howie Weiss
Fresh Meadows, Queens, July 23, 2010

The writer is a retired physical education and health teacher.
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