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For many people bullying is nothing more than a school yard nuisance.  Some believe children must endure the simple hazing as a rite of passage towards adulthood.  Others are under the impression that the victim of the bullying is the only one who suffers.  As we have seen in headline after headline in the last few years, these well rehearsed myths about bullying are simply incorrect.  

Bullying is defined as “a student being bullied or victimized when he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other students” (Olweus, 2003).  Bullying also requires an imbalance of power favoring the bully over the victim (Olweus, 2003).  Crothers and Levinson define bullying as “the process of establishing and maintaining social dominance through overt aggression and doing so in many ways that victims are unable to deflect because of their lack of skills, their inability to effectively integrate with peers, or their inability to develop subgroups of peers” (2004).  

In addition to the identification of bullying, it is important to recognize the various types of bullying that occur.  Liepe-Levinson and Levinson identify the three forms of bullying as verbal bullying, physical bullying, and relational bullying (2005). The participants of bullying can be both genders. 

Types of Bullying

Verbal

Verbal bullying is preferred by both males and females and can account for the majority of the bullying incidents that occur (Liepe-Levinson & Levinson 2005).  Verbal abuse is viewed as the most easy to “get away with” because it can go unnoticed by supervising adults (Liepe-Levinson & Levinson 2005).  The researchers also showed that when verbal bullying is tolerated or permitted “it becomes normalized and the target is dehumanized (2005).  

Physical 

Physical bullying gets noticed and addressed by school personnel most frequently, and it is common for more boys to participate in this form of bullying although it is not exclusively a male action (Liepe-Levinson & Levinson 2005).  

Relational

Girls are the bullies behind the majority of the relational bullying that occurs in schools today, although boys also exhibit this behavior (Liepe-Levinson & Levinson 2005).  This is the most difficult form of bullying to detect by supervising adults because there are often little of no outward signs of aggression (Liepe-Levinson & Levinson 2005). 

 A new dimension of relational bullying that has come into practice of late has been termed “cyber-bullying.”  This is where the schoolyard bully meets technology and is able to utilize home computers, school networks, cell phones, and the internet to indirectly and usually anonymously harass, embarrass, and spread rumors about targets (Strom & Strom, 2005).  Some examples to cyber-bullying are taking photos in the gym class changing room of a half-dressed classmate and then emailing the picture to multiple people at once, the posting of email addresses, cell phones, instant chat screen-names for many people to see and utilize to harass the target, etc. (Strom & Strom, 2005).

Participants

Research has shown that bullying tends to be a “group process that involves and is enabled by many players in addition to the individual bullies and victims” (Smith, et al, 2004).  The categories of participants include bully, victim or target, and the observers. Olweus, further defines these categories and describes the role they display in the following manner; bully/bullies start the incident, followers/henchmen take an active part in the incident but don’t start the incident, supporters/passive bullies support the bullying but don’t take an active part in the incident, passive supporters agree with the bullying but show no outward sign of supporting the incident, disengaged onlookers watch the bullying but do not take a stand on either side, possible defenders don’t like the bullying and think they should act but do not actually defend the victim, defenders of the victim do take an active role in trying to defend the victim, and the victim is the one exposed in the incident (2003). (See the Bullying Circle, figure 1, Olweus, 2003).   

Unlike the commonly held myth that just the victim is affected by bullying, it can be reasonably assumed that every individual in a classroom, playground, or school bus can be touched by a bullying incident.  

Impact

Often the effects are more severe for the target of the bully, but the bully and the bystanders can also suffer short term and long term effects.   The short-term effects of the victim can be “physical and psychological distress, difficulty in concentrating and school phobia” where as the long term effects can be an “inability to initiate and maintain successful long-term relationships with members of the opposite sex, higher levels of depression, and having a more negative self-concept than do peers who have not been bullied” (Crothers & Levinson, 2004).   

In the short-term, “bullies learn to become empowered over others in an unhealthy manner, that is likely to be functional later in childhood” (Crothers & Levinson, 2004).  “Bullying is also associated with poor academic achievement, absenteeism, and decreased school bonding” (Dake, et al, 2003).   In the long-term, bullies are more likely to participate in domestic violence, criminality, and substance abuse, because of the development of maladaptive social skills reinforced by the bullying (Crothers & Levinson, 2004).  Even more far-reaching, the consequences of these long term effects can affect the future generations as the maladaptive behavior is transferred to children born to bullies (Crothers & Levinson, 2004).  

For observers, the effects can be as devastating as for the bullies and victims because they are a witness to the injustices in the world, and can have feelings of helplessness because they did not act, are often afraid of being labeled a “tattle-tale,” and have feelings of being unsafe even if they are not the target of the incident (Liepe-Levinson & Levinson, 2005).

The fact remains that bullying is occurring.  It happens at schools during supervised and unsupervised times, during passing periods and at intervals before school and after school. With so much technology available, it even follows children home via computers and cell phones.  

Responses

A variety of interventions are occurring around the country as an attempt to combat bullying.  

Many schools are attempting to raise security levels with increased camera monitoring, ID systems, Uniformed Police Officers on school property, and emergency “panic” buttons at various locations around the school (Bucher & Manning, 2003).  Even with all of these tangible improvements, the school climate for tolerance is generally unchanged and therefore the additions do not offer an increased sense of safety (Bucher & Manning, 2003).  Zero-tolerance Policies, which are common in schools of all grade levels around the country, are typically “based on the premise that harsh punishment works better if it’s meted out indiscriminately” so that the rules apply to everyone equally (Kohn, 2004).  

Teacher education programs are typically established around an educational curriculum that increased the classroom teacher’s awareness of bullying.  These programs are based on the theory that the more informed the teachers are, and the more they can identify the types of bullying, the bullies, and other participants, and will more creatively incorporate anti-bullying messages into their established curriculum, thereby acting as the catalyst to reduce bullying in their schools (Newman-Carlson & Horne, 2004).  

Character education is based on the premise that much of the behavior associated with bullying is related to a lack of character or character modeling in the children’s lives as well as an underdeveloped sense of empathy or compassion for others.  Character education typically includes individual components that can be interjected into many parts of already existing curriculum or be presented as stand-alone lessons (Peterson & Skiba, 2001).  

Finally, whole school approaches are based on the theoretical foundation that substantial change will not occur in a student or classroom without systemic change occurring within the entire structure of the school environment.  Whole school approaches can be summarized as “comprehensive in scope, addressing harassment at all levels: school wide (e.g. formulating and publicizing new school policies, school assemblies); classroom (e.g. classroom discussions, enforcing classroom rules against bullying); and individual (e.g. individual and family counseling)” (Canter, 2005).  Most researchers recommend whole school approach programs, such as Steps to Respect: A Bullying Prevention Program, for addressing all of the aspects needed for systemic changes.  

The Steps to Respect Program includes three phases: (1) establishing a school-wide framework, (2) trainings for administration, teachers, staff, and families, and (3) implementing the curriculum in the classroom.  This particular program is geared at grades 3 through 6, and incorporates literature lessons, skills building lessons, and activity guides for each level.  The primary goal of this program is to utilize a whole school focus to create the essential foundation for a school culture that is “safe, caring, and respectful.”   

There is no time better than the present to recognize the truths surrounding bullying, to establish interventions to address the behaviors, and to create school climates that are rich with acceptance and respect.  We must act now for this generation and for the generations to come.   

