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_ % million victims.

Right now: The National Education Association esti-
mates that on any school day 160,000 kids—15
percent of all school absenteeism—will purposeful-
ly miss school because they fear some form of bul-
lying by other students.

Right now: Seventy one percent of students report
that bullying is a problem at their schools, while
56 percent of students report that they personally
stood by when someone was bullied.

There is no special target, no unique group that
alone suffers from bullying. It can happen to any
child—male or female, big or short, popular or a
loner, athletic or artistic. Bullying knows no dis-
crimination.

Experts warn that the biggest mistake parents and
caregivers can make is to assume that bullying is a
natural part of childhood. Most kids are teased—
and tease other kids. But bullying is distinct from
teasing. Considered the leading international expert
on bullying, psychology Professor Dan Olweus of
the University of Bergen in Norway, defines it this
way: “A person is bullied when he or she is exposed,
repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on
the part of one or more persons, and he or she has
difficulty defending himself or herself.”

Bullying is cruel and meant to be cruel. There is
nothing playful or funny about it. Bullying is inten-
tional, not accidental, it is meant to isolate the vic-
tims, it puts the victim in a position of powerless-
ness and it involves real emotional and—quite
possibly—physical violence. The impact can last

a lifetime. The cold fact about bullying is that
experts have found that many who were bullied

in their childhood suffer much higher levels of
depression and social isolation as adults. At the
same time, bullying behavior can lead to greater
problems for the bully in adulthood as well. By the
time they are 30, childhood bullies have a one-in-
four chance of having a police record. As psychol-

ogy Professor Olweus states,
“The victims don’t grow out
of their problems. The bullies
don’t grow out of their prob-
lems either.”

The dire

Bullying is serious and real.
Parents need to know that it
is behavior that cannot be
ignored.

If you suspect that your child
is a victim of bullying at school,
the least adequate response is
to do nothing about it, assum-
ing that it is just a part of
growing up. We know it is
dangerously wrong to think
that violence in a marriage is
just a part of some relation-
ships; our understanding of
bullying has to be the same.

replaced;

If you think your child is being bullied, the first step
is to understand exactly what is going on. This
involves some digging and some straight talk with
your child. But you will need the facts—as much
of the time, dates and descriptions as you can dis-
cover. The child has to understand that this is seri-
ous, likely against school rules if not against the law,
and that bullying rarely ends until adults get involved.

Contact a teacher, principal or counselor at the
school in a non-confrontational, non-emotional
fashion. Present the facts, not your anger. Ask for a
copy of the school policies on bullying as this will
most likely contain the procedures for reporting
bullying and the response you can expect.

Don’t accept that the school has anti-bullying
posters or assemblies dealing with the issue and
that somehow these represent an adequate
response. You and your child have the right that
this specific case be addressed directly.

Remember to avoid stereotypes. While it is possi-
ble that the bully might come from a broken

Unlike the subtle, indirect signs that can exist from bullying as well as
other childhood problems—moodiness, anxiety, isolation from family,
decline in grades—the direct and unique signs of bullying have not
changed much over the years.

The common warning signals of bullying are:

e Recurring physical injuries such as cuts, scrapes or bruises without
to do! any clear explanation from the child;

e Clothing is often torn or stained, also without rational explanation;
e School supplies—such as books—appear damaged or have to be

» Money for school-related events or projects is “lost”;
o Takes different—and often out-of-the-way—routes home from school;

e Has less friends or no friends and avoids social events outside the
home, particularly extracurricular school events or parties,

e Increased complaints of sickness and absenteeism from school.

home, has suffered abuse or been raised in any
kind of dysfunctional atmosphere, it is just as likely,
experts have found, that the bully can be the pop-
ular kid, the star athlete or the best student. In
either case, the conditions surrounding the bully
are not your responsibility or the responsibility of
your child. You need to have the bully’s actions
adequately addressed to protect your child.

Make it clear you expect a direct response from
school authorities, to be informed of that
response, and that the parents or guardians of the
bully are informed and involved.

It is most important to note, however, that if the
bullying involves violence—particularly at the mid-
dle school or high school level—the police should
be informed directly.

Children are the least equipped to handle bullying.
They already feel isolated, inferior and powerless.
But all kids need to know that they are not alone,
their victimization is not unique, they have rights,
and there are clear steps they can take:



