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June 23, 2010

Antibullying Bill Goes to the Governor

By ISOLDE RAFTERY

After nearly a decade of debate, New York appears poised to adopt an antibullying measure that would require school districts to report instances of bullying to the State Education Department.

Assemblyman Daniel J. O’Donnell, who has spearheaded the bill for the last five years, said the notion that bullying was part of growing up and that “kids will be kids” was archaic.

“That leads to suicide and it leads to death,” Mr. O’Donnell said. “There was a case in California where a transgender kid was murdered. So clearly, bullying escalates. What we’re trying to do is nip bullying in the bud.”

The bill, pushed strongly by gay rights advocates, passed the State Senate late Tuesday, 58 to 3. The Assembly, which has passed a version of the bill every year since 2002, did so again in May, by a vote of 138 to 4.

Mr. O’Donnell said Gov. David A. Paterson invited him to his office two weeks ago and told him that he supported the bill. The governor’s office said Wednesday that he would review it.

If Mr. Paterson signs the bill, known as the Dignity for All Students Act, New York will be the 43rd state in the nation to pass an antibullying measure. Other states have passed similar measures over the past five years.

The law would apply to all New York schools, though some have already drafted their own antibullying policies.

The New York City Education Department began an antibullying program in 2004 called Respect for All, and in 2008 formally banned bullying. In January, the school district released statistics showing that 4.7 percent of all reports of bad behavior were related to bias.

The bill seeks to protect students from harassment and discrimination based on race, color, national origin, religion, weight, disability and gender identity, but its protections also extend to other forms of abuse.

“No child should be terrified to go to school simply because of who they are,” Thomas K. Duane, the bill’s Senate sponsor, said in a statement. “There is no place for bullying and discrimination in New York’s classrooms.”

Mr. O’Donnell said $270,000 had been budgeted for antibullying training in the state.

Pamela L. Riley, the executive director of the National Association of Students Against Violence Everywhere, said similar measures appeared to have reduced bullying in schools elsewhere.

“The No. 1 thing I hear from parents when they’re calling about a student being abused is that the teachers didn’t see it, or they don’t know what to do once they identify it,” said Dr. Riley, a former high school principal. “So it’s important to get the education along with the reporting.”

Robert O. Trestan, a lawyer for the Anti-Defamation League, said New York’s bill did not include a clause about bullying on the Internet. About half the states with bullying laws do so, he said.

“I’m hopeful,” Mr. Trestan said, “that the Department of Education includes a component on cyberbullying, because that’s the way that bullying in schools is manifesting itself.”

Assemblyman O’Donnell, who is openly gay, said gay teenagers were more open about their sexuality today than in the past, making them more likely to be the potential subjects of bullying.

“When I was growing up, no one at 17 was gay,” he said.

As a child, Mr. O’Donnell said, he was teased for being “the fat kid.”
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