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NJ Coalition for Bullying Awareness and Prevention

Mission Statement

The mission of the NJ Coalition for Bullying Awareness and Prevention is to increase community awareness of bullying as a common serious problem of school-age children and to advocate for the implementation of effective bullying prevention approaches in the State of New Jersey. In service of this mission, the Coalition's objectives are:

(1) to encourage all adults, especially parents and all members of school communities, to advocate for and help implement school-based bullying prevention programs;

(2) to promote awareness of the most effective approaches to bullying prevention;

(3) to advocate for increased funding for bullying-related research and prevention;

(4) to support school-based bullying prevention initiatives through legislation, public policy, community-wide education and program development.

Bullying is the most common serious problem of the school-age child. (Child surveys consistently agree.)

The modern era of understanding bullying began with the work of Dan Olweus, a psychologist in Norway, in the 1970's. Olweus found that school is the most common site for bullying incidents. He developed a 'systemic' bullying prevention program with the goal of changing the culture of schools, and involving school administrators, teachers, staff, parents and children. Olweus' program reduced bullying incidents dramatically in Norway’s schools, including in the first year of implementation, with continued improvements in subsequent years. Since then, the program has been shown to reduce bullying substantially in well-done intervention studies in many different countries, including the U.S.  

Successful implementation of a bullying prevention program requires a change in what we have always believed about childhood bullying. The traditional view is that bullying is a developmentally normal aspect of children's growth and social relations ('boys will be boys', 'girls are mean'). This idea leads many adults to believe that bullying is acceptable behavior, inevitable, and a growth experience or 'rite of passage'. The new view is that bullying is primarily a problem created by adults through modeling of bullying behavior, acceptance of bullying as normal, inaction or inadequate action when bullying occurs, and by exposing children to social systems, especially schools, in which bullying is implicitly accepted.

We say that a child is being bullied when he or she is exposed repeatedly to negative acts by another child or a group of children. Bullying may involve either direct actions (e.g., hitting, shoving, kicking, taunting, teasing, name-calling) or indirect actions (e.g., avoiding, social exclusion, spreading rumors). Bullying also implies an imbalance of strength or power so that the child who is being bullied has a difficult time defending himself or herself. Bullying may take different forms in boys and girls. In girls, a common form is 'relational aggression', defined as manipulating relationships for negative effects on a peer; but boys also engage in this.

About 10% of children are the most frequently and seriously bullied. But all students are affected by bullying. In addition to experiencing bullying incidents directly, all students participate in bullying as bystanders to bullying incidents (typically not intervening) and by living with states of tension, numbing and fears of openness and self-expression because of concern about bullying. Middle school years are the peak period for bullying, though bullying occurs at all grade levels. There is some evidence that girl:girl bullying may increase in high school years.

Bullying is a traumatic experience of childhood, with effects which persist into adulthood. Children who bully most frequently are more likely to drink alcohol and use tobacco, have lower academic achievement, and have more aggression and anti-social behavior, including criminality as adults. Children bullied frequently are likely to have more health complaints and symptoms, as well as anxiety, depression and poor self-esteem, and are more likely to skip school or feign illness. And being bullied also lowers academic peformance.

Characteristics which are common targets for bullying (but not the cause of the bullying) include a wide range of common perceived 'differences' or vulnerabilities, including less physical strength, shortness, learning disabilities or special health needs, obesity, shyness, poverty, family problems, being new or in a cultural or racial minority in a school, being or being perceived as gay, but almost any child may be bullied.
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Children who bully tend to be less empathic, more aggressive and impulsive and some have individual and/or family problems, but most children who bully have good self-esteem, adequate academic and social skills, and may be popular or leaders. A smaller number of children both bully and are bullied themselves.

The key adult actions needed to prevent bullying at school are: (1) statements, rules, modeling and consequences which clearly convey to children, especially at school, that bullying is wrong; and (2) an atmosphere of warmth, acceptance and active support for diverse individual strengths and isolated students.

Even if the whole school is not yet involved in bullying prevention, components of a bullying prevention program can still be introduced, including classroom curricula which address bullying, encouraging child bystanders to actively observe and report bullying incidents, and increasing adult (staff and parents) supervision of high-risk areas (for bullying incidents) of the school grounds.

Peer mediation and conflict resolution are not ideal methods for addressing bullying. They work very inconsistently and inevitably communicate that the bullied child is at least in part responsible for their problem. Children must not be expected to take primary responsibility for ending the bullying. Bullied children usually cannot, given the imbalance of power between the children involved and the implicit support children who bully find for their activities in the behavior of adults. However, programs which 'activate bystanders' (child observers of bullying) to report bullying incidents, object to the bullying or otherwise convey lack of support for the bullying child, may be effective.

A child who is not involved or 'under-involved' in school activities, including sports, is at higher risk for being bullied. Such children should be systematically identified at early school ages and then recurrently, and reached out to very actively by school staff, including coaches, to become involved in school activities according to interests they may have or be open to developing. But the major risk factor for bullying is attending a school at which bullying is inadequately addressed. 

Cooperative learning methods and character education approaches generally have been shown to improve children's relationships and functioning in school and may help reduce bullying. The more such supportive teaching and child development methods are used in a school, the more impact focused bullying prevention programs - which are essential to adequately addressing the problem - will have. 

Notes:

(1) The single most essential reference - and practical guide - on bullying prevention programs is Bullying at School: What We Know and What We Can Do by Dan Olweus, widely available in paperback for about $20. Further information is available from www.clemson.edu/olweus/.

(2) Stan Davis is a school counselor and Olweus program expert in Maine, whose website, www.stopbullyingnow.com offers excellent useful information to read and order, especially his book, Schools Where Everyone Belongs. Along with Olweus' book, it is the most practical, useful guide available.

(3) There is a national bullying awareness campaign, with lead consultation from Dr. Susan Limber, Olweus' major U.S. associate. The website (www.stopbullyingnow.org) is an excellent resource.

(4) The most widely known cooperative learning model ('jigsaw', as it is called) was developed by Elliot Aronson. In his post-Columbine book, No One Left to Hate, he eloquently explains the connection between educational strategies and bullying. Excellent curricular materials which address bullying have been developed, including by Nancy Mullin-Rindler (a member of the US Olweus team) and associates at Wellesly College's Center for Research on Women (www.wcwonline.org). 

(5) Character education approaches can have strong positive impact on children and schools. Information can be obtained through the NJ Center for Character Education, at www.nj-charactered.net.
(6) Changing the culture of schools and communities is ultimately necessary. The best explanation of what must be accomplished is in James Garbarino's and Ellen deLara's book, And Words Can Hurt Forever ...

For further information: 

www.njbullying.org or (908) 522-2581
NJ Coalition for Bullying Awareness and Prevention

