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March 10, 2011

Obamas Focus on Antibullying Efforts

By JACKIE CALMES
WASHINGTON — President Obama poked fun at his own big ears and funny name on Thursday, but all in the service of a serious subject as he and Michelle Obama opened a White House conference to spur antibullying efforts in schools and communities nationwide.

“If there’s one goal of this conference, it’s to dispel the myth that bullying is just a harmless rite of passage or an inevitable part of growing up,” Mr. Obama told about 150 students, parents, teachers and advocates of prevention measures gathered in the East Room.

“With big ears and the name that I have, I wasn’t immune,” he added. “I didn’t emerge unscathed.”

While Mr. Obama elicited chuckles with that memory, he and other participants also recalled examples from more recent and tragic stories of young people who killed themselves rather than endure further abuse from classmates, often for being gay or for being thought to be gay.

The audience included relatives of two 11-year-old boys who had committed suicide in the last two years, Ty Field in Oklahoma and Carl Walker-Hoover in Massachusetts; their families have since become advocates for bullying prevention.

The conference, at a time when the president and his advisers are dealing with budget fights in Congress and upheaval in the Middle East, underscored the power of the presidency and the presidential residence in raising awareness of issues. It also highlighted the steps that can address those issues, short of legislation, regulations or executive orders.

“You have a partner in the White House,” Mr. Obama said.

In separate sessions after the Obamas left, participants shared approaches on how to prevent, recognize and punish bullying, including harassment on social-networking Web sites.

The conference was an outgrowth of an effort among six cabinet agencies that began last August with a session at the Education Departmentto promote cooperation between government and nongovernment players, including the National PTA and MTV.

To disseminate information from the government, the president announced a new Web site, StopBullying.gov. In October, the Education Department’s Office of Civil Rights sent educators a letter explaining their legal duties to protect students from bullying based on race, ethnicity, disability or sexuality. In December, Education Secretary Arne Duncan, who heads the administration’s efforts, sent guidance to state officials on resources and best practices.

Mr. Obama singled out several young people at the conference. Among them were two sisters, Sarah and Emily Buder of California; they read about a girl with epilepsy who was taunted at a school in another town, and encouraged their friends to write her letters of support.

Ultimately the girl received thousands of letters from all over the country, which became the basis of an antibullying book, “Letters to a Bullied Girl.”
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