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Eif’i@f The Scoop on

Bullying:

How Do We Define Bullying?

Think back to your childhood days in elementary and middle school. Was there a
child who was always left out of the group, perhaps a constant target of teasing?
Was there a child or group of children who consistently picked on other kids?
What kind of taunts do you recall?

“Don’t eat us, fatso!”
“Hey, look at four-eyes over there!”
“He’ll never be able to throw the ball that far. He’s such a wimp!”

Most of us can probably recall several instances from our childhood school days
in which we have witnessed bullying. In fact, we can probably remember in-
stances in which we ourselves were the victims - being picked on by other chil-
dren - or the bully - taunting other children. Bullying is more common than we
realize. Researchers have stated that the percentage of U.S. students, enrolled in
grades 6 through 10, who admitted to being involved in bullying (either as bul-
lies, victims, or a combination of both) was 30% (Whitted & Dupper, 2005). It
has been reported that as many as 160,000 children stay home from school at
least one day a month, due to fear of being victimized or bullied (Mental Health
America, 2008). Furthermore, “children who are bullied can develop a poor self-
image, become depressed, avoid school, or even carry weapons for protection.
And kids who bully are at risk for problems in school and later in

life” (Highmark Inc., 2005).

How Do We Define bullying?

Espelage and Swearer (2003) list different types of bullying behavior that re-
searchers have categorized over the years. Categories that they have described
include: direct aggression, indirect aggression, and relational aggression.

o Direct aggression refers to physical assaults, threats, and verbal confronta-
tions.

o Indirect aggression refers to rumor spreading and slander.

« Relational aggression can include direct and indirect aggressive acts. Rela-
tional aggression refers to actions, such as social exclusion, which are aimed
at ruining relationships between the victim and other classmates.

1 This article was based on contributions by University of Pittsburgh students Jessica Degol (graduate student in the

Department of Psychology in Education) and Evan Marble (undergraduate student). Please send comments or questions
to Mary Margaret Kerr, mmkerr@pitt.edu.
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According to the Northwest Regional Education Laboratory (NWREL, 2001), it
is a common misconception to believe that bullying is normal childhood behav-
ior. Conflicts are a normal part of childhood, but the constant harassment and
imbalance of power (referring to the bully dominance/victim helplessness) that
characterize bullying set this behavior apart from ordinary clashes.

According to Dake, Price, Telljohann, and Funk (2003), the majority of teachers
(85%) surveyed, reported that they intervened to end bullying incidents nearly
all the time. The students, however, indicated that only 35% of the bullying inci-
dents were dealt with by teachers. This may be because many incidents last less
than a minute are hard to detect. Active supervision is essential .

Who are the Bullies?

How can you identify which children are bullies in your classroom? According
to the NWREL (2001), bullies are those children who often engage in tactics,
such as teasing and fighting, in an attempt to intimidate or dominate other stu-
dents. For this reason, they tend to pick on students that are smaller and weaker.

Kerr and Yamnitsky (2005) indicate that gender differences can be found in bul-
lying behaviors. Boys tend to use physical aggression, whereas girls tend to use
relational aggression when attempting to dominate other students.

Bullies are often those children who have been exposed to corporal punishment
in the household. This partially explains why bullies aim to dominate others us-
ing physical violence and other forms of aggression.

Surprisingly, bullies are not always the social outcasts and misfits that appear in
the movies. They may get good grades, be well-liked by peers, and most often
have middle to high self-esteem (NWREL, 2001).

Who are the Victims?

How can you identify children in your class that are being bullied? According to
the NWREL (2001), children who are being bullied are teased, taunted, or har-
assed in an intimidating manner. They may have few close friends, maintain
close proximity with their teachers, and stay clear of secluded places.

How can parents identify if their children are being bullied? Children who come
home with unexplained injuries, tattered clothing, damaged or missing property,
and try to avoid going to school may be victims of bullying (NWREL, 2001).

Children who are bullied possess no specific physical characteristics, but tend to
have low self-esteem (NWREL, 2001; Kerr & Yamnitsky, 2005). Children with
special needs or disabilities are also common targets of bullying (Heinrichs,
2003).




Why Do Bullies Bully?

You may be wondering why bullies harass and intimidate other children. What
satisfaction do they derive from this behavior? Espelage and Swearer (2003)
compiled and described several different theories that have been developed by
researchers in an attempt to explain why some kids become bullies. They are as
follows:

Social skills deficits- Some bullies may have difficulty processing and encoding
social cues, leading to the development and use of anger and aggression as a
means to solve social conflicts.

Homophily hypothesis- This explanation refers to a group of friends solidifying
their group’s identity by displaying similar interests and behaviors. In this sense,
a child who belongs to a group that bullies other children and displays high
amounts of aggression is more likely to engage in these behaviors as well.

Dominance theory- Students bully in an attempt to dominate and stay on top dur-
ing the transition from elementary to middle school.

Attraction theory- Bullies are reinforced by their peers, who are attracted to
dominant and aggressive children.

Family background- Bullies come from families where conflicts are resolved
through aggression and physical punishment.

What Are the Consequences of Bullying?

As you might have surmised, bullying can have serious consequences for both
bullies and their victims. Researchers have reported that out of the total number
of students who drop out of school each year, 10% make this decision to avoid
being bullied (NWREL, 2001). Victims may suffer from anxiety and depres-
sion, conditions which may persist even after they reach adulthood (NWREL,
2001).As for bullies, children who bully increase their likelihood of becoming
violent criminals offenders; as many as 60% of bullies are expected to be con-
victed of a crime before reaching their mid 20s (NWREL, 2001).

How Can We Address Bullying in Our Schools?

Based on the prevalence and seriousness of bullying, what can you do to stop it?
Most researchers agree that the most effective bullying prevention programs are
those that focus on changing the climate of the school and implementing anti-
bullying activities in the classrooms (Dake, Price, Telljohann, & Funk, 2003).

School-Wide Approaches: According to researchers, the first approach to imple-
menting a school-wide policy regarding bullying is to administer a questionnaire
to students, teachers, additional school personnel, and parents regarding the inci-
dence and prevalence of bullying throughout the school. The purpose of this ac-
tivity is to provide the administration information about the extent of bullying in
their school and to aide them in the development of their anti-bullying policies
(Whitted & Dupper, 2005; NWREL, 2001).




How Can We Address Bullying in Our Schools?, Continued

A second important component for a successful bullying prevention program - as
discussed by Whitted and Dupper (2005) and Hirschstein, et al. (2007) - is that
complete implementation and support of anti-bullying policies by the entire
school staff and administration is necessary. Bullying prevention programs are
often ineffective or less effective if the entire staff does not commit themselves
to fully executing them.

Other school-wide strategies for the successful implementation of a bullying pre-
vention program include:

o Creation of a method for reporting bullying behavior in a manner in which
the reporter can remain anonymous (Whitted & Dupper, 2005).

e Provide better supervision in all areas of the school, especially those in
which bullying incidents occur most often (Whitted & Dupper, 2005;
NWREL, 2001; Heinrichs, 2003; and Dake, Price, Telljohann, & Funk,
2003).

o Develop standard disciplinary procedures and consequences for bullies and
administer them consistently (Whitted & Dupper, 2005; Heinrichs, 2003).

o Develop a committee or team to evaluate and enforce implementation of the
program (Whitted & Dupper, 2005; Dake, Price, Telljohann, & Funk, 2003).

e Have a conference day devoted to the discussion of bullying awareness and
prevention tactics (Dake, Price, Telljohann, & Funk, 2003).

o Establish a method or procedure for evaluating the progress or success rate
of the program (Whitted & Dupper, 2005).

Classroom Strategies: An important way for teachers to address bullying at the
classroom level is to incorporate anti-bullying themes into their curriculum
(Whitted & Dupper, 2005; NWREL, 2001; Heinrichs, 2003). To accomplish this
task it is recommended that teachers set up periodic class meetings to discuss
important bullying issues. Researchers suggest that students and teachers col-
laborate to create anti-bullying rules for the classroom (Whitted & Dupper,
2005; Heinrichs, 2003). According to Heinrichs (2003) three good anti-bullying
rules to start out with are:

e Students must promise not to bully others.
o Students must stand up for those who are being bullied.

o Students must refrain from leaving other students out of their games, teams,
activities, etc.

Another important strategy that teachers can execute at the classroom level is to
teach children, through role-playing activities, how to deal with real-life bullying
situations that may arise in the future (NWREL, 2001). Teach bystanders how to
intervene and stand up for children who are frequently victims of bullying. Even
simple strategies (standing or walking close to a victim, asking the victim a
question, or using humor with a bully) have shown to stop bullying incidents.
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