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Schools Take Steps to Stop Bullies

Some schools are using a new Web site that allows students to report incidents of bullying without using their names.

PROVO, Utah (Achieve3000, August 13, 2009). Nearly 33 percent of students between the ages of 12 and 18 experienced bullying during the 2006-07 school year. That’s according to a 2007 report by the U.S. Education Department and the U.S. Justice Department. That percentage rose slightly from the previous year, but not necessarily because bullying was more widespread. The increase is due to the fact that more people are reporting the problem than before, thanks to steps schools are taking to make it easier to bring bullying out into the open.

In schools across the country, acts of bullying have intensified to the point that many school administrators are now training students and staff to detect and report the potentially destructive behavior. In fact, schools summon the police to investigate everything from schoolyard fights to cyber-bullying. Cyber-bullying can include using a computer to send threatening e-mails or using cell phones to circulate humiliating rumors. And today’s proactive parents are not opposed to confronting school officials about incidents of bullying. In addition, more parents are taking bullies to court by filing lawsuits against them. This is perhaps thanks to the fact that almost all states now have anti-bullying laws under which tormentors can be prosecuted.

“Back in the old days it was, ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me,’“ said Kevin Quinn, a school law enforcement officer in Arizona. “In today’s day and age, words do hurt, and that’s how a lot of the bullying begins.”

As part of their effort to curb bullying, some schools are going high-tech. Six schools in Utah and about 50 schools in other states, including Texas, Washington, California, and Arizona, are using a Web site called SchoolTipline.com. The Web site enables students and parents to report incidents of bullying anonymously. The Web site also accepts tips pertaining to thefts, drugs, and harassment.

Once SchoolTipline.com receives a report, it relays the information to school administrators via e-mail or text message. The Web site does not read or reply to reports. However, if an e-mail or text message goes unread by a school for more than a day or so, SchoolTipline.com sends a reminder that a report is waiting to be read.

Because of the option of submitting reports in complete anonymity, the Web site has been commended by school administrators. While some schools require that students create a logon and password to file a report, most do not. Either way, the identity of the person writing the report remains unknown to the school. According to Judy Runolfson, assistant principal at a Utah middle school that uses SchoolTipline.com, even some parents are taking advantage of the opportunity to submit reports in secret.

Brigham Young University student Justin Bergener, who created the Web site, said the hope is that students who might otherwise be too afraid or shy to speak up will be encouraged to report information through the anonymous Web site.

“There really is this culture and code of silence that’s particularly prevalent in middle schools and high schools,” Bergener said.

Many students may not want to be seen in the office consulting an authority figure, agreed Rosanna Ungerman, principal of a participating middle school in Provo, Utah. School- Tipline.com provides students “an outlet and avenue to report things they might otherwise not have reported,” Ungerman said.

Despite such an open system, school administrators have found that false reporting is not a problem. SchoolTipline.com employs a sophisticated system to identify false tips. Inaccurate information may occasionally slip through the system. “Online reporting does sometimes lead to false accusations against innocent students,” said Virginia Henderson, an assistant principal in Auburn, California. “We have to check out the reports carefully to make sure we don’t punish innocent students for incorrect information.”

But many administrators consider the benefits of enabling students and parents to submit information anonymously to be worth the risk of receiving a phony report from time to time.

“They’d rather have 10 good ones and one false one than none at all,” Bergener said.

Some school leaders and parents dislike the idea of anonymous online reporting. They point out that the reports can have negative consequences. Stacey Lowther, a parent in California, said, “Many times, bullies remain at the school after an investigation. Their actions toward other students can become worse out of anger or frustration.”

Lowther feared that students investigated for bullying might cause problems for anyone they believed to be a reporter, even if that wasn’t the truth. In that case, “SchoolTipline.com might unintentionally lead to an increase in bullying,” she said. 

Privacy is another concern. “If students can report bullying, they can also report other information” about their classmates, Assistant Principal Henderson said. She worried that an anonymous reporting system could lead to violations of privacy if students or parents begin sending reports of other people’s personal information.

Michelle Ritter, an English teacher, agreed. “I want students to ask for help with bullying,” she said, “but students could report details of other people’s lives that teachers really don’t want to know about.”

Still, schools recognize the importance of the reports. The information alerts administrators to potential problems before the issues can escalate to more urgent crises.

“There’s a greater awareness that [bullying is] a situation that needs to be looked into right away,” said Assistant Principal Runolfson. “We know it can lead from something that’s not that bad to something much worse.”

The Associated Press contributed to this story.

Dictionary

anonymously (adverb) 
without any name or identity indicated

harassment (noun) 
persistent attack or annoyance

humiliating (adjective) 
having to do with something that lowers one’s pride and dignity, especially in public

prevalent (adjective) 
widespread; commonly occurring

proactive (adjective) 
taking action in advance to stop an issue from arising or worsening
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