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Over the past year, bullying, in all of its ugliness, has made the headlines and grabbed the attention of lawmakers, educators, and child advocates.  Heightened public interest is good news, because it indicates that this problem is being treated with the degree of seriousness that it deserves.  There is an emerging collective effort to combat bullying, along with a growing understanding that bullying can be prevented only through a community-wide initiative.  Bullying may occur in many forms, including through physical means, degrading words or actions, or social isolation. Its impact may be physically or emotionally hurtful.  It instills fear of further injury, creates a hostile environment at school, and as a result, substantially disrupts a target’s educational experience. The increase in cyberbullying is particularly disturbing; in some sense it is like bullying on steroids.  Bullying makes the target feel small, while its impact looms large.  Anyone can be a target, but certain groups are particularly vulnerable to bullying.  This includes students who are gay and lesbian, have special needs, are from certain immigrant or religious groups, and/or who in any way appear different.  Recent news stories have told of bullying at its worst: bullying that resulted in the target committing suicide.  

In the 2008 Youth Risk Behavior Survey, Newton’s secondary school students were asked whether they had been bullied during the 30 days prior to taking this survey.  Here’s what they told us:

19% of students reported that they were bullied in school

8% were bullied on the way to or from school

14% were bullied when NOT in or on the way to or from school

15% were bullied on the Internet

In general, these percentages have decreased slightly since 2002.  Seventh grade students reported bullying in school at the highest levels (32%), with percentages going down with each grade (13% for seniors).   The legal definition of bullying, which involves repeated behavior, may not meet the common use of the term.  Still, regardless of the definition, these numbers are of great cause for concern.

In order to create a school culture that is free of harassment and bullying, students, staff, and parents all have a responsibility to recognize and report bullying when they see it.  We must also build a school environment that, by its very nature, prevents bullying before it occurs.  This requires an evidence-based curriculum, clear expectations for students, sound policies and procedures, professional development for all staff, and community education and outreach.  Last winter, following a discussion that emerged out of our Wellness Committee, we formed an Anti-Bullying Task Force in advance of the passage of an Act Relative to Bullying in Schools in May 2010.  This work, in conjunction with the work of The Newton Partnership, put us well on the path of addressing what eventually became law.  The law requires each school system to develop a comprehensive plan that includes very specific requirements and obligations having to do with policies, procedures, staff training, and curriculum.  This report describes the elements of Newton’s plan to fulfill these requirements.  

The Anti-Bullying Task Force attracted much interest.  I want to extend my appreciation to each and every participant, with special thanks to Rich Catrambone and Jenny Gamson:
Committee Members:

Bill Arnold – Teacher, Angier Elementary School

Dana Bennett – Physical Education Teacher, Cabot Elementary School

Rich Catrambone – Prevention/Intervention Counselor, Newton South High School

Linda Kincaid – English Teacher, Day Middle School

Rebecca Mayrand – Special Education Teacher, Oak Hill Middle School

Bill McAndrews – P.E. Health and Wellness Teacher, Newton North High School
Jessica Minahan – Board Certified Behavior Analyst
Rolanda Prophete – Prevention/Intervention Counselor, Oak Hill Middle School/The Newton Partnership

Jenny Gamson – Assistant Director, The Newton Partnership

Iris Leigh – Curriculum Specialist, The Newton Partnership

Ruth Hoshino – Supervisor of Nurses, Newton Health Department

Suzanna Rey-Alvarez – School Physician, Newton Health Department

Jeff Mace – Youth Officer, Newton Police Department

Andrea Tzic-Cladersone – Student, Newton South High School

Fio Lamberti – Student, Newton South High School

Rick Reilly – Parent, Bigelow Middle and Memorial Spaulding Elementary Schools 

Susan Dargon-Hart – Parent, Bigelow Middle and Lincoln-Eliot Elementary Schools
Carla Brigham – Parent, Zervas Elementary School

Phyllis Attisano – Parent, Newton North High and Day Middle Schools
Lisa Levine – Parent, Newton South High, Brown Middle and Williams Elementary Schools
Donna Gordon – Housemaster, Newton South High School

Michelle Stauss – Housemaster, Newton North High School

Amy Kelly – Prinicipal, Franklin Elementary School

Mark Springer – Principal, Mason-Rice Elementary School

Jim Swaim – Principal, Cabot Elementary School

Judy Levin-Charns – Assistant Superintendent for Student Services

Gwen Smith – P.E., Health, and Wellness K-8 Coordinator

Paul Stein (Chair) – Deputy Superintendent

In addition, the following individuals assisted committee members who were working on:

Policy Development:

Judy Fitz – Teacher, Cabot Elementary School

Jenny McGowan – Inclusion Facilitator, Horace Mann Elementary School

Mary Emma Robertson – Teacher, Cabot Elementary School

Angela Smagula – Assistant City Solicitor

Ouida Young – Associate City Solicitor

Webpage Design:

Jessica Rudden

Shortly after beginning its work, the Anti-Bullying Task Force divided into two working groups.  One subgroup focused on prevention (curriculum, school climate, school programs, parent outreach); the other focused on intervention (what happens when bullying occurs).  It should be noted that the work of these groups was greatly supported by The Newton Partnership, whose mission includes providing services, programs, education and training in order to foster safe school environments.  

Policy and Procedures:  A great deal of work was put into formulating the attached Bullying Prevention and Intervention Policy and Procedures, which we now bring before the School Committee for its review and approval.  We also ask that time be set aside at a subsequent meeting for public comment.  We have included reporting and investigation forms, as well as a flow chart, which were all developed to supplement the policy.  These procedures seek to protect the target, restore a sense of safety while both disciplining and educating the aggressor.  

Curriculum:  By law, we must provide age appropriate instruction on bullying prevention in each and every grade.  Instruction on bullying prevention is not new in the Newton Public Schools, as a number of programs addressing bullying and harassment have been implemented over the years (such as the Peaceable Schools curriculum).  Open Circle and the Responsive Classroom, in effect, serve as anti-bullying programs for our youngest students.  The Child Assault Prevention (CAP) Program reinforces these programs by presenting, “workshops to students in grades K, 2 & 5 to teach simple strategies to reduce vulnerability to assault and violence that focus on bullying, stranger safety, and assault by known persons.”  The Understanding Our Differences program includes the topic of bullying within each of its units.
Currently, the elementary schools are piloting an elementary curriculum called Steps to Respect.  The middle schools are implementing the extension of this curriculum called Second Step.  Recently, we held a meeting with the department chairs and principals of both high schools in an effort to find a curriculum that works best for our high schools.  They are going to set up a subgroup of staff from each school in order to assure that their efforts are coordinated.  Each curriculum must be evidence-based, and although we have had some successful programming in the past (such as the Mentors in Violence Prevention Program), we must make our choices from a smaller set of approved curricula.  Over the next few months we will need to decide which curriculum, at each level, will be implemented for all students at that level.  
Here are brief descriptions of the curricula currently being used:

Open Circle

This K-5 curriculum provides explicit skills and instruction for social and emotional learning with the goal of creating a safe, caring and cooperative learning environment. It emphasizes a whole-school approach with training across the school community.  It is taught through structured lessons in classroom meetings. Highlighted are lessons to develop positive social interactions including relationship skills, self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and responsible decision making. Included are lessons on preventing and handling bullying behaviors.  

Responsive Classroom 

This is a program with an approach to elementary teaching that emphasizes social, emotional, and academic growth in a strong and safe school community. The goal is optimal student learning via specific guiding principles and classroom practices. Highlights emphasize the 
importance of the social curriculum and positive interaction skills. The program focuses on how children learn, respects the individuality of each child, utilizes partnerships with families, teaches cooperative problem solving, develops logical consequences, and models a collaborative whole-school approach. 

Steps to Respect for Elementary School Staff (Developed by Committee for Children)

This evidence-based curriculum takes a three-pronged approach to address bullying at grades 3, 4 and 5. It is being piloted, partially, at seven of our fifteen elementary schools.  Bullying is a significant problem in schools that affects both academic achievement and the social and emotional growth of children. The first phase includes a framework for school-wide adoption of policies, procedures, and consequences. In the second phase, the importance of the “bystander” role is highlighted, and staff members are trained to prevent and recognize bullying.  They are also trained to receive reports from students who observe others being bullied or are being targeted themselves. Finally, materials for parents are included in phase two of this program. Phase three highlights eleven skill-building lessons and two literature unit selections, for grades three, four, and five.  These lessons empower students to recognize, report, and refuse bullying; and learn how to develop empathy and friendships. There are lessons that can be used to address cyberbullying concerns.
Second Step Middle School Program: Student Success through Prevention (Developed by Committee for Children)

This evidence-based curriculum targets substance abuse, bullying, and violence prevention. It promotes the development of empathy, positive communication, and emotion management; and coping, problem solving, decision making, and goal-setting skills. These positive factors enhance stress management. There are 13-15 lessons for each middle school grade: six, seven, and eight. These lessons use interactive teaching methods and media to engage students to make positive choices and support social emotional learning.  It includes targeted lessons on cyberbullying. The comprehensive curriculum advocates a community-wide approach that links school personnel and parents to support common goals. These goals are designed to increase protective factors, such as school “connectedness” (i.e., students sense that they have at least one adult in the school that they feel connected to) and social skills development (such as assertive communication skills and positive peer relationships).  The Second Step program is designed to create a peer environment where thoughtful decision making is encouraged and substance abuse is rejected. 

Library:  Lessons on Responsible Internet Use
Students use the Internet for information and for communication.  The Library Department is developing a sequential series of lessons that instruct students in becoming ethical users of electronic information and resources, and responsible participants in social networks. In grades 3-5, there are a series of lessons in place that address Internet Safety. The classroom teacher and the instructional technology specialist jointly teach the lesson in grade 3.  The lessons in grades 4 and 5 are co-taught by the library teacher and the classroom teacher.  These lessons require students to apply what they learn in grade 3 as they are challenged to respond to a set of actual scenarios. The scenarios are thematic: grade 4 addresses the appropriate use of email; grade 5 addresses chat rooms and cyberbullying.  Other lessons focus on social networking, student understanding of the Acceptable Use Policy, netiquette, and citing sources.  These lessons are reinforced at the middle school level in lessons taught by the library teacher in grade 6 and by the health/wellness teacher, all in conjunction with the Second Step curriculum.  The high school library teachers also reinforce messages having to do with responsible use of the Internet as part of their orientations to the library and their ongoing work with students conducting research.
Professional Development:  The new law also requires that the school district provides ongoing professional development to all staff members regarding how to prevent, identify and respond to bullying.  Our December 16 system-wide early release day will be devoted entirely to this purpose.  Elizabeth Englander of the Massachusetts Aggression Reduction Center (MARC), who has been a nationally renowned speaker on bullying prevention and intervention, will be our keynote speaker.  We are looking at other models, including on-line opportunities, to provide professional development in subsequent years.

Parent and Community Engagement:  The Newton Partnership and individual schools have or are planning parent programs on the topic of bullying prevention and intervention.  Finally, in order to make this policy more user friendly, we are in the process of creating a new Newton Public Schools Bullying Prevention and Intervention webpage, http://respect.newton.k12.ma.us.  This page will offer easy access to the policy and procedures, and it will provide a vehicle for reporting instances of bullying on-line.  In addition, it serves to educate students, parents, and staff on the subject of bullying – providing useful resources and links to related sites.  This is very much a work in progress.
Final Note:  Newton’s approach to bullying prevention and intervention is a multi-faceted one, as it needs to be.  No single policy, or curriculum, or training is going to stop bullying, nor will it restore overnight the trust of a child or a family that has experienced bullying.  This campaign requires ongoing vigilance.  Successfully run, it will instill in all students a sense of safety along with a sense of responsibility to create a climate and a school culture free of bullying.

