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Introduction


Bullying is an international phenomenon that affects a wide variety of individuals as well as society in general.  Since the 1970s, researchers have been trying to understand why bullying occurs, how it works, and what its effects are in both the long and short-term.  Although the scientific community has recognized bullying as a legitimate physical and psychological threat to elementary-aged children, American culture, as well as many other cultures around the world, has not.  There are a variety of reasons for this lack of recognition, including ignorance, denial, and the belief that the victims deserve their fate.  While research on the subject has been ongoing for at least thirty years, the American public remains largely oblivious to the discoveries made in the field.  Most people think very little of the scientific community’s efforts to understand everyday occurrences, focusing instead on what they themselves learn from experiencing day-to-day life.  Personal experiences have a greater impact on our understanding of the world we live in than data and statistics do.  My purpose in writing this paper is to present the general concepts and terminology on bullying created by experts in psychology while illustrating real life manifestations with stories of my personal experiences.  Through this dichotomy I hope to raise awareness and impart information that can be used by those affected by bullying in a practical manner.  
What is bullying?

One of the interesting things about our conception of bullying is that nobody has yet agreed on an exact definition.  Smith, Cowie, Olafsson and Liefooghe (2002) dedicate an entire article to defining it.  In their article, “Definitions of Bullying: A Comparison of Terms Used, and Age and Gender Differences, in a Fourteen-Country International Comparison,” they study the features of bullying as witnessed in countries around the world.  In England, the word “mobbing” can be used synonymously with bullying.  The word, however, carries a connotation of a violent yet brief attack, which conflicts with the growing consensus that bullying is not brief and not necessarily violent.  In Latin-American countries, vocabulary to describe bullying is sparse, and in France there is no translatable term at all.  This lack of terminology suggests that the act of bullying has not been publicly conceptualized.  
Other researchers concentrate less on etymology and semantics in order to exclusively explore the nature of bullies’ behavioral problems and the impact they have on victims.  Entenman, Murnen and Hendricks (2005) claim that at the heart of bullying lies a “desire to intimidate or dominate” (p. 352).  When the bully imposes these urges onto another, the victim’s afflictions can vary from a distaste for school, to arrested mental/emotional development, or even Post-Traumatic-Stress-Disorder (p. 355).  One thing that both articles agree on, and therefore a point on which to focus, is that there are three characteristics important to defining bullying:

· Bullying is aggressive behavior that is intentionally harmful.
· Bullying takes place repeatedly and over a long period of time.

· The bully possesses a disproportionate amount of power compared to his/her victim.

The definition of bullying may be difficult to pinpoint, but the victims’ experiences are unmistakable. Each incident must be judged individually if the gravity of this human crisis is to be understood.  My personal experiences in grade school fit the criteria for bullying agreed upon by the above psychologists, and these experiences can shed a human light on a subject which has been thus far explained merely in scientific terms.
I attended a grade school in a rich area of town.  My family was quite poor.  We lived outside of the well-to-do community that most of the students called home.  The fact that I came from a poor family was obvious to the other kids at school, and within a short time I found myself singled-out.  The main antagonist, a rich and popular student, happened to have a brother with Downs Syndrome.  Not only did he bully his brother who had less power because of his mental condition, but he bullied me, having less power because of my lower-class status.  He antagonized me by calling me by the name of his brother, implying I had Downs Syndrome.  He also antagonized his brother by calling him by my name, implying he was poor.  The abuse on both counts continued throughout my entire grade school career.  This bully definitely had an insatiable “desire to intimidate or dominate” (Entenman et al., 2005, p. 352).
Participants of bullying

According to Entenman et al. (2005) there are usually more participants than just the bully and the victim.  Each witness plays a role as well.  Bystanders who witness an act of bullying must choose a course of action.  In some cases, they laugh, encouraging the bully and giving him or her more strength.  In other cases, they may actually join in and become bullies themselves.  Even a course of inaction has inevitable consequences, as the bully is emboldened by the fact that he or she can continue with impunity.  In fact, bullying commonly takes place in public where the antagonist can feed off the charge that a public display provides.  Witnesses to these inappropriate acts can be friends of the bully, often becoming participants themselves; friends of the victim, commonly offering no support; indifferent bystanders, or even authority figures such as parents and teachers.  In many cases one of these witnesses will intervene, but often the bullying is ignored, laughed at, or otherwise allowed to continue.  Bystanders sometimes feel the victim deserves the treatment for being weak or unwilling to defend him or herself.  Other times they feel intimidated by the bully and therefore reluctant to speak up.  The study goes on to say that authority figures may not act, holding to a widely held misconception that interfering with a bully will only encourage him or her to react more harshly against the victim later.  


In my experiences, bullying took place in public every time.  My antagonist fed off the energy of other students’ laughter, and as time went by those other students joined in.  Not only did other students witness these incidents, but multiple teachers did as well.  My bully was bold enough to direct comments at me during class, at times disrupting the teacher’s lecture and forcing normal class operations to stop completely until his barrage was finished.  Like many victims, I never received help.  Without support from bystanders, the malicious sentiment of a child can bring an entire class to a halt.  The research laid out above can explain some of the possible thought processes involved, but in order to understand the power of a bully, the sensation has to be experienced.  Witnesses are an important part of the equation, and if properly educated, they can be a victim’s saving grace.  
Education and Action          

As with most problems, an important step in solving the bullying problem is to educate the public.  The education must begin with expert opinions, such as the ones I’ve mentioned above, and the result of this education should be programs and policies in schools to prevent bullying and to facilitate intervention once bullying has begun.  Smith et al. (2002) investigated kids’ overall knowledge of bullying and its social ramifications by using illustrated cartoons.  This format was used in order to alleviate language barriers and confusion in terminology so that the study could focus solely on children’s knowledge.  Not only did the cartoons hasten understanding, but they spurred debates in eight-year-olds and fourteen-year-olds.  This general inquiry and basic education unintentionally showed signs of immediately turning the tide of bullying.  Imagine the power of an intentional, directed effort.  

Another strategy for counteracting the bullying problem is the use of literature.   Entenman et al. (2005) conducted a study in which literature with bullying themes was read to K-3 students.  The literature was required to meet specific criteria in order to qualify for the experiment, including the endorsements of professionals, the use of correct terminology, and sensitivity to cultural differences.  The books were analyzed statistically; for example, 52% portrayed some kind of adult involvement, 23% contained a bystander who notified a teacher or adult of the bullying incident etc. (p. 360).  The psychologists then used this raw data to categorize different types of bullying.  The purpose of this number-crunching and classification remains vague since the study went no further.  There is no evidence in the text that the group’s newfound knowledge of bullying was ever transferred from the intellectual sphere to the classroom once the reading experiment ended.  The only practical application of the research is a more rounded understanding of percentages and statistics in children’s literature. This study, while increasing our understanding of how authors write on the theme of bullying, presents no solution to the real life problem.  Only by carrying through with the reading programs in schools will the effectiveness of the literary approach be discovered.     
Conclusion

As an average citizen, I see the value in scientific study, but I believe it provides little solace for grade school students who face bullying right now.  My personal experience tells me that fixing this problem requires the intervention of teachers, parents, and authority figures.  Even if the culture of schools were to change through the use of informative literature, cartoons, or some other combination of educational materials, incidents of bullying would persist.  It is up to the caregivers—those in charge—to maintain vigilance and to impart compassion to all those involved.  Studies and statistics are useful tools, and I believe they are an important part of the solution, but at the core of the issue stands authority.  The education of teachers, parents, and students is imperative, but not for education’s sake alone.  Schools and learning institutions must create programs to ensure that faculty is better-informed, but the effort cannot stop there.  Policies need to be implemented and enforced to ensure that a course of action is clear.  Our knowledge of bullying must be used to confront and extinguish the malice that bullies spread.  In presenting expert opinion along with my own experiences, I’ve provided a bridge between education and implementation—between action and inaction.  This knowledge should be used in schools, by authority figures, and by empowered students to improve the pubic lives of those who endure bullying. 
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