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Beat the crap out of him
“Beat the crap out of him”.  That was one suggestion from the audience that generated scattered applause at a recent conference on bullying and gangs.  Another educator announced that he simply tells the kids to take the fight off school property.  These people believe that the solution to the bullying problem was to insist that victims fight back.  I wonder what they would have advised the three year old allegedly beaten to death by a ten year old.  I had just finished speaking to the 300 attendees (educators and law enforcement) about the seriousness of bullying and the potential link to gang membership.  The floor was open to comments. 

Research shows 160,000 children actually stay home from school everyday because they’re afraid.  There are different types of bullying – physical, verbal, relational.  Essentially the criteria for an action to be considered bullying include:  being repetitive; a power differential between perpetrator and victim; and contrasting feelings between the two.  One feels excited, powerful.  The other feels frightened and embarrassed.  As adults we have the absolute responsibility to intervene to protect the victim and assist the bully to change his behavior.
I spoke about the T. V. violence and video games that portray shooting cops and beating up prostitutes.  The impact of single parent homes, domestic violence, child abuse, and the lack of appropriate role models were discussed.
A disturbing documentary “Bullied to Death” revealed the tragic results of victims turning their rage inward by committing suicide or outward by murdering classmates, for instance the Columbine shooters.  Gang membership provides a feeling of belonging and safety that appeals to both victims and bullies.  In fact, a child identified in elementary school as a bully is 6 times more likely to be incarcerated by age 24 than another child.


The N. J. legislature has passed a law requiring schools to develop a comprehensive policy to address these issues.  Perhaps, the audience comments, indicating such a lack of empathy and comprehension, are indicative of feelings of powerlessness and frustration at the problem, or perhaps, the hostility demonstrated anxiety about the war – the ultimate example of bullying.  Twenty-five or thirty people approached me during the afternoon expressing their concern and alarm that so many people appeared to believe that violent retaliation is a solution.  They admitted being 
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Reluctant to voice their opinions during the open forum because of the vehement comments of their colleagues. Afraid of being bullied.

My true barometer for determining if I’m hopelessly out of touch or just plain hopeless is my 13 year old hockey player son bubbling with testosterone and that adolescent sense of immortality and invulnerability. Blustering that had he been at the meeting, he stated he would have simply told the hecklers to shut up. My son understood that, by definition, bullies pick on victims who are smaller, weaker, even disabled.  Solemnly, he declared that the idea of advising victims to retaliate was, in the teenage vernacular, “mad, stupid.”  Out of the mouths of babes.  

Linda Van Fossen is the Executive Director of the Counseling Centers for Human Development in Cranford, NJ.  The Center has satellite offices in Monmouth and Ocean Counties also.   
