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This article discusses ways in which Archdiocesan schools can address bullying by students, including inappropriate off-campus use of the Internet or other electronic media.  


Bullying behavior is a common problem in schools nationally, particularly among middle school students aged 11-14.  Moreover, educators agree that there is a connection between bullying behavior and school violence, both by the bullies and their victims.  Since the Columbine shootings in 1999, bullying in schools – from prevalence to prevention – has become a topic of increased attention and action.  


A recurring theme in the discussion of the proper approach to reducing bullying behavior in schools is the need for comprehensive "whole school" programs.  In addition to promulgating basic anti-bullying policies, schools are encouraged to develop student codes of conduct; to educate parents about bullying behavior; to train teachers to recognize patterns of bullying and to intervene to stop the behavior; to educate and counsel students about appropriate behavior; to support victims of bullying through counseling and support networks; and to praise positive behavior of students on a regular basis, while still using negative punishment for unacceptable conduct.  


[Some states have addressed the problem of bullying in schools by enacting requirements ranging from adoption of student discipline policies that protect students from aggressive peer behavior to enactment of complex procedural schemes that ultimately hold school officials accountable for poor outcomes.  Maryland has not enacted a statute requiring schools to implement policies to prevent bullying, harassment, and intimidation. (Maryland criminal law does prohibit hazing, which can resemble bullying but occurs in the narrow context of student initiations.) The State Department of Education, however, has undertaken certain efforts to increase awareness of harassment, intimidation, and bullying and also to understand how widespread the problem is in Maryland public schools.  Since July 2005, public schools have been required to report instances of “harassment and intimidation” to the State Department of Education.  The hope is that this new reporting requirement will provide more detailed data on bullying and will in turn lead to better policy development.]  


Many Archdiocesan school student handbooks address standards of behavior and conduct, even if they do not use the term "bullying."  For example, the list of unacceptable behaviors for which disciplinary action may be taken often includes extortion, fighting, harassment of any kind by word or manner, or any other types of behavior that the administration considers to be acts of serious disruptive behavior.  Each of those behaviors could be part of a pattern of bullying behavior.  In addition, the Archdiocesan Code of Conduct includes a detailed student harassment policy that is consistent with the requirements of Title IX.  


Bullying today, however, does not merely occur in physical space – it also occurs over the Internet.  Students create web sites devoted to attacking classmates, fellow students, and even teachers and administrators.  E-mail and "instant messages" can also contain language that threatens, demeans, or harasses another. Such activity is often called “cyberbullying.”  These websites and communications often are created at or sent from home, meaning the speech occurs off campus, but the effects are felt on campus and can disrupt the school’s educational activity.  Moreover, the wide reach of the Internet means that such misconduct can cause a great deal of harm.


Courts have upheld disciplining students for behavior away from the school campus when the evidence shows that the behavior has a detrimental impact on students, teachers, and the school environment.  In order to discipline a student for off-campus conduct or speech that violates a school’s code of conduct, the school should consider whether the conduct or speech disrupts, either actually or potentially, the work of the school.  The following language is recommended to Archdiocesan schools for inclusion in parent/student handbooks:



Students may be disciplined for conduct that occurs on school 



premises or at 
school-sponsored events, or for other conduct 



that adversely affects the interests or reputation of the school 



regardless of where the conduct occurs.


Not every unpleasant incident or communication constitutes "bullying," however, and administrators need to exercise common sense and good judgment about whether the off-campus behavior warrants disciplinary action by the school.  In many cases, informing parents of the offensive communication and requesting that corrective action be taken at home (e.g., removing inappropriate material from a website) is sufficient to address the school's interest in protecting the learning environment.  


Bullying can take many forms, including electronic communication, and can occur on or off campus. If students are using home computers to engage in behavior that seriously violates the school's conduct rules, the student may be disciplined (in accordance with the handbook) for this "off-campus" behavior that impacts the school community.  
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