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Lessons on Bullying and Harassment from Brian 
As a principal of a small, rural elementary school in 

northern New Hampshire, I had prided myself on our 
school's positive environment. An incident at the end of the 
school year changed my opinion. Two sixth grade boys were 
sent to my office during the last week of school in June. 
They were sent in from the playground because the smaller 
boy , "Brian," had allegedly punched the bigger boy, ''An
drew." I could understand why Andrew was probably in my 
office, as he had been in and out of trouble all year, progres
sively getting in more trouble as the year went on. Brian, 
however, was an A student and had never been in any kind 
of trouble except for the minor things normally associated 
with 11-year-old boys. 

In talking to the two boys, I discovered that Brian and 
a group of students had been playing basketball, and that 
Andrew had taken the ball away from Brian's team and 
wouldn't return it. Andrew had been running around with 
the ball and taunting Brian. Brian was very quiet during 
the "interview," only nodding when asked a question. He 
admitted to punching Andrew, but wouldn't comment any 
further. I felt there was probably more to this than was 
readily apparent, so I placed Andrew in the Time Out 
Room for the remainder of the recess and kept Brian back 
to talk to him further. 

After Andrew reported to the Time Out Room, I 
tried to draw Brian out more to determine what actually 
happened. I was shocked and upset when this young man 
started to shake violently and burst into tears, blurting 
out, "I am so sick of him constantly picking on me and my 
friends .... He has been after me all year and I just couldn't 
take it anymore .... I know you have to punish me for hit
ting him, but I had to stand up for myself .... I've reported 
it to the teachers and Miss Stanford (the playground moni
tor) but nobody says anything because they don't see it and 
he keeps right on doing it .... " 

I sat in stunned silence. I thought we had been so 
proactive in dealing with issues of bullying and harassment. 
I had punished students who had been referred to me for 
infractions of that nature, and I had made it clear that this 
kind of behavior would not be tolerated in any way. What 
had happened to that message? 

In talking to Brian further about it, I quickly realized 
that this was not an isolated incident and that bullying and 
harassment were much more pervasive in my little el
ementary school than I had previously thought. I had been 
too busy patting myself on the back because our referral 
numbers had dropped and teachers were reporting fewer 

... all I had done was push the issues down deeper 
where they would be harder to recognize. 

disciplinary issues since I had become principal, to realize 
that all I had done was push the issues down deeper where 
they would be harder to recognize. 

Brian's obvious pain and hurt struck me deeply that 
day, and continues to do so. I keep wondering if that is how 
he will remember his elementary school years and if this 
type of harassment will characterize his educational experi
ence. There is no place in schools for this type of hate, and I 
knew my job was just getting started. 

Student Voice and Empowerment to Address 
Bullying and Harassment: 
An Overview of Recent Research 

The issue of bullying and harassment has become more 
pronounced over the past few years, partly because people 
are finally identifying it as a problem and have begun re
porting incidents. "Recent research indicates that bullying 
is quite prevalent among American school children, directly 
involving approximately 30 percent of school children 
within a semester (17 percent as victims of bullying and 19 
percent as perpetrators)." (Limber, 2003) 

In fact, while overall school violence has actually 
decreased, incidents of bullying and harassment are on the 
rise. "During the past 12 years, school crimes as a whole 
have dropped by approximately two-thirds. Theft and violent 
crimes on school grounds have declined by about 50 percent. 
Even serious violent crimes on school grounds, comparative
ly low to begin with, have shown reductions." (Astor, 2005) 
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There has been a great deal of research regarding is
sues of bullying and harassment, including that done by 
William Preble in Maine and New Hampshire in 2001, 
and more recently with Jack and Janie Barnes (2003-2005). 
There seems to be consensus on the problem of bullying 
and harassment, but not necessarily on how to properly 
address it. 

There is a group of experts on student bullying and 
harassment that has been vastly overlooked and under-uti
lized-students themselves. According to Ron Avi Astor, a 
professor of education and social work at the University of 
Southern California, Ŀ~sking students about the problems 
they experience and how they would deal with them gives 
young people a voice in the process and should be the basis 
for identifying problems and solutions." (2005, p.52) 

There has been a growing body of research regard-
ing the positive impact of student voice on public schools 
(including Fielding, 2004; Mitra, 2004; McKibben, 2004; 
Kroeger, et al,2004; Des Dixon, 1994; Short, 1994). Ac
cording to Dana Mitra, "When placed into practice, 'student 
voice' can consist on the most basic level of youth sharing 
their opinions of problems and potential solutions. It could 
also entail young people collaborating with adults to actually 
address the problems in their schools." (2004, p.651) 

Providing students with the opportunity and 
responsibility of voicing concerns and ideas for 
improvement could change the very nature of 
public education. 

Students have the ability to be a powerful influence 
on school climate-as much as any of the adults. Providing 
students with the opportunity and responsibility of voicing 
concerns and ideas for improvement could change the very 
nature of public education. Too often we leave students out 
of the equation and invoke policies and procedures upon 
them rather than dialogue with them to determine if those 
policies and procedures would make any measurable differ
ence whatsoever. 

Too often students are completely marginalized in 
our school systems. Children are considered second-class 
citizens at best, or not even citizens at all at worst. Ac
cording to R.G. Des Dixon (1994), children are arguably 
the last visible minority without basic human rights-and 
schools perpetuate this injustice rather than working to 
address and eradicate it. "Children are the most exploited, 
overworked, and underpaid class in society .... We have 
Micky Moused the lives of children in schools by denying 
them control, the very thing we should be teaching them 
so that they can find meaning in life and learn to survive in 
the real world of childhood." (p.363) 

As our schools have become larger and class sizes 
increase, our students have lost the ability to foster positive 
relationships within their schools or communities at large, 
creating an alienation of our students that has historically not 
been found in American schools (Mitra, 2004 ). In fact, "stu-

dents report that adults in their schools rarely listen to their 
views, nor do they involve students in important decisions 
affecting their own activities or work'' (Mitra, 2004, p.652). 

Some of the more persistent student voice literature 
has been written regarding the effects of student voice on 
participatory democracy and civic engagement. It has been 
commonly understood that in order for students to truly 
understand the democratic process they must be allowed to 
participate in it, even though schools have not historically 
been very democratic. " .. . The best way to prepare students 
for the American system of democracy is to allow them to 
participate in a democracy .... "(Smith, p. 40) Students are 
very conscious of who holds the power in public schools 
and their own inability to have any voice in what occurs. 

Most educators realize that if students have a voice 
in the creation of rules, they will be more likely to follow 
them. At the elementary level there are attempts to do this 
through "circle time" activities at the beginning of the year 
in which the rules are discussed and students have a "voice," 
however limited, in creating rules for their classrooms (see 
Responsive Classroom). This becomes more problematic 
at the high school level, with many administrators and 
teachers feeling that students would choose anarchy over 
a well-ordered school. The actual research shows quite the 
contrary. In schools where students have been given the 
opportunity to participate in the formation of rules and 
governance, there is much more acceptance and "buy in" 
from the students. 

At the Francis Parker Charter Essential School in 
Devens, Mass., students have an authentic voice in the 
governance of their school. The Francis Parker School is 
a member of the Coalition of Essential Schools founded 
by Ted Sizer. One of Sizer's principles is the belief that 
schools "should model democratic practices that involve all 
who are directly affected by the school." (Smith, 2003, p.39) 

The students participated in writing their constitution, 
creating an executive branch (Co-Advisors), a legislative 
branch (Community Congress) and a judicial branch (Jus
tice Committee). Students also have representation on the 
Board ofTrustees, the school's alternative to a traditional 
school board. 
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According to Matthew Smith, a social studies teacher 
and adviser to the Community Congress, this democratic 
participation has improved the sense of ownership and 
pride in the school. Ŀ~ccording to a ... student, 'In my old 
school, I was told what I could do and not do, but here I 
have a say in setting the rules. That makes me feel more 
connected to the school and makes me more likely to fol
low those rules." (Smith, p. 47) 

The student-adult relationships have also become "less 
confrontational and more cooperative." (Smith, p.47) The 
faculty and staff at Parker felt that if students were allowed 
to make the rules that they would not make wise decisions 
or use their authority maturely. Smith noted, however, 
"Many adults were surprised to find that students were 
often more conservative than they were in matters of disci
pline and setting limits on behavior." (Smith, p. 47) 

Another program that has seen some success in 
developing student participatory democracy is Project 540. 
According to Rick Battistoni, Project 540 Director,Ŀ~ 540-
degree turn is a revolution and a half, and Project 540 is a 
dynamic, moving initiative that brings students full circle 
to produce civic action plans based on what their school 
and community have to offer ... a 540-degree turn for civic 
change." (Battistoni, 2004, p. 56) 

This project is typical of student democracy models 
because it involves civic participation in a cause that has 
excited or directly affects students in a particular commu
nity. For example, one project included creating a unified 
bell schedule and public-address system for their school in 
an effort to curb tardiness and impart important announce
ments. Another project fought to keep an alternative high 
school open, another group fought to build a new high 
school, and another involved getting funding for tennis 
courts and providing summer tennis camps for children 
(Battistoni, 2004). 

In order to effectively confront issues of school 
violence and harassment, however, we need to 
move beyond the more simplistic models that 
focus on harnessing specific groups of students' 
civic passions and move toward transforming 
schools into models of civility and respect. 

Other authors describe how student activism adds a 
new dimension to school reform debates. From creating 
a Leadership Club in Coolidge, Vt. in a preK-8 elemen
tary school to promote civic action to organizing Latino 
students in Denver, Co. in order to combat high dropout 
rates and low test scores, students' voices have been a grow
ing force in order to positively impact their communities. 
(Gehring, 2004; McKibben, 2004) 

In order to effectively confront issues of school vio
lence and harassment, however, we need to move beyond 
the more simplistic models that focus on harnessing 
specific groups of students' civic passions and move toward 
transforming schools into models of civility and respect. 

This type of transformation is neither simple nor easy. 
It requires a tremendous commitment from both adults 
and students. As Michael Fielding states, "Transforma
tion requires a rupture of the ordinary and this demands as 
much of teachers as it does of students. Indeed, it requires 
a transformation of what it means to be a student; what it 
means to be a teacher. In effect, it requires the intermin
gling and interdependence of both." (Fielding, 2004, p.296) 

In order to discuss transformation there needs to be 
a further discussion of instructional practices and how 
they impact students in the classroom. Both teachers and 
students must have a better understanding of their roles 
in a transformed educational model in order for it to be 
successful. 

Andragogy and Empowerment of the Learner 
Historically, teachers have studied pedagogy, basically 

the education of children. According to most theorists, 
pedagogy focuses on the fact that children lack experience 
and knowledge, and that they are essentially blank slates 
that should be taught by responsible, educated adults (Geh
ring, 2000; Bedi, 2004; Merriam, 2001; Zmeyov, 1998). 
Historically educators have relied upon didactic teaching 
methods, with multi-modal approaches and materials, rote 
memorization, and structured settings. Educators have 
emphasized explicit and direct instruction. 

Over the past several decades, another educational 
approach has been fostered for adults because college 
professors and teachers of adults found that a pedagogi
cal approach was not sufficient for adult learners. In 1968 
Malcolm Knowles coined the phrase andragogy, or the 
education of adults. (Merriam, 2001) 

Knowles characterized adult learning, or andragogy, as 
having five assumptions that describe the adult learner as 
someone who: (1) has an independent self-concept and who 
can direct his or her own learning, (2) has accumulated a 
reservoir of life experiences that is a rich resource for learn
ing, (3) has learning needs closely related to changing social 
roles, (4) is problem-centered and interested in immediate 
application of knowledge, and (5) is motivated to learn by 
internal rather than external factors. Knowles felt strongly 
that adults should have an active role in their learning, and 
that because they were able to control other aspects of their 
lives, they should be enabled to direct their own learning. 
"Adults have a need to be treated with respect, to make 
their own decisions, to be seen as unique human beings. 
They tend to avoid, resist, and resent situations in which 
they feel they are treated like children-being told what to 
do and what not to do, being talked down to, embarrassed, 
punished, judged. Adults tend to resist learning under 
conditions that are incongruent with their self-concept as 
autonomous individuals." (Gehring, 2000, p.157) 

Given R.G. Des Dixon's earlier statement regarding 
the status of children in our educational society, and given 
the research on student voice, this argument could be used 
for the pedagogical approach to students as well as adults. 
Children, especially high school students, also resent being 
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told what to do and what not to do, being talked down to, 
embarrassed, punished and judged. There should be a better 
way to reach out to students who, in a year or two, will be 
considered adults upon graduation and will enter society. 
Do we want them to enter society as active, enthusiastic 
partners, or as victims of a punitive and destructive educa
tional system that neither nurtured nor sustained them? 

There will be critics who will quickly say that young 
children should not be directing their own learning and 
that, therefore, the entire notion of prescribing techniques 
of andragogy to children is too radical. Of course, children 
in the early grades cannot be expected to direct their own 
learning exclusively, because they do not bring enough life 
experience or knowledge to their educational endeavors. 
But they can certainly direct where their interests lie and 
have an educational experience that is meaningful to them. 
John Dewey argued for such an educational philosophy in 
1938, which he called "constructivism." 

Dewey's notion of constructivism lays the foundation 
for both pedagogy and andragogy in the United States 
and Canada as well as most modern European countries. 
"Constructivism is a perspective that emphasizes active 
participation of the learner in order to understand and 
make sense of the information." (Buendia, 2003, p.566) 

Out of this concept of constructivism, along with a 
need to bridge the gap between pedagogy and andragogy, 
two educational researchers from Mexico, Augustin Buen
dia and Carolina Morales (2003), have espoused a theoreti
cal approach they call pandragogy. Pedagogy is primarily 
teacher-oriented and the pedagogical model gives the 
teacher responsibility for making all the content and learn
ing decisions; it is teaching that is important. Andragogy 
is primarily student-oriented and the andragogical model 
gives the decision-making authority to the learner with the 
teacher acting as a facilitator. 

Pandragogy combines both models into one. "Based 
upon the evolutionary systems theory and the andragogical 
theory, the development of a discipline called Pandragogy 
is proposed in order to enclose the whole continuum of 
education along the human life span." (Buendia, p.564) 
Both the process and results of education are important in 
the pandragogical approach. 

According to Buendia and Morales, the pandragogical 
learner is someone who is a "change agent ... and can learn 
in both guided and self-directed ways" rather than being 
dependent upon the instructor for learning as in the peda
gogical approach or being completely self-directed as in the 
andragogical approach. The pandragogical teacher is a "fa
cilitator [who] has a co-responsibility to create conditions 
and propose tools and procedures for inviting learners to 
discover their capabilities ... "rather than one who assumes 
full responsibility for what is being taught and how it is 
taught as in the pedagogical approach. (Buendia, p.565) 

Pandragogy provides the education system with a 
model for incorporating student voice into the school 
model. If students were asked to determine which model 
would work better for them, most students would choose 

a constructivist model. Fielding (2001) intimated as much 
when he wrote, "There is a sense in which not only the pre
viously forbidden area of teaching and learning is becoming 
a legitimate focus of inquiry from the standpoint of stu
dents as well as teachers, but also that the roles of teachers 
and students are beginning to become less exclusive and 
excluding of each other." 

A study was completed by Ian K.inchin, an education 
professor at King's College in London, to address the issue 
of student voice in preferring a constructivist approach to 
the more traditional objectivist approach. Students were 
given cartoon bubbles outlining two approaches to class
room instruction. Cartoon A was the traditional pedagogi
cal approach with the teacher in charge of content; cartoon 
B was a pandragogical, constructivist approach with the 
teacher as a facilitator. The students overwhelmingly chose 
cartoon B by 89 percent. The students felt that class B was 
more interesting, more effective, and allowed the students 
greater ownership of their own learning. 

Some of K.inchin's conclusions are informative to any 
discussion on student voice as he believes that "effective 
development of an 'authentic' constructivist teaching ap
proach must be undertaken in dialogue with the students 
if it is to match their learning needs." (Kinchin, p.309) 
He also indicated that secondary students are capable of 
commenting intelligently about their learning and what 
works best for them. We must provide more opportunities 
for students to voice their thoughts, concerns, and ideas for 
improving our schools. 

An Action Plan to Build a Respectful School 
This leads me back to Brian and the challenge he 

presented to me that June afternoon. He forced me to 
think about the perceptions I have about my school and to 
examine the realities that my students face. I have wrestled 
with several questions. In my school what are the levels of 
student engagement? What are the student perceptions 
of an ideal student ... an ideal school? How could those 
perceptions be used to help improve a school climate and 
build a more respectful school? 

Based on several ideas I received from the Respectful 
Schools Institute held at Plymouth State University during 
the summer of 2005, I realized that I needed to focus on 
student empowerment and personal relationships in order 
to combat bullying and harassment. 

In order to foster an environment of student empower
ment, I would like to create a Student Advisory Board. This 
would represent a cross section of the students who could 
assist me by becoming action researchers. I would like to 
provide my students the opportunity to discuss issues with 
me and to help me in gathering data regarding bullying and 
harassment from the rest of the students. I have spoken to 
my faculty about the concept and they are very supportive. 

I hope that my student action researchers can help me 
develop a survey on bullying and harassment that we can 
administer to the student body. With the data we gather, 
I hope that students and teachers working together can 
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develop a plan to address the bullying issue in our school 
and begin the work of building a respectful school. 

In addition to student empowerment, I know that 
personal relationships have to be strengthened in order to 
combat bullying and harassment. In response to this, I 
asked the fifth and sixth grade team to attend a weeklong 
Responsive Classroom training this past summer. This very 
student-centered, constructivist approach is focused on re
lationship building and student empowerment. I have also 
contacted a Responsive Classroom representative to come 
to our school for a presentation to the whole faculty. 

Along with Responsive Classroom, I have also begun 
sharing a daily message with the students during the morn
ing announcements. These brief, age-appropriate messages 
from Project Wisdom focus on sharing, friendship, respect 
and a variety of school-related issues. The feedback from 
the staff has already been very positive, and several teachers 
have begun incorporating the messages into their morning 
meetings and daily activities. 

The work is just beginning, and there is a great deal 
of it to do, but I am determined all my students will have 
a more positive and enriching school experience. Brian 
deserves no less. 
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