[image: image1.png]) . §
O

@ MARION COUNTY
COMMISSION ON YOUTH





Investing in Youth Today, Improving Conditions Tomorrow


Written by: Mindi Goodpaster, Director of Public Policy and Advocacy, MCCOY, Inc.

Bullying Prevention in Indiana – On the right track, but just getting started

For the first time, public schools in Indiana have tracked and reported the number of bullying incidents that they encountered in the 2013-14 school year.  The sheer number of incidents reported – over 9,000 – isn’t news to most.  Anyone with a child or who works in a school will tell you that bullying happens almost every day.  We really need to be aware of two things: 1) that there were a number of schools who did not report their data; and 2) these numbers report only the incidents that students were compelled to report.  The actual number of incidents is likely much, much higher.

The Marion County Commission on Youth worked with Representative Greg Porter, many partner organizations throughout central Indiana, and parents and youth affected by bullying to create the law that took effect in 2013.  Indiana’s law to prevent bullying was originally created in 2005, but the face of bullying had changed and we were not equipped to help schools and families deal with it more effectively.  We also had no way of knowing what, if anything, schools were actually doing to stop bullying when it was occurring.  The need for a better law, based on best practices and research from other states and national organizations was desperately needed.

Change is never easy.  When your bottom line is ensuring that students perform well in the classroom and on standardized tests, it can be a daunting task to add one more thing to your growing list of requirements.  Schools need to be applauded for stepping up to the task that the new anti-bullying law set forth for them.  They have a lot of new requirements to fulfill – from training students and teachers to reporting incidents to creating new ways of handling incidents when they occur.  But, because we are in an age where so many of our children are being bullied, it had to happen so that we as caring adults could get a handle on the problem and help both the targeted students and the bullies get the help that they need in order to move on into healthy, productive lives.

For a moment, let’s take the focus off of the numbers because data is only as useful as what you plan to do with it.  Let’s look at this as an opportunity.  We now have a baseline that shows that bullying does exist in our schools.  Our new law brings new opportunities for schools and communities.  School personnel finally can now more fully understand the student culture and environment in their school.  Students now have a way to communicate with trusted adults and seek out help when they or their friends are being bullied.  Teachers can now be given resources and supports so that bullying does not distract from their teaching.  And parents can be more fully included in supporting their children whether they be the target or the bully.

As a state that cares about the positive development of its children, we now need to examine this data, understanding that it is only a starting point and we still have more work to do.  We need all schools tracking and reporting their data – not as a way to criticize how they run their school, but rather as a way for them to assess and understand the extent of any issues they may be having in their student body.  If schools reported no incidents of bullying, perhaps they have a great model in their school that we should be copying in others.  If schools reported high incidents of bullying, what is happening in that environment and how can we make a change to better serve the children?  We also have to make sure that schools have the resources available to provide comprehensive, research-based prevention and intervention programs for students and teachers to make sure that these numbers go down every year.  We need to have greater accountability to make sure that schools are following through with what they need to do and providing all of their students with the optimal environment in which to learn.

Let’s make sure that we continue to support the prevention of bullying in the years ahead and not grow complacent thinking that we’ve done enough to make the problem of bullying go away.
For information regarding the Marion County Commission on Youth’s (MCCOY) youth advocacy efforts, contact Mindi Goodpaster at mindi.goodpaster@mccoyouth.org or 317-921-1286.
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