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CI405             Cyber Bullying and the Classroom and the Educators Obligations

Our technologically advanced world has enriched our lives and made many of the everyday things easier.  From the educators standpoint, this same technology has also enriched our classrooms (for those schools that can afford it) and has made the leap in the information age in the classroom easy.  Unfortunately this new technology in the classroom and in our everyday lives has made it easier for children to engage in less than educational, or healthy, activities.  Of course some of these activities are meant for parents to deal with, but the specific activity that I’m speaking of is Cyber bullying.    Cyber bullying is becoming a larger and more aggressive problem among our children, and as younger and younger children become more technologically savvy, cyber bullying is starting to effect younger and younger kids.  This new kind of bullying can be just as potentially dangerous to a child’s health, education and emotional state as any form of traditional bullying.  Educators have an obligation to know the warning signs of any kind of bullying, but with the newly added technology into the classroom, we now have an obligation to make decision about how we are going to use it, and how we are going to deal with cyber bullying in our schools and classrooms.
Naturally, you may be wondering what exactly entails cyber bullying.  Cyber bullying, as defined by the National Crime Prevention Council, is whenever a child, preteen, or teen is being tormented, threatened, harassed, humiliated, embarrassed or otherwise targeted by another child, preteen or teen using the Internet, interactive and digital technologies or mobile phones.  The NCPC also makes a distinction between cyber bullying and cyber stalking though, any kind of harassment that is involved between a minor and a minor is considered cyber bullying, but when an adult is involved, or any persons over the age of 18, it is considered cyber harassment or stalking.  Cyber bullying can also take many forms, it can be a harassing note, or embarrassing pictures put up on a website of them, or sometimes it can even go as far as death threats.  In our society today, all of these things are taken very seriously; the rash of violence in our schools has finely tuned administrators, educators, and law enforcement officials alike to unsavory behaviors in children.  Though you may wonder how this has much to do with using technology in the classroom.
It is our duty to make sure the all children receive a good education, and naturally with all the stresses that children are under now make it just that slightly more difficult for them to concentrate on things like homework and studying.  In regards to cyber bullying, or any kind of bullying, a student (especially older students) who is being cyber bullied may avoid going to school or certain classes all together in an effort to avoid the person or persons who are afflicting them.  As a teacher, computers either in the classroom, or in a designated computer lab area or library may be a main resource for research or classroom activities, but we have to make sure that what our kids are doing on these computers is related completely and entirely to their education.  With so many responsibilities we have as teachers it’s hard to watch all of them at once, but you and you colleagues will have to makes decisions on how the internet can be used.  You may decide to block some sites (which may make it difficult to get into other necessary sites), or keep a closer eye on the students who are using the internet, which may have to distract you from something else (no lesson planning during lab hours).  If you’re a middle school teacher you may think you’re immune, but recent research done on American Middle school age children (6-8) shows us that this problem is far reaching in our society.  In another study, done by i-safe.org, they found that from children grades 4-8, 42% of kids have been bullied while online. One in four has had it happen more than once.  35% of kids have been threatened online, 21% of kids have received mean or threatening e-mails or other messages, 58% of kids admit someone has said mean or hurtful things to them online, 58% have not told their parents or an adult about something mean or hurtful that happened to them online (Wikipedia.com).
So, should we stop the use of internet in our schools all together to try and reduce the risk of cyber bullying cropping up?  This would make little difference to most considering they have access to the internet at home.  It could be school policy to ban cell phones, but many parents do not like this idea because they like to be able to get in contact with their children.  With students safety and well being there is a lot to be considered in regards to cyber bullying, some districts have taken it to a state issue, and in Missouri, they actually have legislation in place that gives law enforcement the ability to prosecute online offenders, regardless of age group (New York Times, July 1 2008).    New York, Maryland and Rhode Island also have similar laws in place (Wikipedia.com).  Many schools nationwide are trying to crack down on cyber bullying but with such expansive access to the internet it’s becoming difficult.  Mostly, the best thing we can do as educators is to be informed and to inform our children.  Talking to you students about cyber bullying, letting them know that it’s a serious issue, or even making a “Cyber Bullying Awareness” day, week, or month in your school could be appropriate for getting information out there on what kids can do about it.  Knowledge is power, and number have shown that victims of bullying often come to a teacher or a close friend before going to their parents for advice or help, we are on the front lines, so we need to make it our business to see the signs and take what our children are telling us seriously.  With research now, showing some bit of correlation between a rise in suicide among teen and preteen being associated with cyber bullying, the best case being that of Megan Meier, a 13 year old who committed suicide supposed after receiving a number of hateful messages of MySpace.
Technology of its own accord is not the inherent problem of course, our students who feel they either need to do or possibly a worse scenario want to do it just for the rush of being hurtful or having some sort of power over another individual is the larger problem.  The problem with the technology is that it makes it easier for them to do this, and our job is to make sure that at school, they are focused on their education and not on their personal lives.  Keeping students and ourselves informed on these kinds of things is first and foremost the best thing that we can do.  As educators, listening, observing and in general being active with our students and keeping a close eye on their online behavior as well as their offline behavior will give us an upper hand in dealing with unruly problems.  The cases of Missouri, New York, Rhode Island, and Maryland, if you should decide to teach there, informing students and yourself on the laws that are now in place against cyber bullying may serve as a deterrent.  All in all, we have decisions to make about how we use technology in our classrooms.  We have obligations to uphold in regards to our students, because as the research shows, bullies often don’t stop at a certain age, more often than not it continues to get worse, so stopping it at a younger age, and keeping our kids more informed younger is going to help the problem.  Problems that arise from bullying, especially cyber bullying, can follow the child anywhere, it’s in their e-mail, on their phones, in their chat rooms and on their MySpace pages.  It can also follow them down the road of life and far beyond the school yard.  Our involvement to try and decrease and stop this kind of bullying is necessary and important, making good decisions about technology use in our classroom is pinnacle to  our students success in future classrooms and workplaces.  The internet isn’t going to go away, we must give them the tools to handle problems as they come.
