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Bullies deliver cyber-punches on Facebook, cellphones
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B
ullies have been with us since Cain struck Abel, Jacob
stole Esau’s birthright, and Joseph’s brothers sold
him into slavery. Whether it’s the fictional Stanley
Kowalski terrorizing his wife and sister-in-law in Ten-
nessee Williams’ “A Streetcar Named Desire,” or the
real-life big kid in the school yard, few among us have
not witnessed a bully at work, using the tools of the

trade: the taunt, the rumor, the threat and the fist.
Instances of bullying seem to be on the rise, as well as correspon-

ding lawsuits brought by frustrated parents of victims. According to
a 2009 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention study, almost 20
percent of students in grades 9 through 12 reported they had been
bullied within the past year. 
“Bullying happens regardless of status, class, race and age,” says

Lauren Sardi, assistant professor of sociology. “It can happen to chil-
dren at school or to adults in the workplace. Sometimes the same
individuals are both perpetrators and victims,” she notes.
The bully’s toolbox has been fortified with the addition of the cell-

phone, the laptop and the Facebook page. It is difficult to ascertain
whether instances of bullying have in fact increased, or whether
more instances are reported. 
“I do think that we are seeing an increase in reporting,” Sardi says,

“in large part because the nature of bullying among young people is
changing now that they can get to each other virtually. In the past, if
you were bullied at school, you had some sanctuary at home. But, if
the bullying is happening online, there’s no getting away.”
A history of bullying has been a factor in several high-profile

instances of mass violence including the shootings at Colorado’s
Columbine High School and at Virginia Tech, as well as in the sui-
cides of several young people, including Rutgers University freshman
Tyler Clementi, and Minnesota middle school best friends Haylee
Frentress and Paige Moravetz. Recognition of that fact has resulted
in increased attention to bullying. 
In 2001, for instance—two years after and largely in response to

Columbine—the American Medical Association announced that it
would support research on the subject, and prepare and distribute
educational materials. The AMA also offered this definition: “Bully-
ing is characterized by an imbalance of power, with the person or
group doing the bullying having more power than the person being
bullied; an intention to harm; repeated occurrences.”

s
ardi says, “Bullying is not simply a disagreement or a
run-in. It’s targeting—usually for something over
which you have no control.” She adds that those who
think bullying is normal or a rite of passage should
remember that acts that are inducing suicidal
thoughts are not something one should be told to
“just get over.”

The unique character of cyberbullying is further described by
Anne Littlefield, a Quinnipiac School of Law adjunct professor. Lit-
tlefield, a school law attorney with Shipman and Goodwin in Hart-
ford, says, “There is only a limited number of witnesses to taunting
on a playground or in a hallway. But in cyberspace someone else can,
with a single click, magnify the distribution of any taunt or insult so
that the actions take on a life of their own—even if the original per-
petrator is feeling remorseful. And there are no barriers in cyber-

space—a momentary hateful impulse can become an incident that is
recorded forever.”
Facebook and Time Warner Inc. announced a joint campaign in

July urging students, parents and educators to “Stop Bullying: Speak
Up,” according to CNN news reports. The multiplatform campaign
will blend broadcast, print and social media tools to start conversa-
tions about bullying among parents, students and educators, the
companies said.
Alex Halavais, associate professor of communications, comments

that at least in theory, “The ‘cyber’ aspect of bullying allows the pos-
sibility of more adult intervention than when bullying happened only
away from home.” 
This increased adult awareness has meant increased involvement of

the legal system in what used to be considered a mostly private matter.
“We’re being asked to deal with school-based bullying, from kinder-
garten through high school, with greater frequency,” says QU adjunct
professor of law Julie Fay, also an attorney with Shipman and Goodwin.

C
onnecticut has anti-bullying legislation on its
books, along with 45 other states. The original
2002 legislation defines school-based bullying
and requires schools to have policies to address
it. The law has just been overhauled to include
cyber bullying on the list of prohibited
behaviors, as well as to specify training and

reporting requirements.
Of course, legislation in and of itself does not stop bullying. Some-

times young people take matters into their own hands, as was done
recently by a Westport, Conn., eighth-grader who pleaded her case
and asked for help via a YouTube video. 
At Quinnipiac, the University conduct system may review and

impose sanctions on an individual or group involved in any criminal
or civil offense against the state or country. Violations of specifically
stated policies as written in the Student Handbook, or otherwise dis-
tributed or published rules of Quinnipiac are prohibited. These
include physical attack, interference with a person’s customary or
usual affairs, harassing phone calls, electronic and/or Internet com-
munication, notes or other behavior that would put a person in fear
for his/her safety, or cause the person to suffer actual physical injury
or mental distress. 
Fay says adults must model desirable behaviors. “We can’t rely on

the law in and of itself to curb bullying.” Littlefield says policies and
procedures may not be the most effective mechanisms. “When you
set a prescribed procedure, the school administration may not have
the flexibility to use its best judgment.” 
Halavais adds, “Bullying is a larger cultural phenomenon—look at

our so-called ‘reality shows’—but we tend to raise the alarm in our
schools.” Fay concurs. “Addressing bullying requires a societal
approach, ongoing parental involvement, and a concept of education
that extends beyond the school walls.”
Still, the schools have an important role to play. “The job of our

schools is not only to teach academic subjects,” Littlefield says, “but
to teach students how to participate in a multicultural American
democracy. We may bring in the law to deal with egregious conduct,
but that always happens after the fact. It’s never a more effective tool
than education, and paying attention to our kids.”


