Standing By, Standing Up

by: Dennis Granzen

When I’ve presented my “Gifted Listening” sessions to children, several times teachers have asked me to address the issue of teasing and harassment. When I do this, I like to focus on the vast majority of students who are neither perpetrators of harassment nor victims of it, but rather are witnesses to it. Several times I’ve led a discussion with the students answering the question, “What can you do?” when you witness someone being teased or harassed.

While some of the children, especially in the younger grades, assert that they will intervene and stop the “bully” in his or her tracks, we eventually agree that this is easier to say you’ll do in the safety of a discussion group than it is to actually do in real life. After all, witnessing harassment or violence can be intimidating. It’s hard to think of what to say or do while the incident is occurring, and you may make yourself a target. 

Other times, those who didn’t overtly participate in the harassment may have actively or passively encouraged it. 

Another not uncommon occurrence is when mild teasing among a group is happening, and a person from within that group crosses a line and expands it beyond those who were willingly participating. It then becomes unduly harsh for someone who wasn’t giving permission to be included in it. In a case like this, the defining line separating witness from perpetrator is blurred. Although the others in the group didn’t themselves target the victim, they may feel somehow complicit in the act. 

Well after the incident is over and the time to intervene has passed, witnesses to harassment may find themselves thinking, “I should have done this,” or “I should have said that.” 

The students and I then focus on how to engage the victims of the harassment after the incident, to let them know that they’re valued and liked, and by so doing hope to ameliorate some of the effects of what they’ve been through. 

When I spoke about this to a group of parents and Madison School District staff a district employee working as part of the safe schools grant pointed me to the work of Dr. Ron Slaby of Harvard, who has come up with a middle school curriculum called, “Aggressors, Victims and Bystanders: Thinking and Acting to Prevent Violence.” I was also told about a curriculum being used in several Madison middle schools and at least one elementary school (Elvehjem) called “Bully-Proofing Your School” by Marla Bonds and Sally Stoker. Both are research based school-wide prevention programs that emphasize focusing on the students who are witnesses, or bystanders. 

I looked into the work done by Ron Slaby and found it intriguing. A short article titled “No Innocent Bystanders” had a few quotes relating to incidents of extreme violence in schools. One said, “If a potential shooter knows his friends won’t admire or ignore a planned attack, the chances of his acting are less.” He even asserted, “In the recent school shootings . . . bystanders . . . made the difference between life and death.” 

In another article Slaby asserts that the behavior of all three “types” – aggressor, victim, and bystander – is often “guided strongly by an individual’s habits of thought.” In other words, people fall into roles based on their experiences and have trouble breaking out of them. One way to break the habits of thought of the aggressor/perpetrator and victim is through the intervention of the bystanders. 

While both Slaby and the curriculum utilized by the Madison School District focus on prevention, as they should, I’m still interested in what we can do after an incident has occurred. For while we have a responsibility to prevent acts of harassment and violence, we also have a responsibility to respond to them when they occur. The title of that article, “No Innocent Bystanders,” really hit me. Once you witness an incident of harassment or violence, your “innocence” is gone. The perpetrator/aggressor has pulled you in, and whether or not you desire to be involved you must make a choice about the nature and quality of your involvement. 

As I noted above, I’ve spent a good amount of time thinking about and talking with students about how bystanders can respond to the victim of harassment. By looking into and thinking about the work done by Slaby and others, I’ve also come to think more about how bystanders can respond to the perpetrator of it. 

What can you do? How can you further the cause of healing? By engaging the victim of harassment you can give support and build resiliency. Perhaps by engaging the perpetrator of harassment you can also give support and hold out the possibility of redemption. 

For me, not surprisingly, it all comes down to relationships. How you approach, engage and attempt to help heal the victim of harassment is determined to a large extent by the quality of your relationship with that person. So is the degree of effectiveness of your interaction. 

Similarly, your relationship with the aggressor will determine both how you approach, engage and attempt to persuade that aggressor to do the right thing, as well as your effectiveness in doing so. 

When discussing “habits of thought,” Ron Slaby asserts that aggressors “commonly show a tendency to act impulsively . . . and lack skills in solving social problems.” So while a harasser may victimize someone without thinking through the full consequences of the action, she or he may then lack the capacity to publicly show any remorse for that action, nor be able to independently figure out a way to make things better for the victim. 

So we see that just as the victim of harassment needs the help of others to recover from its effects, the perpetrator of harassment needs the help of others to participate in that recovery and learn new ways of dealing with social situations. 

If you are a bystander to acts of harassment you can choose, as many do, to stay uninvolved, to essentially say, “That’s not my problem.” 

Or you can engage the victims and demonstrate to them their value and importance. If they’ve been targeted often, they may need help in accepting the idea that they are valuable and in believing the truth of others’ affection for them. 

Or you can engage the aggressors, demonstrating to them why and how harassment is wrong, and teach them how to apologize and make amends to their victims. If these ideas are new to them, they may need your encouragement and presence to overcome their fear of acting on them. 

Innocence lost can’t be regained, but healing and learning can come from that loss. Often, events or actions in themselves have little or no meaning. How we respond to them can turn them into opportunities for growth. 

