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Ethical Analysis: Middle School Bullying
[bookmark: _Hlk187698430]This week the schools in our district started a new semester and with that comes new hopes for the students and teachers alike. Unfortunately, the hopes of one family were quickly dashed this week as their sixth grader came home to tell them that he had been pushed down to the floor by one of the kids that have been picking on him since the beginning of the school year. One of the issues that many students face, in public and private schools, is bullying or even the occasional arguments that are bound to occur amongst adolescent youth. The ethical issues at hand are whether the bullying behavior, leading up to the pushing event that occurred this week, was handled appropriately and if the event that occurred this week was handled ethically and effectively to prevent future occurrences and make the students feel safe.
Background of Events
The mother of the child who was pushed is a high school math teacher and a first-year teacher in the district. She is my colleague, so I was able to hear her perspective on the happenings of what is going on with her son a few months ago and before attending the meeting Friday where she met with the principal, my administrative mentor. Her son is the child who has been the target of aggression from two kids at the middle school, who are notorious for bothering all of the sixth graders. This week led to another altercation with one of the kids pushing her child down during recess in the gym where they were engaged in a soccer match. 	When she told me what happened she was very upset and said that her son had been pushed down and fallen on the ground and hurt his wrist and it was seen on video and the school hadn’t notified her, her son told her what happened. She scheduled an appointment with the principal and permitted me to sit in on the meeting. 
The principal introduced himself to the parents and went right to show them the video of what happened. Their son was aggressively pushed from behind and almost fell, but did not. Immediately, they told the principal that that was not the story their son told them. The son mixed up the happenings in his mind and embellished the story, according to what we could see on the video, to both the principal and his parents, but he was aggressively pushed from behind and mistreated and he does have a wrist injury. The principal proceeded to let the parents know they have the offender on a behavior plan already, from the previous incidents and his behavior has improved. That their son has been “poking the bear” and chiming in when the student is being reprimanded by a teacher, for example, the teacher would tell him to be quiet and their son would say “Yeah be quiet John”. The principal encouraged the parents to let their son know how he could help prevent problems with the bully. 
	The fact that the principal watched the video and met with teachers to find out if there were continuing issues between the two students was an ethically sound way to prepare for handling the incident that happened this week. He did mention, however, that the office person had looked at the footage, to find the event for him, and almost didn’t show him because she said it was ‘nothing’. This was a red flag to me because the push from behind was very aggressive and if it had been a real soccer match that student would have been taken out of the game. Not only was it more than nothing, but there is a history of this student antagonizing the victim and now it’s gotten physical. After pushing him aggressively the victim turned around and said what the heck and the bully said let’s fight, the victim then told the adult who was right there monitoring that the bully was trying to fight him. That was the end of the event in the gym, but later in class he started crying saying his wrist hurts and went to the principal and told him that he had been pushed and fell to the ground and hurt his wrist.
The victim seemingly embellished the story, but I have a biased opinion that this was then used to turn the situation more towards turning the finger at the victim because I am privy to hearing about a past behavior event where the principal handled an attack unethically and followed up with describing how the victim likes to horseplay and goof off which might encourage the attack that happened. According to Ephesians 4:15 “Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ (ESV Bible, 2001/2025). Leaders should address the offender with truth and discipline for their actions and this should be done with love. After following up with the parent, the victim still says that he was pushed and fell to the ground on his wrist, which is injured, at another time than the clip that was shown to him and the parents on the video. The parent thinks that their son could be telling the truth and what he said probably happened at a different point in the video than was shown, but she is still satisfied that the root of the problem is being addressed.
	When talking to the parent about the details of the prior incident that happened with the same student a couple of months ago, it was revealed that two students were verbally bullying and threatening her child. These two kids over several weeks were telling him he didn’t have any friends and threatening to jump him after school. The student didn’t tell his mom until one morning at 6:45 am and she called the principal and kept him home for the day because she was concerned about his safety. The parents were told these two students pick on other students as well, but the one in particular was put on a behavior plan and the teachers and parents state he is doing much better. 
Leadership Action for Future Success
	Knowing that there is a history with this student, that included him and another kid threatening to jump this kid after school and verbally tormenting, nudging, and pushing him in between passing periods scales the pushing events from this past week to a higher level of offense. The principal mentioned he was going to take the bully out of the gym or now allow him to play soccer for a week and show him the video and let him know it’s not okay, but he did not fully commit to this and it is unclear how this will be handled. My perspective is that he will probably not get into a lot of trouble and the incident is being treated as an isolated event, which is not ethical and does not put the safety and well-being of the victim into account. When I am in a leadership role and am faced with the same situation, I will take more significant steps to address the behavior of the students who were teaming up to threaten a new student at school at the beginning of the school year. 
Constant bullying that makes a student afraid to go to school should not be tolerated. When the office personnel stated it was nothing, and it was a clear hard push in the back, that tells me that worse things are sliding under the rug and also that this student is still a threat to the victim and his previous threats have now become real. I do not know how the threats were handled and thank goodness the victim has parents that he finally went to and could tell them how he was being treated, but this is not always the case. I think the students should have been given after-school detention for a week and be required to attend counseling sessions that will help reveal issues that cause them to treat another person so poorly. Because the pushing in the back was not the first offense, and the student had previously bullied the student over several weeks including threatening to jump him after school, he should not be allowed in the gym for the week, and because of the history of threats to the victim after school detention for a week as well. 
Effects of Leadership Decisions
“Unethical actions by individuals can have a power that transcends the individual and can induce others to be unethical” (Rebore, 2014, p. 24). When a leader handles a situation unethically, this leads their subordinates to view the situation differently and can cause them to question their ethical standards and even handle a situation differently than they would if they had a leader who did not handle the situation unethically. In the case of this behavior incident, I believe that both the principal and the office personnel who thought the aggressive push to the back was nothing, have become tolerant of aggressive behavior at school. Because I am aware of a very serious past incident that was handled unethically and the majority of the teachers there lost some respect for the principal, because of how it was handled, I know that I went into this meeting with a biased perspective. However, I do think that there needs to be accountability and that this situation while not handled poorly, should be taken more seriously because it was a repeated offense and he has now acted out a threat.
To be proactive the students should be given training at the beginning of the school year on how to treat fellow students and given training on the effects of bullying on their mental health. Teachers are required to do this training, so having some type of scenario acted out along with team-building activities would be a solid creative approach that would provide students with options for treating others and how to respond to negative treatment. Putting the student who is misbehaving in class and targeting other students, on a behavior plan, was a positive solution and seemed to have been working up until this last week. The parents of the victim are satisfied with the disciplinary action, which includes no gym or soccer recess next week. They were also offered to be able to change their son’s class schedule so he is not in as many classes with the student and they have decided to do this. It seems like a band-aid solution, especially since a lot of the threats and antagonizing behavior occurred during passing periods. However, this solution has satisfied the parents and the principal thinks this will deter the bully from physically pushing the victim in the future. Trying to build relationships with students and among students will help to provide avenues for students to confide in them, which could lead to a stop of poor behavior earlier before that student gets to the point where they no longer want to attend school. Safety is the number one priority for students, if they don’t feel safe they will not enjoy learning. It is the job of leaders to appropriately and objectively discipline and educate the student harming. It is also the leader’s responsibility to make all students feel safe and cared for.
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