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Need to Talk? 24-Hour Support Line is Available for Everyone. 
NATIONAL SUICIDE PREVENTION LIFELINE: 1-800-273-8255 (TALK)

September 9-15, 2012, is National Suicide Prevention 
Week, and the link between bullying and suicide attempts 
is alarming. According to numerous studies by Yale Uni-
versity and the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, bully victims are between two and nine times more 
likely to consider suicide than non-victims. For more in-
formation about depression, anxiety, suicide prevention, 
and efforts to stop bullying, visit www.linesoflove.org.

T
he other day, I had lunch with a few teens 
at our high school to talk about bullying 
and why it’s so hard to establish a climate of 

kindness in our communities. I am firmly en-
trenched in my “middle-aged” years, and I am 
constantly hearing from my peers about how it 
was back then and how we all survived without 
all of this intervention and focus being placed 
on bullying. I began wondering: Are we too 
critical and oversensitive about how our chil-

dren are treated in this post-9/11 era? 
      As we munched on baby carrots and potato 
chips, I asked them pointedly: What does a kid 
face these days that makes bullying so real to 
them, and why are there so many bystanders?
      They immediately rattled off three big factors 
that were not a part of my childhood where we 
just got over it and moved on. Here’s what they 
came up with.
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No Comparison:
Why Everything Is Different for 
Today’s Children
by Rus VanWestervelt
Originally published on 9/8/12 at www.towson.patch.com



1. Social Media 
      The sudden evolution of social media has 
shattered all generational barriers, throwing ev-
eryone from toddlers to grannies into the world 
of instant communication. This has happened 
so quickly that adults no longer lead by the ba-
sic tenets of wisdom and experience. They are 
just as susceptible as children to posting and 
responding immediately – usually emotional-
ly – to anyone about anything. The result? We 
lack leaders in how to handle the spontaneous 
and often “viral” roll of responses that, because 
they are founded in emotion and expressed in 
a virtual environment, are often personal and 
vicious. 
      This dissolution of filters, where emotions 
have replaced patience and intellect, put indi-
viduals in a dangerous and precarious path of 
self-destruction, where they cannot escape the 
obsession with, and often the onslaught of, per-
sonal reactions and attacks on others, as well as 
on themselves. 
      We are desperately trying to adapt, to find a 
way to cope with this new filter-less and emo-
tion-driven mode of communication, but we 
are struggling between adjustment with what 
we say and how we receive what others say to 
us. Two things are happening at once: we’ve got 
a tidal wave of thoughts and attacks hitting us, 
and we’re trying to contain the flood with the 
little beach buckets we once used to build our 
sand castles. We are not prepared to handle the 
onslaught, and we are desperate in our respons-
es and in our reactions, throwing back buckets 
of emotional rhetoric right into the eye of the 
storm.  

2. No Place to Hide 
      Today’s teens never had their privacy, and 
adults are desperate to reclaim that solace they 
once enjoyed. Both generations have to make 
a great effort to unplug from Facebook, Twit-

ter, texting, and smart phones, even for a short 
time. We are expected to be available 24/7, and 
when we do unplug, we are seen as the oddballs; 
we are forced to justify our need for quiet time, 
and many friends and family members express 
concern, worry, or even anger at our decision 
to unplug. Not too long ago, being incommuni-
cative meant being isolated, difficult, and even 
disrespectful. Now, the same term is being used 
on those of us who find the strength to pull away 
and focus on taking the time we need to get out 
of the whirlwind of social streaming, if just for 
a short period of time. Whereas we were sup-
posed to answer mailed letters within 3-5 days, 
we are now expected to answer texts in less than 
3-5 minutes. 
      What is the result? We are constantly “on” 
for others and don’t give ourselves the down 
time we need to refresh and strengthen our 
own self-confidence. Instead, everything we do 
is measured by the number of shares or “likes” 
we receive, or the responses we get in 140 char-
acters or less. We can’t possibly take care of our-
selves if we are constantly “on-call.” 
       This is a multi-generational phenomenon, 
and we don’t have a defined group of individ-
uals serving as role models showing us how to 
manage all of this. Anybody is vulnerable, and 
the consequences that are weakening our self-
worth are often swiftly written and quite per-
sonal and violent.   

3. Social Pressure and the 
Bystander Effect 
      Social media and instant newsfeeds have left us 
all numb and desensitized to tragedies and calls 
for help, simply because we see and hear about 
it all the time. Incredulously, we spend less than 
two seconds “liking” celebrations of publishing, 
babies being born, birthdays, and graduations, 
but do little else as we push through the updates 
on our phones. We offer 10-second statements 



of sympathy to those who have struggled, but 
spend more time talking about the weather (lit-
erally) or somebody’s cute dog picture. 
      This gloss-over approach to the news and 
events only makes the bystander effect (the 
larger the group, the less likely someone will 
step up to help someone in need) exponentially 
worse. Many crises and cries for help are simply 
not addressed because we have become numb, 
and we don’t have a strong reaction to them 
anymore. What complicates this phenomenon 
even more is that it is human nature to want to 
be accepted, and when the masses are numb, we 
are likely to be numb bystanders as well. 
      We are given no clearer example of this than 
when a video or post goes “viral” or “trends” 
through the various social media channels. We 
end up “liking” and sharing these posts because 
everybody else is doing it, regardless of what we 
really know or understand about what we are 
sharing. Partly, it is no different than watchng 
a popular reality television show that you know 
has little substance; everybody else is watching 
it, though, so you do so as well. 
      There is one critical difference, however, 
between trending television shows and numb 
bystanders idly watching the repeated verbal or 
virtual abuses of another individual: television 
shows are made up, distant, and have little or 
nothing to do with us. Tragically, we apply the 
same indifference to the real, personal, and up-
front abuses that are clearly defined as bullying. 
We are losing our ability to distinguish between 
the two. 
      Today’s teens and adolescents are growing up 
in a time where news is instant and abundant. 
They have been saturated with horrific stories, 
over and over again. And now, they (and we as 
well) are no longer driven to action when we 
see something that is obviously wrong. One of 
the major factors of the bystander effect is the 
diffusion of responsibility. There are so many 
people here; surely I don’t have to be the one 

to stand up and do something about it. In our 
Facebook worlds where we have hundreds and 
hundreds of “friends,” it’s not hard to rationalize 
that, indeed, somebody else will stand up.  Some 
of us even believe that, instead, it would be bet-
ter to retweet a bullying message or get out our 
phones and record a fight or similar incident, 
instead of doing something to stop it. After all, 
it is far more glamorous to be an iReporter than 
to be that oddball who stops or prevents a tragic 
situation from happening.
      Our teens feel that pressure to be bystand-
ers because this is all they know.  Stepping up 
to stop an incident of bullying, intimidation, or 
physical violence now requires great self-confi-
dence, which is hard to come by these days.
       As one of my students put it, for the by-
standers, it’s not about being bullied as much 
as it is about not being accepted. This desperate 
need for ongoing, immediate acceptance is in-
satiable. It is emotion-driven, and an “unliked” 
cry for help in a status update can turn an emo-
tional moment into a serious crisis. Kids end up 
harboring these feelings (left with no place to 
vent or share); that leads to a lower self-esteem, 
which then results in the lack of motivation to 
take positive risks and join other groups. 
      There’s no comparison between when I was 
growing up in the ‘70s and ‘80s and what today’s 
adolescents and teens are facing right now. If 
we are going to really address the issue of bully-
ing, we need to rethink how we first establish a 
foundation of strong self-worth and confidence 
in the era of social media and instant commu-
nication. We need to empower our children – 
and ourselves – with the tools to unplug, stand 
tall, and embrace a more balanced way of living 
that promotes self-wellness and an outward ex-
pression of kindness and respect.



Angry Kids

by Bernadette 
A. Moyer

While I don’t want to define all kids by 
the angry actions of some kids, I still have to ask 
and to wonder: Why are so many young people 
so angry and driven to violence and destruc-
tion? A few years ago, we had a teenaged boy 
take a gun and kill his parents and his brothers. 
This young man came from a good family and 
neighborhood and a family that provided nu-
merous opportunities for him and his brothers. 
Years later, I can’t help but still feel the sadness 
and shock at such a senseless act of violence and 
hatred.
     Not long after, I read about another teen-
aged boy who committed suicide when his fa-
ther took his gaming system away from him. 
Yesterday, in my own backyard neighborhood, 
a teenaged boy brought a shotgun to school and 
opened fire in the high school cafeteria. We say 
it was “lucky” and “could have been far worse” 
when just one student was hit and hurt. That 
young boy, that victim of a senseless gunshot, is 
in critical condition and fighting for his life at 
the time of this writing.
     I can’t stop asking myself: Why? Why are 
so many young people so angry and acting out 
with guns and violence? Where did they learn 

that this was an appropriate response?   
     We seem to be a society with fewer and few-
er boundaries and with a lesser code of values. 
I’ve heard it said that “anger is fear turned in-
side”; what are these kids so afraid of? Not so 
many years ago, we had kids in an artsy area 
dying their hair cotton candy pink and light 
blue. Then after coloring their hair, they had 
it teased out large like a clown’s crown of hair; 
their entire look screamed and said, “Look at 
me!” And most people did in fact look at them. 
These same kids with this dramatic look would 
respond in anger with, “what the f--- are you 
looking at?” It just didn’t add up.   
     There are always signs that something isn’t 
adding up when these young people communi-
cate in violent ways. I have worked with many 
kids through the years: first as a camp coun-
selor when I was just a teen myself, then as a 
young mother before moving on to a special 
needs school and then at a youth retreat house. 
I have witnessed drug and alcohol addictions 
and teenagers who used their sexuality to gain 
attention. But over the past few years, it seems 
we have more and more kids who have access to 
guns and who aren’t afraid to use them and turn 
them on to others. So many kids are quietly cry-
ing out for love and attention and some kind of 
help. Gone unheard is the quiet cry that seems 
to be getting louder.
     As a parent, my question is: What aren’t we 
giving them? What are we missing? What could/
should we be doing differently?” As a teenager, 
I had my share of anger and frustrations, but it 
never caused me to want to get a gun and to use 
it. If anything, my anger and frustration often 
drove me to want to do more, to be better, and 
to be a better person. I wrote it out and cried it 
out and danced it out and sang it out.
     Today, many young people seem to lack the 
concept of “What comes next? What comes af-
ter that time of rage and the acting out?” There 
seems to be a disconnect between feelings of 



the moment and what the next day, next week, 
next month, and next year would and could be 
for them. Is it a lack of hope? Is it an inability 
for forward thinking? Is it about an inability to 
move past the pain?
     I’ve heard the connection between young 
people being bullied and then righting those 
wrongs by acting out in violence against others. 
Or the blanket statements of “mental illness”; 
all these kids must be mentally ill to respond 
in such violent ways. Then come the responses 
that so often include things like metal detectors 
and more police guards at schools. 
     The shooting at Perry Hall High School 
brought the news to us, and in that news I 
learned that this school has close to 2,500 stu-
dents. How much attention can any one single 
student receive in such a large school? I am not 
blaming the school, but I am questioning if such 
a large population of young people can ever re-
ceive all that may be necessary to support each 
and every student in attendance.   
     We can focus on how this kid got and used a 
firearm, and we can focus on his mental health. 
But the bigger question is: Why are so many 
young people so angry that they feel like this is 
an appropriate response? Why are they getting 
guns and using them and pointing them at in-
nocent people that literally have nothing to do 
with their anger and frustrations?
     I don’t have the answers, but my fear is that 
until we get to the real root of the problem and 
teach our kids appropriate responses to their 
anger and frustration, we will sadly see more of 
this behavior in our society.  
     We must learn to lead and to respond with 
love. The only way to combat anger is with 
more love and embracing all young people and 
helping them to find creative and productive 
ways to express their anger and frustrations. So 
much great art is born of pain. Where metal de-
tectors and police guards may be one response, 
a healthier response may be to find a construc-

tive way to deal with life’s disappointments, re-
jection, anger, and frustrations. 

Bernadette A Moyer (bmoyer37@aol.com) is a writer 
living in Lutherville, MD. You can read her most cur-
rent works at www.bernadetteamoyer.com and 
www.redroom.com/member/bernadette-moyer. Her
books are also available at www.amazon.com.  

What You Can Do
1. Assess Bullying in Your School. How 
often is it occurring? Where is it happening? How are 
students and adults intervening? How effective are 
your current prevention efforts? 
2. Get Parents and Students Engaged. 
It is essential that the entire community is involved in 
sending a unifed message against bullying. Launch an 
awareness campaign and establish a school safety com-
mittee to plan, implement, and evaluate your school’s 
bullying prevention program.
3. Create a Foundation of Rules and 
Guidelines. Develop, communicate, and dis-
tribute your mission statement and bullying reporting 
system. 
4. Build a Safe Environment. Establish a 
culture of acceptance, kindness, wellness, and respect. 
Use staff meetings, assemblies, class and parent meet-
ings, newsletters, the school website, and the student 
handbook to establish and reinforce a positive climate 
at the school. 
5. Educate Students and School Staff. 
Build bullying prevention and wellness material into 
the curriculum and school activities. Teach coping, 
mediation, and intervention skills to all community 
members.  
adapted from http://www.stopbullying.gov/prevention/
at-school/index.html



When A Bully Strikes: 
Resist. Strengthen. Renew.

Here’s what you can do to combat 
psychological and verbal bullying. 
(By the way-- Share with a friend to 
show your support!)

Ignore the bully and 
walk away. It’s definitely not 
a coward’s response — sometimes it 
can be harder than losing your tem-
per. Bullies thrive on the reaction 
they get, and if you walk away or ig-
nore hurtful emails or instant mes-
sages, you’re telling the bully that 
you just don’t care. Sooner or later 
the bully will probably get bored 
with trying to bother you. 

Hold the anger. Bullies 
want to know they have control over 
your emotions. If you’re in a situa-
tion where you have to deal with a 
bully and you can’t walk away with 
poise, use humor — it can throw the 
bully off guard. Work out your an-
ger in another way, such as through 
exercise or writing it down.

Don’t get physical. 
However you choose to deal with a 

bully, don’t use physical force (like 
kicking, hitting, or pushing). Not 
only are you showing your anger, 
you can never be sure what the bul-
ly will do in response. You are more 
likely to be hurt and get in to trou-
ble if you use violence against a bul-
ly. Aggressive responses tend to lead 
to more violence and more bullying 
for the victims. Gain control of the 
situation by walking away or by be-
ing assertive in your actions. 

Practice confidence. 
Practice feeling good about yourself 
(even if you have to fake it at first). 
Take charge of your life. You can’t 
control other people’s actions, but 
you can stay true to yourself. Think 
about ways to feel your best — and 
your strongest — so that other kids 
may give up the teasing. 

Exercise. Working out is one 
way to feel strong and powerful. (It’s 
a great mood lifter, too!) Learn a 
martial art or take a class like yoga. 
Another way to gain confidence is 
to hone your skills in something 

like chess, art, music, computers, 
or writing. The confidence you gain 
will help you ignore the mean kids.

Talk about it. It may help 
to talk to a guidance counselor, 
teacher, or friend — anyone who 
can give you the support you need. 
Talking can be a good outlet for the 
fears and frustrations that can build 
when you’re being bullied.

Find your (true) 
friends. If you’ve been bullied 
with rumors or gossip, all of these 
tips can apply. But take it one step 
further to help ease feelings of hurt 
and isolation. Find one or two true 
friends and confide how the gossip 
has hurt your feelings. Set the re-
cord straight by telling your friends 
quietly and confidently what’s true 
and not true about you. Hearing a 
friend say, “I know the rumor’s not 
true. I didn’t pay attention to it,” can 
help you realize that most of the 
time people see gossip for what it is 
— petty, rude, and immature.

Bullying Survival Tips (http://kidshealth.org/teen/your_mind/problems/bullies.html#)
D’Arcy Lyness, PhD, Behavioral Health Editor, KidsHealth Child and Adolescent Psychologist, Wayne, PA; Date reviewed: October 2010)

September 9-15, 2012, is National Suicide Prevention Week. 
Here are several resources that the U.S. Surgeon General recommends 
in the 2012 National Strategy for Suicide Prevention Report:

http://www.sprc.org

http://www.samhsa.gov/nssp

http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org

http://www.actionallianceforsuicideprevention.org/NSSP

http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/reports/national-strategy-suicide-prevention/index.html


