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Student harassment rates going down

School officials say decline is due to the district going to the small schools model
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WOODBURN — Student bullying and harassment rates are lower at the Woodburn School District (WSD) than in other parts of the state, according to a recent survey.
 
In Oregon’s Healthy Teen Survey, released annually by the Department of Human Services (DHS), students said they were harassed at lower rates for things like race, ethnic origin, sexuality, weight, appearance, clothes and group of friends.
 
WSD Superintendent Walt Blomberg said not only are numbers lower than the state average, but they have dropped dramatically in recent years within Woodburn.
 
“Students are experiencing less harassment than in the past,” said Blomberg.
 
He noted that in 2005, for example, racial harassment at the high school was reported at nearly 21 percent. Today, it is only 5.4 percent.
 
Numbers among 11th-graders were lower in all six categories than the state level, according to the survey.
 
Sexual harassment, for instance, was reported at 6 percent (compared to 8.2 statewide). Weight or appearance harassment was 5.9 percent (compared to 8.1 percent) and bullying due to sexual orientation was 3.6 percent (compared to 3.8 percent).
 
Blomberg said he attributes the lower numbers at the high school partly to the fact that students can select a school that “fits their interests and be around others who share the same.”
 
Beyond that, he said it helps to be in a smaller school.
 
“There is a closeness and sense of community that was not found in the large high school,” he said. “Teasing somebody can take on, I believe, a different focus when there’s a lot of anonymity,” said Blomberg. 
 
“When you don’t know kids, all you see is that they’re dressed funny or they look this way. When you can tease somebody and disappear, often into a big school, I think it’s easier than if the person you tease is going to know who you are.”
 
Blomberg pointed out that inappropriate behavior is more easily spotted at a small school and staff can deal with it right away.
 
At French Prairie Middle School, which was also surveyed, the superintendent said staff has given the issue attention in recent years. Work teaching students proper behaviors and personal responsibility has helped, he said.
 
“Administrators, teachers and support staff at both levels have worked hard to create school environments that promote the values of our district: (that) all people have equal inherent value. Mutual integrity, trust and respect are essential for healthy relationships, and diversity is a strength,” he said.
 
“The results are beginning to be noticeable.”
That said, the superintendent added there is still work to be done.
 
“The percents aren’t zero,” he said. “That’s the other side of it. There are kids who are experiencing some of that.”
 
He said beyond the percentages, there are the students who are being bullied but don’t report it on surveys.
 
“The district will not be satisfied until bullying and harassment are eliminated from our schools,” he said. “Anytime a student feels unsafe it impacts not only the child’s welfare, but his or her learning as well. It will not to be tolerated in the Woodburn schools.”
 
The Healthy Teens survey monitors risk behaviors and other factors that influence health and well-being, including drug and alcohol use, sexual behavior, family support, weapons access and school attendance. 

