‘SAFER’ PLAYGROUNDS INCREASE BULLYING PROBLEMS

One of the hottest topics in schools today, besides standardized testing, is bullying. Teachers, administrators, and parents are very concerned about teasing, bullying, and fights at schools. Incidences of bullying are increasing. Every year at my elementary school I survey the students on the topic and it seems that every year they report an increase in, either witnessing bullying, or being a victim. According to my surveys, observations, and reports from teachers, the one arena where the most bullying occurs is: the playground.


Why is the playground the place where most of the bullying takes place? The more I pondered the question, the more I realized this; the increased attempts to make playgrounds sterile (safer), has lead to increases in bullying. Let’s take a look at how much our playgrounds have changed (to improve safety) in the last twenty years or so. Following are observations of the playground at the elementary school I’ve worked at for the sixteen years. Note the numerous changes made in trying to make it safer.
1992 
*Students were playing tackle football.

*They played baseball with a hard ball.
*They played basketball and actually kept score. Yes, there was competition!

*Children played ‘cowboys and Indians’ and ‘cops and robbers.’ You could see them pretending they had guns and said, “Bang, bang: you’re dead.”

*There were huge slides that took a lot of effort to climb and there wasn’t a soft rubber surface for them to land on.

*There were merry-go-rounds. Kids would spin around as fast as they could and then jump off with an occasional scrape or bruise.

*Kids climbed on monkey bars and parallel bars.

*They went up and down on wooden plank see-saws.

*Kids ran around laying tag and ‘Red Rover.’

*Dodgeball games were lively and a few kids were knocked down but they took a can of “Suck-it-up” and kept going.

*The kids had big swings in which to fly high.

*There were no soft, rubberized surfaces. Kids feel on gravel, dirt, or grass.

*Many of the boys still had pocket knives in their jeans.
2008
*No tackle football, no tag, no hard baseballs, no dodgeball, no big swings or seesaws, no merry-go-grounds or monkey bars.

*Oh, but they do have rubberized surfaces to soften their falls!

*If you visit the playground you’ll see some basketball and kickball games. A few kids play ‘four-square.’ Some visit the swings while others walk the track. 

*You’ll see many students walking around, grouping together. These groups often engage in teasing or bullying others; they aren’t engaged in games, exercise, or playing on the very few apparatuses available. 


Once again, it seems that the more we try to make the playgrounds safer, the more bullying that takes place. When kids were allowed to climb, tackle, swing high, jump off merry-go-rounds, play tag, take risks on the bars, and throw balls at each other, they kept busy in physical activities and weren’t roaming the yard teasing or bullying. Students are allowed to be somewhat aggressive, vent anger/frustrations, and burn off a lot of energy. They took more risks, fell down, and competed in activities where they were winners and losers. Many schools now frown against competition.

Here are a few suggestions concerning the playground that may reduce bullying.

*Young people need more teaching of social skills. They need to learn how to deal with bullies, how to be assertive, and how to prevent/avoid problems on the playground.

*Kids do need some unstructured time outside but a least twice a week an adult needs to engage the kids in structured games (kickball, softball, etc) where the adult can teach sportsmanship, taking turns, teamwork, and how to deal with winning and losing.

*Since there are fewer things on the playground to play with, teachers may want to teach their students more of the “old time” games that were played by kids years ago.

*Adults who supervise playground activities should do their best to let kids resolve conflicts or disagreements on their own. How can they learn when we also rush in to bail them out? Throughout the years I’ve witnessed boys pushing, shoving, and arguing, but I’ve notice that if we back off, they often resolve their issues on their own.

Let’s keep our students busy in positive playground activities. If we do, they’ll be less fussing, fighting, arguing, teasing, and bullying when they return to the classroom.
