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A bully's words feel like sticks and stones

Westerlo teen and bullying victim taking her story to the Capitol in effort to get cyberbullying criminalized

By Jimmy Vielkind

February 13, 2012 

Paige Pless knows what it's like to be bullied.

The 15-year-old Westerlo girl was teased relentlessly when she moved into a new school district. She was told she was worthless. She didn't belong. She withdrew into the darker recesses of her own mind, where teens drowning in isolation can sometimes hurt themselves. You've heard the names of students who end their lives.

But Pless is taking her experiences and going on the offensive. She'll go to the Capitol Monday, where she'll be honored from the floor of the state Senate. Sen. Jeff Klein, D-Bronx, has been pushing to explicitly criminalize the practice of "cyberbullying," in which students are harassed or insulted via social networking sites or other electronic media.

"We need to bring our laws into the digital age," said Klein, a member of the Senate's Independent Democratic Conference. "When I went to school there was a visible bully. Now you have invisible ones hiding behind the walls of social media tormenting people. And what we're seeing, unfortunately, is that words can kill."

His bill, which now has 15 co-sponsors, would add electronic communications to the existing definitions of third-degree stalking, aggravated harassment and criminal impersonation. Additionally, the IDC is sponsoring an online census to track incidents of cyberbullying around the state. There have been over 4,000 responses.

Pless' is fairly detailed. For a project, the Tech Valley High School sophomore researched bullying and efforts to fight it.

She wrote a 30-page mock diary, based in part on her own experiences and those of other acquaintances, in which a girl named Kristina is bullied, begins cutting herself and eventually bonds with a psychiatrist while institutionalized.

"I don't think schools really understand how bad it is. They just bring bullies in and scold them, which makes things worse because the bully just gets angry," said Pless.

She gave a presentation to a class, which was televised during a news segment on WRGB — a segment that Klein viewed. Pless is also working to bring training sessions to Tech Valley, working with the Anti-Defamation League.

She's convinced group sessions are the best solution.

"You can tell someone that things get better, but it's impossible to listen. You become withdrawn and just shut down," she said.

"You can't single a person out. You need campaigns to tell everyone."

Klein called Pless "a very brave young lady." He's also bringing Jamie Isaacs, a Long Island teen who started an anti-bullying hotline, to the Senate chamber Monday.

"I thought it was interesting to honor the two of them, and I thought the two should meet each other," he said. "They're success stories. They rose to the occasion. They showed strength and true character, and they show people that they shouldn't be thinking of suicide or holing up, but rising up."
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