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Kim Zarzour, an education journalist, points to the  
two key characteristics—repeated harmful acts and  
an imbalance of power—that most experts agree 
separate bullying from other conflicts that arise  
among young people.

Bullying involves an individual or a group repeatedly 
harming another person—physically (e.g., punching, 
pushing, tripping, or destruction of property), verbally 
(e.g., teasing, name-calling, or intimidating), or 
socially (e.g., ostracizing or spreading hurtful rumors).2 
Sometimes these harmful actions are plainly visible, 
but other times, such as when gossip and rumors 
are used to isolate the target, the actions are covert. 
With the advent of the Internet, bullies are able to 
maintain a more persistent presence in the lives of 
their victims through cyberbullying. Researchers define 
cyberbullying as “willful and repeated harm inflicted 
through the use of computers, cell phones, and other 
electronic devices.”3

Researchers note that bullying often does not happen 
in an isolated context with a single tormentor and 
victim. There may be multiple bullies or multiple 
victims, and there are almost always peers, adults, 
and other community members who know about the 
bullying. Often, the victims of bullying are socially 
vulnerable because they have some characteristic that 
makes them different from the majority. A person might 
be singled out because of his or her race, ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, or religious affiliation. Young 
people who have physical or learning disabilities are 
also targeted more frequently, as well as students 
who are on the autism spectrum.4 Other times, 
there are no apparent characteristics that cause the 
target of bullying to be singled out by the tormentor. 
Regardless, the person being bullied does not know 
how, or does not have the power, to make it stop. 

While bullying occurs across all grade levels, 
researchers point out that it is most prevalent in middle 
school and remains common throughout high school. 

reported that they witnessed bullying frequently in 
their schools.5 

interviewed had witnessed an act of bullying and 
6 

bullied at school during the previous twelve months.7 

estimates that over 160,000 students miss school 
each day because they fear being bullied.8

With increasing frequency, bullying is making the 
headlines due to stories about its severe effects on 
children and families. The recent stream of news 
stories about the victims of bullying committing suicide 

[I]f it involves repeated, malicious attempts to 
humiliate a helpless victim, if the victim is fearful, does 
not know how to make it stop, then it’s bullying.1

—Kim Zarzour

Classroom Suggestions
Teachers may decide to use this reading as 
background information for themselves and, instead 
of reading it in class, ask their students to construct 
their own definitions of bullying. 

Once students have created their definitions, they can 
share and discuss them using the Think, Pair, Share 
strategy (page 52). By the end of the discussion, the 
teacher should emphasize the two key characteristics 
of bullying: repeated harmful acts and an imbalance 
of power.
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Connections

underscores the serious potential consequences 
that arise from this behavior. Psychologists observe 
that sometimes the targets of bullying turn inward in 
response to their torment and sometimes they channel 
their pain and frustration outward toward others. 

The effects of turning inward, what psychologists 
call an internalized response, include depression 
and anxiety. Studies link those who are bullied to 
above average levels of depression and anxiety as 
well as diminished performance in school.9 Research 
also suggests that young people who are bullied are 
significantly more likely than others to have suicidal 
thoughts. It is important to note that those who  
bully are also more likely to suffer from depression, 
anxiety, and suicidal thoughts than those uninvolved  
in bullying.10 

The effects of turning outward, what psychologists 
call an externalized response, include various forms of 
aggressive behavior. Sometimes those who are bullied 
respond by threatening, intimidating, or bullying others. 
This is common enough that many researchers refer 
to bullies, victims, and a third category, bully-victims. 
Those who bully others are also, themselves, at in-
creased risk for substance abuse, academic problems, 
and violence later in adolescence and adulthood.11

1. Researchers measure and define bullying in different ways. 
How do you define bullying? Is the description of bullying in 
this reading adequate? At what point does conflict between 
students become bullying? At what point do you think the 
adults in a school community should take particular conflicts 
between students more seriously? As you watch and think 
about the film, you may choose to modify your definition of 
bullying.

2. How do the statistics included here help define the scope of the 
bullying problem? Which statistics do you find most striking? 
What questions do they raise? 

3. In one recent study, 20% of respondents aged 11–18 said 
they had been a victim of cyberbullying at some point in their 
life.12 In what ways is cyberbullying similar to other forms of 
bullying? In what ways is it different? How does cyberbullying 
present new challenges for students and for schools? To what 
extent do you think that schools have a responsibility to deal 
with cyberbullies?

4. Research shows that many of the victims of bullying are 
singled out because of race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
religion, or physical or learning disabilities. What are some 
reasons people might respond to such differences so hurtfully? 
Why do some differences lead to ridicule more than others? 
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