


2Chapter 2
The Circle of Bullying

“Bullying is a horrible thing. It sticks with you  
forever. It poisons you. But only if you let it.”                                                          

	 ―	Heather	Brewer,	author

To  fully appreciate the problem of bullying and deal with it effec-
tively, it is necessary to understand the roles assumed by various 
individuals involved in bullying incidents. This chapter identifies 

the roles of different students involved in “the circle of bullying” (Olweus, 
2001). It also identifies the adults who are key figures in stopping and 
preventing bullying, and outlines legal considerations for schools. 

Students Involved in Bullying

 • The Student Who Bullies: Young people who engage in bullying  
  behavior are not born bullies. The behavior is learned, which means  
  it can be unlearned. Identifying the underlying motivation of the  
  student who bullies helps adults effectively respond in a targeted  
  way, through a combination of discipline, supportive interventions,  
  counseling and parent support, resulting in a change in behavior. 

 • The Student Who is Bullied: Students may be bullied because  
  they are different or vulnerable in some way. They require emo- 
  tional support as well as practical guidance in learning how to  
  respond to bullying.  

 • The Student Who Both Bullies and is Bullied by Others (some- 
  times called the Bully-Victim): Some students both bully others  
  and are themselves victims of bullying. They are often rejected and  
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  isolated by their peers, as is typical of students who are bullied,  
  while also being negatively influenced by the peers with whom they  
  do interact, as is common among those who bully. These individu- 
  als are especially prone to problems; they have been found to have  
  higher rates of depression and anxiety than students who are just  
  bullies or victims. 

 • Passive Bystanders: These witnesses to bullying have the potential  
  to help stop bullying, yet watch and do nothing. Encouraging  
  bystanders to take an active role in stopping bullying is a key part  
  of any bullying intervention program. 

 • Upstanders: These students who witness bullying make an effort to  
  stop it. This may take the form of trying to stop the bullying, com- 
  ing to the defense of the student being bullied, providing support  
  and comfort to that student or telling an adult.    

 • Reinforcers: These are students who do not initiate bullying but  
  reinforce bullying behavior by supporting or encouraging the  
  individual doing the bullying (for example, by laughing, cheering  
  him/her on, or even joining in).  

 The circle of bullying construct is useful for understanding the 
various ways in which students may be involved in bullying, however 
a word of caution is in order. Although the terms “bully” and “victim” 
are sometimes used in this book for the sake of clarity and readability, 
schools are advised against affixing such labels to students involved in 
bullying.  It is preferable when necessary for schools to use the language 
listed above, for example, “the student who bullies” and “the student 
who is bullied.” This is because labels such as “bully” and “victim” 
imply that the behavior is a fixed and is unlikely to improve over time. 
Fortunately, this is not the case, and with proper intervention, including 
many of the strategies listed in this book, behavior can change for the 
better. Furthermore, labels such as “bully” carry value judgments, and 
can limit how young people see themselves and how other children and 
adults see them.

Key Adult Figures

 • The School Principal: The principal is the school’s leader and the  
  person most responsible for setting the school’s tone and establish- 
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  ing its climate. In addition, the principal is a role model for teachers  
  for how to both support and discipline students. In these and other  
  ways, the principal plays a critical role in preventing and responding  
  to bullying. 

 • Teachers: In most cases, classroom teachers know their students  
  better and spend more time with them than any other school staff  
  member. They are thus well positioned to observe bullying inci- 
  dents, detect behavioral changes that may signal that a child has  
  been bullied or is bullying, and intervene when incidents occur. 

 • Paraprofessionals: Aides and other school staff are often in a posi- 
  tion to observe and deal with bullying because incidents tend to  
  occur in unstructured areas such as the schoolyard and cafeteria,  
  where paraprofessionals are often on the front lines. 

 • Parents: While the chief responsibility for preventing school bully- 
  ing lies with school staff, parents also have a crucial role to play.  
  Young people are more likely to report bullying to their parents  
  than to school staff (Limber, Olweus & Wang, 2012; Waasdorp &  
  Bradshaw, 2011). When parents learn that their child is being  
  bullied, they need to know how to support their child, alert the  
  school, and ensure their child is protected. Since children will not  
  always tell their parents or other adults when they are being bullied,  
  parents also need to be alert to warning signs that their child is  
  being bullied or bullying others.

Risks Associated with Bullying Behavior 

 Studies show that young people who bully are more likely than those 
who do not bully to: 

 • Have poor academic performance.

 • Drop out of school.

 • Use/abuse harmful substances.

 • Have difficulty holding jobs.

 • Engage in violent or criminal behavior.

 • Have problems sustaining relationships.

 • Be abusive towards their partners or spouses later in life.
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 • Grow up to be harsh, punitive parents whose children become  
  bullies themselves.

 • Have aggressive children. 

Effects of Bullying on Students Who Are Bullied

 Being harassed or attacked by peers is one of the most painful 
experiences a young person can face, with the potential to leave lasting 
psychological scars. The following symptoms are often seen in students 
who are bullied: 

 • Anxiety 

 • Low self-esteem 

 • Depression 

 • Suicidal thoughts 

 • Fear of attending school 

 • Frequent school absences 

 • Difficulty focusing in class 

 • Poor academic performance 

 • Loss of friendships and social status 

 • Isolation from peers 

 • Difficulty sleeping 

 • Somatic complaints* 

*A meta-analysis conducted by Gini and Pozzoli (2013) showed that 
bullied students are at least two times more likely than non-bullied peers 
to have psychosomatic problems, including recurrent headaches, stom-
achaches, poor appetite, respiratory problems, and sleeping problems.

What We Know About Bystanders to Bullying 

 Bullying usually happens in the presence of other students, whereas 
school staff are often not nearby to observe it. Studies show that 
bystanders are often able to stop bullying within seconds when they 
intervene or show support for the victim. Conversely, bystanders can 
reinforce bullying by watching and doing nothing, egging the bully on 
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or even joining in the bullying. For schools to be effective in confronting 
the problem of bullying, they must activate bystanders and help convert 
them from a silent majority into a caring and vocal majority.

Effects of Bullying on Bystanders

 Victims are not the only ones negatively affected by bullying. 
Students who witness bullying incidents may also suffer from exposure 
to bullying. They may exhibit the following characteristics:

 • Anxiety and a feeling of being unsafe at school. 

 • Fear that they will become the target of bullying.

 • Difficulty concentrating in school.

 • Guilt or shame about not helping the student who was bullied.

 • Concern that the teacher or principal will learn they did nothing to  
  help.

 • Difficulty trusting classmates.

 • Fear and avoidance of school areas where bullying often takes  
  place.

Reasons Bystanders May Fail to Intervene 

 Students who witness bullying may be hesitant to intervene if they:

 • Don’t recognize that bullying is taking place.

 • Don’t know what to do when they see bullying. 

 • Believe that an adult or another student will intervene. 

 • Are afraid of angering the bully and also becoming a target.

 • Feel pressure from their classmates not to intervene.

 • Have difficulty confronting the student who bullies in the presence  
  of classmates. 

 • Perceive that they will gain social status by supporting the student  
  who bullies.

 • Worry about losing the friendship of the student who bullies. 

 • Are afraid of being perceived as a “tattle-tale” or snitch.
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 • Rationalize that the student being bullied is not their friend. 

 • Question whether it is any of their business. 

 • Don’t trust that an adult will be able to help even if the incident  
  is reported.

 • Believe that the victim deserves to be bullied.

Legal Considerations

 Consistent with the principle of in loco parentis (a legal concept that 
educational personnel assume the responsibilities of the children’s parents 
when children are at school), schools are responsible for providing a 
safe educational environment for students. Schools can be held liable for 
physical or emotional injury in cases of deliberate indifference toward the 
safety of a student, including failure to implement anti-bullying policies, 
investigate incidents, and take remedial action to prevent further harm 
(Kohut, 2007, p. 216). Parents are increasingly taking school districts to 
court with claims that school staff did not adequately protect their child 
from bullying. Courts have allowed school districts to discipline students 
for online behavior that originated outside of school when the online 
behavior caused a substantial disruption to the learning environment or 
threatened a student.   

 Schools need to be especially conscientious regarding students who 
fall into a “protected class.” Bullying is considered discriminatory 
harassment when a student is bullied on the basis of race, color, national 
origin, gender, religion or disability. This constitutes a violation of 
federally protected civil rights. A school is responsible under federal law 
for addressing harassment about which it knows or reasonably should 
have known (Ali, 2010).

 All fifty states have laws that address bullying and require school 
districts to have an anti-bullying policy. It is incumbent upon school 
districts to know the laws of their state and develop anti-bullying poli-
cies that meet the mandates of the state. Details of state laws regarding 
bullying can be found at http://www.stopbullying.gov/laws. 
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