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Module Two
Sophisticated Bullying Behaviors:
Relational Aggression, Cyberbullying and
Sexual Bullying
Now that we have defined bullying and its consequences -- particularly in young
children -- we need to focus on some new, more sophisticated types of behavior that
tend to peak in the middle school years. In this segment, we will focus on understanding
and preventing three types of bullying: Relational Aggression, Cyberbullying, and
Sexual Bullying.
Each of these three behaviors involves non-physical acts, such as name-calling,
threats, verbal abuse, and manipulation of peers. Because the bullying is mostly verbal
and can often be silent in the form of exclusion, it is very difficult to detect.
Dr. Randall Flanery, a clinical child psychiatrist, gives examples:
“We’re not going to play with so and so…we won’t talk to them…shunning the
individual as if somehow there is something terribly wrong with them. And even further
would be to conspire with others to deliberately mislead other people about the person
or to somehow create a very negative image of that person. Whispering about the
person behind their back, spreading rumors, ‘so and so did this, you know she was with
a boy all night long!’ Just slanderous kind of stuff, and kind of spread it all around but no
one will say it directly to the child,” he says.
Experts believe bullying behavior peaks in middle school because that’s the time
when students are beginning to gain some independence from their parents and peer
groups become more important. As a result, bullies at this middle school age use
strategies to manipulate their peer group in order to gain social status. Interestingly,
these bullies are often perceived as popular and self-confident but are really narcissistic,
self-centered, and impressed with power.
By the conclusion of this second segment, you should have a greater
understanding of Relational Aggression, Cyberbullying and Sexual Bullying and
learn some strategies for preventing and managing verbal, non-physical bullying
or peer abuse.

Relational Aggression
One of the most common forms of cruelty is something called relational
aggression, which is most often seen among girls. Let’s watch relational aggression in
action in this Connect with Kids program segment:
“I wanted to stay home in my bed with the comforter pulled way over my head,
and just hug a teddy bear,” says Sarah Nadler, a bullying victim.
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On the first day of fourth grade, Sarah Nadler had no idea then how bad the year
ahead would be.
“I would come back to school not knowing what to do, or where to go, who to talk
to, who to trust, anything. There was nothing for me to do there at all...at all...it just
seemed pointless,” she says.
Sarah was being bullied. She was teased, ridiculed and shunned by a group of
girls in her class…. The biggest bully of all was Ashley Ahner.
“We had, like, four desks together and whatever we did Sarah would follow
along to be part of the table. Then, I don’t know what was wrong with me, I was just like,
‘Oh, she’s trying to copy, she’s being so annoying! Why is she doing this?’ And so I’d
just like make fun of her,” says Ashley.
Sarah has been dancing for years. Here, she is the girl she imagines: gentle,
graceful, and beautiful. But that’s not the way she was treated at school. ”I was kind of
overweight, and that became a real big target for making fun of me. And there was
nothing I could do about it,” Sarah says.
Ashley recalls that year, as well. “Maybe she was thinking if it didn’t get to her, if
we saw that it didn’t get to her, then maybe we would stop, like, bullying her. And we’d
like grow out of it.”
But the bullying didn’t stop. Almost everyday, she got hurt… and Sarah began to
change. ”You just figure that no one wants anything to do with you so you pretty much
get trained not to make new friends and you don’t trust anyone and you don’t think
anything of you, so you never get better at anything. And it’s constantly on your mind,”
she says.
“It’s hard not to internalize that stuff and think, you know, ‘Am I really like that?’”
says pediatrician, Dr. Kenneth Haller.
Sarah says she “thought everything was my fault, ‘cause I thought the fact that I
couldn’t dance as well as I wanted to was my fault, and I thought the fact that they didn’t
want to be nice to me was my fault, and I thought the teacher not paying attention to me
was my fault.”
Sarah and her parents are close, but she never told them. Carol Nadler, Sarah’s
mother, knew something was wrong, but she didn’t know what. “She really didn’t want to
talk about it. She’d say, ‘No, mom, nothing is wrong.’” Carol recalls.
“I didn’t go to my parents probably because I knew what they would tell me,
which is, ‘You’re not like that, you’re beautiful, and you can find other better friends for
you,’” says Sarah.
The Nadlers tried to raise a child who was secure and confident. A thousand
times they told her they loved her, that she was beautiful. And yet, in a few weeks… a
few months…in a single year… all that effort came undone.
“I didn’t really want to break down in front of them, ‘cause I didn’t want them to
know I was hurting, and I didn’t want them to do anything about it, either, ‘cause I was so
scared that it was going to get worse!” says Sarah.
A lot of kids are reluctant to tell their parents about cuts and hurts that happen at
school.
“I definitely think that kids don’t want to talk to their parents about what’s going on
at school ‘cause they’re afraid of what their parents are going to think of them,” says
Ann, age 18.
“Sometimes parents get involved and they get in conflicts with other parents and
that makes it worse,” says Amy, age 17.
“I knew there was no way I could really explain it to them to the point where they
could understand,” adds Sarah.
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“I wish she could have trusted us. I wish she could have trusted someone, but I
wish more than anything that the help of this might be to tell some other child in the
future that trusting is a good thing if you find the right person to trust. And usually, mom
and dad are a good place to start,” says Carol Nadler, Sarah’s mother.
What happened to Sarah Nadler is not uncommon for girls… especially in middle
school. More often than boys… girls use words to hurt other girls. And it’s not just in the
classroom: in the virtual world of websites, chat rooms, email, and instant
messaging…girls now tease and make fun of other girls.
“I think it’s a tendency girls have to just play games with each other’s heads and
not to be completely out and open with each other,” says Sarah C., age 17.
Relational aggression focuses on attacking people’s relationships with others
and confidence in themselves. Some of the characteristics include excluding
another student from the peer group, ignoring someone, spreading gossip about
someone, and withholding friendship or worse, manipulating peers to exclude one
member of the group.
Relational aggression most often occurs in groups of girls and generally peaks in
the middle school years. One caution: In middle school, girls develop at very different
ages and stages so it’s easier for one more socially developed child to manipulate the
students around her. Often, the girls themselves don’t recognize this behavior and may
not even be able to tell you why they do it – just like Ashley Honor – the bully that made
Sarah Nadler’s life so miserable.
That is why it is so critical to educate students. Define relational aggression
and teach them its characteristics. Ask students to think of examples of relational
aggression in their life in and outside of school – and role play with them so that they
learn how to empathize with another student. Teach them to report relational
aggression when they see it… who they can talk to and why they should be proactive
and take a stand. Let your students know that consequences for relational
aggression will be just as severe as those consequences you and the school
community have established for physical bullying.
Relational aggression is the first in a series of non-physical bullying behaviors
that are wreaking havoc on our youth. Once again, media has played a significant role in
intensifying the opportunity to bully or be bullied using words rather than sticks and
stones.

Cyberbullying
Cyberbullying is a new term in our language and is a cousin to relational
aggression. Cyberbullying is defined by Webster’s dictionary as the electronic
posting of mean-spirited messages about a person often done anonymously.
Those mean spirited cyber-messages can be text messages, e-mails, Facebook
postings, pictures, and more. They are often anonymous, which makes this type of
bullying so much more difficult. The information can be passed along with the stroke of a
letter or the push of a button -- which means the bullying often takes on a life of its own
resulting in dire consequences. Let’s watch how cyberbullying played out in this
Connect with Kids program segment.
It was 6:30 a.m. in tiny, quiet Essex Junction, Vermont. Older sister Megan was
the first to wake up and open the bathroom door.
”I felt like I couldn’t get any words out. All I could say was Ryan, dead. Ryan,
dead. Bathroom. I couldn’t put a sentence together,” says Megan Halligan, Ryan
Halligan’s sister.
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“And I’m like, what? How could Ryan? And I ran in there and I was thinking she
must be mistaken. He must have fallen and hit is head, and maybe unconscious. When
I saw him hanging from the shower curtain rod, I was like why?” says Kelly Halligan,
Ryan’s mother.
Ryan Halligan was only thirteen years old … why did he want to die? He didn’t
leave a note, but his dad found some clues.
“Days after Ryan’s death I got the courage to go back into this room and I for
whatever reason, thought his computer might unravel some of the mystery so I sat down
at his computer here,” says Ryan’s father.
He found hundreds of files automatically saved from Ryan’s instant message
conversations. This exchange happened two weeks before he died:
“It started off with the other boy starting the conversation, going ‘the last time I’m
going to hear you complain?’ And, ‘your finally going to kill yourself,’ was the question.
And my son said, ‘yep.’ And the other boy replied, ‘phew, it’s about F-‘n time.’ And my
son replied back, ‘you’ll hear about it in the papers tomorrow.’”
Because of stories like Ryan’s … there are two new words in our language: the
first is “cyberbullying” … cruelty on the Internet. The second is “bullycide,” which is
when one child drives another to suicide.
“And one of the things that we had learned after the fact was that last day at
school Ryan had gone up to a couple of kids that were giving him a hard time and he
had said to them, because of you I want to kill myself,” says Ryan’s father.
Ryan had a learning disability, so kids called him, “stupid.” He wasn’t good at
sports, so he was called “a loser.” Girls would flirt with him online and then when he
would ask them out they’d laugh and call him “ugly” or “gay.” Then, Ryan got sick and
doctors feared it was appendicitis. He made the mistake of telling a classmate. Kelly,
Ryan’s mother remembers the situation.
“And part of the routine examination in the emergency room is that they have to
do an anal exam, a rectal exam. And for some reason he confided in this terrible child
the details of it. And this child took that, spun it, and before he knew it, in school, they
were calling him gay. ‘Anal Boy’ they called him. And we didn’t find this out until after he
died.”
Here’s another instant message conversation from Ryan’s computer. The bully
wouldn’t give his name; he uses four-letter language and asks Ryan for sex.
Other Boy: HEY
Other Boy: IAM GAY CAN I HAVE BUTTSEX WITH U
Ryan: who r u?
Other Boy: CAN I F*** U UP THE BUTT
Ryan: no
Other Boy: DAMNIT!
Ryan: i dont wanna talk to u
Other Boy: shut up
Ryan’s dad is an engineer for IBM, so he knows the peril of computers. The
family had rules: No secret passwords. No pornography. No chatting with strangers.
But they weren’t enough.
Unfortunately, in Ryan’s case, much of the community knew that Ryan was being
bullied. Many students were involved. Many teachers were aware of the problem. But
Ryan’s parents did not know. Ryan never told them, which is common for kids that are
experiencing any kind of relational aggression – cyberbullying or otherwise. They often
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don’t tell parents because they are ashamed or they want to handle it themselves.
Cyberbullying is also a tricky issue for schools because it usually occurs outside
of school during after-school hours and if it doesn’t occur on some type of school
property – in the building, at a sporting event, or on a school bus – the school has limited
authority over the cyberbullying activity itself. Still, whether it actually happens at school
or not, the impact of cyberbullying almost always bleeds over into the school
environment, which means that educators have to get involved.
How can educators help prevent cyberbullying? First educate students about the
problem and the dangers associated with it. Often children don’t fully understand the
consequences of cyberbullying behaviors particularly since they cannot see the victim’s
response. Second, look for warning signs (more about identifying those warning signs in
a minute). Third, build a trusting environment that encourages students to report
cyberbullying and finally teach students to temporarily stop using technology when they
are bullied.
Kids who are being bullied online will often engage even more in cyber chat,
texting, Facebook postings, all in an effort to “win over” the bullying crowd. What they
don’t realize is that they are just getting in deeper and deeper, and giving the faceless
bullies more fuel for the fire. The best strategy for students who are being bullied in
cyberspace is to remove themselves from the situation. We all know the old saying “out
of sight – out of mind.” Eventually the bullies will move on to someone or something
else.
So what are the warning signs? Experts say the first clue is that a child
doesn’t want to be in school. This is what the experts say about strategies for
preventing cyberbullying and the warning signs associated with the problem.
Dr. Randall Flanery, Clinical Child Psychiatrist
“There are many reason why that might occur, but the most common reason is that there
is something really negative going on at school, and it could be this kind of relational
aggression that we’re talking about or shunning in some way. So you have to go from
the obvious behavior if they don’t want to go to school, then what is it about school that
makes you not want to go. And often it’s going to be what’s happening in their peer
relationships.”
Lucinda Mejdell-Awbery, PHN, MA, Coordinator of Student Support Services,
Visalia Unified School District School Nursing Services
“One of the things I’ve experienced as a school nurse is that many of these kids will
complain of somatic complaints, a headache, a stomachache, feeling sick. And then as
you start talking to them and find out what had happened in school that day, then you’ll
hear more about what actually is bothering the child.”
Sandra Graham, Ph.D., Developmental Psychologist and Researcher
“That’s a warning sign that somehow school has become an unpleasant experience for
them, so you want to get them to talk about it to open us to you and tell you and not to
be ashamed to be talk about harassment experiences and to perceive it as something
wrong with them. That has to be part of the dialogue that parents and teachers have with
kids. That’s why this kind of consciousness raising in school that kids know that bullying
and harassment is a problem, and it’s this open discussion about it. And there is a
collective responsibility that we in our school are going to make sure that this isn’t going
to happen and that there is a proactive strategies for minimizing the likelihood that kids
get picked on.“
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And one last very important point on how to build that trusting environment
where children will actually report the signs of cyberbullying and relational aggression:
Research shows that hard, fast rules and zero tolerance policies don’t work.
“If you don’t have an environment that encourages students to disclose
information to adults you deprive yourself of a very important resource in managing this
situation. If you implement a zero tolerance policy that basically discourages disclosure,
now you’ve made your problem more difficult,” says Dr. Flanery.
Teach your students that they can talk to you no matter what the problem
and that you will help them. It’s important to establish a connected rather than
punitive community… more on that in the next module.

Sexual Bullying
But first, let’s take a look at the third and final kind of verbal, peer abuse common
among today students: It’s sexual bullying and can happen in both homosexual and
heterosexual populations. Let’s learn more from this Connect with Kids program
segment.
Marvin Novelo remembers the first time he was bullied. He was in the third
grade. “I was actually just going to the restroom. And then two guys, two fifth-graders
just picked me up, and they threw me feet first into the toilet,” says Marvin, age 17. ”
The next year, four boys jumped him in the hall. “They grabbed me by the neck
and threw me on the ground and started kicking me,” he says.
Marvin has been thrown in a trash can, in a dumpster, and in the girls’ bathroom.
He’s been tripped in P.E. and had pizza thrown at him during lunch. He’s been the target
of rubber bands, spit balls and wadded-up paper.
“This area’s pretty dark and dank and there would always be people waiting for
me here to make fun of me and call me names. And I’ve also been threatened here. A
person threatened to stuff my body, my body in a duffle bag and dump me in the
dumpster because he said faggots like me don’t deserve to live.”
Today Marvin is openly gay. But long before he even knew what the word meant,
bullies were already making fun of his appearance, his size, his voice, and his
preference for art over sports. Of all the cruelty Marvin has experienced, he says the
ugly names hurt most.
“Just things. Just like faggot, queer, maricon.” Even away from school, Marvin
still hears those words in his head. “I can’t, I can’t let go. I see myself as a person that’s
less than human. And I’ll admit that, and that’s very embarrassing for me. I see myself a
person that’s not even deserving to live. A person that doesn’t deserve anything in life. I
see myself as this. And this is embarrassing, it’s humiliating. ‘Cause I want a life where I
can actually be at peace. But people don’t let me. People don’t allow me to live that
way,” he says.
Dr. Sandra Graham is a researcher on adolescent aggression, and chair of the
Department of Education at UCLA. She says emotional bullying is burned into a child’s
memory because … what other kids think and say about you is all-important during
adolescence.
“So worrying about not fitting in, or about whether kids are going to make fun of
you or tease you or intimidate you or harass you physically … that’s a major difficulty
and a stressor that kids carry around,” says Dr. Graham.
In research circles it’s called, “adolescent egocentrism.” A hyper-sensitivity
among kids … that others are constantly watching and evaluating their every move.
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“Now I don’t want to be alarming to parents, but kids who have chronic and
serious bullying from a young age on, they’re at risk for adult psychological difficulties
and even suicide,” says Dr. Graham.
In fact, Marvin has tried lots of ways to kill himself …
“Drowning, pills, several other things,” says Marvin. And … he’s also fantasized
about revenge.
“I thought a lot about getting a gun, and believe me, I have access to one, going
to my school, shooting all those people down.”
A U.S. Secret Service study from 2002 looked at every school shooting over the
past twenty-five years. It found almost three quarters of the attackers had been victims
of chronic bullying. And … more than half the time … their motive was revenge.
“There were times, many times when I just wanted to end their lives and made
them, made their parents feel the pain that they made me feel… for not educating their
children well enough. I’m hoping one day that I can live a life where I’m actually happy.
No one knows the definition of the word happy, but for me it’s just being at ease, being
at peace with who I am and I’ve never even felt a moment of that,” says Marvin.
Another programming segment looks at heterosexual bullying…
An empty high school hallway. But when Alison Goller was a student here, a walk
down the hall was a kind of torture.
“I’d be walking down the hallway and be like, Alison, you can take your mask off,
it’s not Halloween anymore. Or Alison, you’re so ugly, no guy would ever kiss you,” says
Alison Goller, age 19.
Classmates called her a whore … a slut … and a loser.
“Oh, it was awful, I mean I’d go home crying when I got home from school.”
Someone even made a web page where classmates could vote for “the ugliest
girl” … and Alison was in the first place.
Alison’s mother says the bullying began in the third grade not because Alison
was ugly or strange, but because she was vulnerable. They were new to town, and her
husband, Alison’s father, had just died of cancer.
“She didn’t have a dad, when she came here, I think that she was going through
a lot of trauma at the time, and I think she kinda got a reputation right away as being
someone you could really pick on and make upset,” says Cathy Adams, Alison’s mother.
First, a group of girls made fun of another girl for being Alison’s friend. “They
were like, ‘You know why are you hanging out with Alison? Why is Alison in your
group?’” recalls Alison.
Later, they picked on a boy just because Alison had a crush on him … “People
would make fun of him because I liked him, sort of thing,” she says.
And then the bullies told the new kids not to talk to Alison and before long the
new kids became bullies, too.
“And by a week later they’d be like Alison, sorry – stop following me. That’s what
they’d always would say. Alison, you have to stop following us. You’re following us
around, you have to stop,” remembers Alison.
“The public exposure and harassment as in that example that has its own
particular pain. Because everybody knows, so all of the anxieties that kids have about
fitting in, and other people thinking negatively of them, those are exacerbated in that kind
of situation of public humiliation,” says Sandra Graham, Ph.D., a developmental social
psychologist.
Finally, in tenth grade, Alison’s harassment became sexual. There were wild
rumors that she had gone to a party and had sex with every guy there.
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“Because of this, I’m a slut. People are calling me ho, and slut, and da-da-da. So
it got to the point where I couldn’t take it anymore. Like people were just being like
really, really sexually harassing me, making me fun of me for it,” she says.
Rumors, gossip, sexual innuendo … it happens to kids everywhere.
“It’s painful for us because, because they go spreading rumors about us saying
we do this, we do that – and we don’t,” says Marissa, age 14.
“Well yeah, I’ve been called a whore. Like oh guys, look at that whore, look at
that hoochie, or whatever they want to call you, you know?” says Tracy, age 15.
Sometimes, the bullying can last so long … and hurt so much … that a child will
consider suicide … or revenge … but Alison’s mom found a way to help her fight back.
They filed reports with the school. They named the bullies. And they kept pestering the
school to do something about the bullying.
“Originally we weren’t, I didn’t want to sue them. I said to them several times, I
know I’m a lawyer, but I don’t want to be, I don’t want this to be adversarial. I want you to
help my daughter, I don’t want to feel like we’re enemies,” says Cathy Adams.
But she says the bullying continued. So, weeks later she finally did sue the
school district under Title IX: Sexual Discrimination and Harassment. The district
eventually settled the case for $25,000, and agreed to start a committee to address
campus bullying. In the settlement, the school denied it did anything wrong. As for Alison
… she transferred to a new school and discovered a whole different world.
“I mean for once, guys came up to me and complimented me. You know, for
once people wanted to be my friend. You know people actually wanted to come up to me
and see how I was doing, how my day was going. I never had any of that before, and it
was really nice for once in my life to finally get the treatment that I deserve,” she says.
Alison graduated from that high school with a 3.0 average. She has learned a
crucial lesson that every child needs to know: bullying is never the victim’s fault.
“Well one thing you don’t want kids to do is to blame themselves for harassment,
so one thing you can say is, this is the kind of thing that is happening to other kids too.
It’s not just you. It’s a serious problem and we’re going to deal with it, we’re going to
address it. We’re going to take it to your teachers and take it to the school administrators
– but don’t blame yourself,” says Sandra Graham, Ph.D., a developmental social
psychologist.
Sexual bullying occurs when one is harassed by another with unwanted words
and actions. Some examples include: teasing students about sexual orientation,
starting rumors about sexual activity, physical behaviors like touching
inappropriately, or brushing up against someone and pulling clothing
inappropriately or pulling clothing off.
And sexual bullying can be particularly harmful for adolescents because of the
adolescent egocentrism that Dr. Graham described. During adolescence, students are
hyper-aware and hyper-sensitive of their own sexuality and the sexuality of their friends.
Given the private and confusing nature of sex at this time in life, worrying that other
students are gossiping about the victim’s sexuality can be extremely hurtful and difficult
to overcome.
So how do you help? The strategies for preventing sexual bullying are similar to
those involved in with relational aggression and cyberbullying. Educate students about
the dangers associated with sexual bullying, build a trusting environment, and
encourage students to report these behaviors. But with any kind of serious bullying
issue – and particular sexual bullying – it’s important to report the problem yourself.
Make sure you let school administrators know that there is a problem and ask
school counselors or mental health staff to provide additional support.
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As we learned from Alison’s, Martin’s and Ryan’s stories, when school
administrators know about a problem, but fail to act, the consequences can be
devastating. Not only are victims at risk for depression, suicidal thoughts, and retaliating
with violence, but schools and school districts now have significant legal exposure
through Title IX and anti-bullying laws that are on the books in many states. The
nuances and implications of these statues are too complex to address in this course.
However, a baseline protective factor is for educators to report perceived problems to
administrators and to make certain that mental health professionals are involved when
necessary. In the next two segments, we are going to learn more about how and when
to get additional support from administrators and community professionals.
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About Stacey DeWitt

Stacey DeWitt is the founder and president of Connect with Kids Education Network
(CWK). She is an attorney and veteran journalist who has dedicated her life to child advocacy.
During her legal career, DeWitt served as a deputy prosecutor working with disadvantaged
children through the juvenile courts and family service agencies. There she developed a passion
for educating students, their parents, and communities about how to successfully navigate life‐
changing social and emotional issues. As an attorney, she was actively involved in judicial review
of ethical legal standards and served as a child advocate working to improve the state juvenile
code, lobbying for legislative policies that improve the lives of at risk children, and volunteering
to represent disadvantaged and abused children.
Prior to her legal career, DeWitt was a television anchor, producer and reporter for ABC,
NBC, and PBS affiliates. As a broadcast journalist, she learned to harness the emotional power of
video and became committed to using the power of media as an educational tool.
CWK is the outgrowth of her journalistic and legal experience. She and her husband
founded the company with a mission to combine the power of media and the promise of
education to improve the lives of children, parents, and the communities that support them.
DeWitt has produced more than 65 documentaries focused on child behavior and parenting
issues. More than 27 of those documentaries have received Emmy® awards or nominations. She
has interviewed hundreds of children, families and experts on the social and emotional issues
facing America’s youth and is a sought after speaker and educational trainer nationwide.
She is married and is the mother of a college‐age daughter and teenage son. She lives in
Atlanta and works with her husband and company co‐founder Sam DeWitt, who is equally
committed to and passionate about providing positive solutions to improve the lives of our
nation’s youth.
For more information, please visit www.connectwithkids.com.
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