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Module Three
Roles of the Bully, the Bullied and the Bystander
Now that we have learned about the cultural influences that impact bullying, the different
types of bullying and how to define and identify bullying behaviors, we need to understand more
about and how to help the three different groups of students involved in bullying: the bullies,
their victims, and the students (and sometimes adults) who watch bullying and do nothing:
a group we call the silent witnesses. By the end of this module, we hope you will be able to
identify personality traits associated with bullies and their victims and the challenging
group dynamics involved for the silent witnesses.
Finally, by understanding more about each of these groups, we hope to help you develop
some strategies for dealing with each group individually and collectively. Let’s begin by
understanding what motivates bullies at a very early age.
Many parents blame bullying and violence on TV: profanity in rap music, feature films, and
video games. And experts say it’s true … all those outside influences have proven negative
effects.
“Research is clear, that the content of television is much more toxic than it used to be. The
other line of research we see is the amount of exposure. Studies have shown that any child who’s
exposed to three or more hours per day of that type of programming will be more likely to be an
aggressive person. Will be more likely to become an adult criminal,” says Jeff Sprague, Ph.D.,
Co-Director of the Institute on Violence and Destructive Behavior.
In fact, researchers have found a strong link between childhood aggression and adult
criminality. In the only long-term study of its kind, Swedish researchers identified a group of
middle school bullies, and then kept track of them for a dozen years. By age 24, forty percent of
the bullies had already been convicted of at least three crimes.
“What surprises both educators and parents is how young the behavior starts,” says
Lucinda Mejdell-Awbery, PHN, MA, Coordinator of Student Support Services for the
Visalia Unified School District.
Lucinda Mejdell-Awbery has been a school nurse for twenty-two years, and is now also a
trainer for the Olweus bullying-prevention program. She says genetics is only part of the story …
aggression can also be learned. “And if they [kids] see people putting down other people then
they think well that’s funny and that’s cool, and so I’ll do it too.”
The National Association of Health Education Centers polled more than 1,200 middle
schoolers about bullying. About twenty percent said when they see it happen, they actually join in.
“You know bullying really has an effect on the bystanders. It makes them feel intimidated
and not safe also. Often times the bystanders will laugh and help the bully because they are so
afraid of being the victim,” says Ms. Mejdell-Awbery.
The danger is that your child can actually become a bully just by watching.
“Because they’d much rather be on the side of the bully than the victim because that’s
more power,” she adds.
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Experts say that the bad behavior of just one bully can poison the whole playground.
When kids see that bullying works – whether at school or at home – they learn to use it too. That’s
why experts say all children need to hear a consistent message starting in preschool. Namecalling, rumor starting and intimidation are not OK. Ant that message should come from parents
and from teachers, but it can also come from other kids at school.
So here is what we know: Aggression is a natural instinct but bullying is a learned
behavior. Bullies often have the following things in common:

Bullies…
•

Have witnessed physical and verbal aggressiveness at home or in their
community.

•

View aggressive behavior as positive and see it as a way to resolve conflict.

•

Are often physically strong.

•

Can be either popular or unpopular with children their own age.

•

Have trouble following rules.

Children who bully need to be taught empathy and appropriate ways to resolve conflict.
When dealing with a bully, they can often learn these strategies in a culture that elevates and
rewards caring, kindness, compassion and respect, which we will discuss in greater detail later in
this course. However, the first step is helping the bully understand his or her own behavior, the
consequences of the behavior for the victims and other students in the community, and the
• Have
trouble the
following
rules. due to his or her behavior. Let’s take a look some
negative
consequences
bully is suffering
strategies for immediate intervention in dealing with bullies.

•

Often show little concern for others feelings.

Intervention Strategies
•

•
•
•
•
•

Help the bully acknowledge his or her behavior with series of
questions… What did you do? Why is that unacceptable behavior?
How did that behavior affect the others in our class? How did that
make him feel? How do you feel about that?
Define the consequences of the behavior for the bully, the victim,
and other students in the community.
Help the bully to develop a trusting relationship with you.
Role play with the bully and begin to teach empathy and
compassion.
Re-direct the bully to more positive activities and behaviors.
Ask the bully to apologize in writing to those involved, both victims
and other students who witnessed the incident.
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Remember Ashley Honor and Sarah Nadler from our last segment? Ashley later wrote a
letter to Sarah apologizing for her actions. Let’s watch how using some of these strategies can
have a positive impact.
“People now today still talk about how mean I was in fourth grade, and fifth grade and
sixth grade. I’ve always just like seemed to be the mean one, and I don’t want a reputation like
that,” says Ashley Ahner, a former bully.
Today, Ashley and Sarah are good friends. Not only did the bullying stop at the end of
fourth grade — Ashley publicly apologized three years later at Sarah’s bat mitzvah…and then put
her apology in a letter.
“Sarah, I’m so sorry about fourth grade. Even though it was four years ago, all that guilt
has stayed with me. I don’t know how I could have been so mean to a wonderful person like you. I
guess I had never given you a chance because I guess I was just a mean person…,” says Ashley,
re-reading the letter.
Sarah says that Ashley “knows I forgive her, well, I hope she does… and I know she’s
sorry. And when Ashley looks back on her past bullying behavior, she admits, ”It’s not worth it. It
just like hurts you in the long run. It’s gonna be with the other person for a long time, but it’s
gonna hurt you the most to know that you were so mean to the person, and you had no reason to
do it.”
While Ashley couldn’t define or understand her behavior then, she has acknowledged and
taken responsibility for that behavior now. Next, let’s take a look at the other stories and other
groups involved with bullying – victims and silent witnesses.
His music is angry… and two years ago so was he. Fourteen-year-old Doug Archibald
could only watch as his older sister, Kristin, became a victim of bullying.
“She’s smart, and she’s not mean to anyone. She’s just accepting of everyone else, so
there’s no reason for anyone not to accept her,” says Doug Archibald, age 14, of his sister.
Her family had moved to a new town when she started sixth grade…so, at school, Kristin
was an outsider. She became a target for both girls and boys. The worst came in eighth grade,
when Kristin was sexually harassed in her school hallway.
“Two boys just touched her inappropriately. I guess it was kind of hard for her, because, I
don’t know, maybe she didn’t know what to do or something,” says Doug.
Today, it still hurts too much for Kristen to talk about it. And it’s not that easy for her
brother. The bullying happened two years ago but it had a powerful effect on both of them. Kristin
— because she experienced it; Doug — because he witnessed it.
“It made it really hard for me to trust anyone. ‘Cause I was so used to not being able to
trust people, and just not being able to talk to people,” says Kristin Archibald, bullying victim.
And Doug says ,“I just thought somebody needed to do something about it.”
When Doug became an eighth-grader himself, he did do something about it. He decided
to organize an anti-bullying committee at his school. Some members of this committee — like
Sarah Nadler — are victims of bullying.
“I think we should have less tolerance for it,” says Sarah Nadler.
Others, like Doug, have witnessed bullying, and want to find ways to stop it. One
committee member suggests, “So, I think, if there’s hardly any tolerance, then maybe people will
think twice before they do it. Because teachers think it’s just, like, a joke.”
The committee passes out anti-bullying pamphlets…produces anti bullying videos…and
tries to teach other kids what to do when they see someone being victimized.
“There’s this boy in my grade and he’s overweight and people make fun of him a lot for
that and I feel bad for him ‘cause people make fun of him and he just kind of laughs at it,” shares
Stephanie.
“I think that people, if they see anybody getting bullied, I think they need to stand up for
the person, even if the person isn’t their friend,” says Jasmine.
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Experts call it “spectator responsibility,” deciding what to do when kids see other kids
being bullied.
“The temptation is, ‘I don’t want that to happen to me so I’ll keep my mouth shut.’ Very
understandable, OK? But I think someone simply saying, ‘Hey! Knock it off! Don’t do that!’ That by
itself can sometimes stop this, particularly in the early stages. So, speak up! ‘No! Don’t do that!’”
says Dr. Randall Flanery, a child psychologist.
“It’s really hard to sit back and watch, but it’s also really hard to find the right way to cope
with it,” says Ann, age 18.
Maybe the best advice for those who witness bullying comes from Sarah Nadler. She
suggests interrupt the bully…and then talk about something else. “I think the best way to help a
classroom situation like that is for someone to step in and change the subject. And be like, ‘Hey,
you guys, look at this!’ And then later, in the bathroom, or in the hall, be like, ‘Are you OK? Do you
need me to do anything? Do you wanna talk?’ “
It’s the kind of environment Doug Archibald is hoping to create at the school where his
sister was hurt. Doug was a spectator… he saw other kids being bullied—and decided it had to
stop. And his sister is proud.
“Yeah, I am, like, proud of him, because it was like a step that I couldn’t take. It’s like,
when I was bullied it was hard for me to step up and do anything about it. And then, two years
later I have a brother who will step up to the plate and take the risk of being bullied himself
knowing it would help a ton of other people,” says Kristin.
“I don’t know, maybe I just felt like I had a chance to help those kids that didn’t know what
to do about it. I felt bad for them because they had nowhere to go, and I felt like I had a chance to
make a place for them to go. And make a place for them to turn,” says Doug.
So let’s break this down. What common characteristics do victims share and what is the
role of bullying among the third group – the spectators or silent witnesses who do nothing? First,
the victims. It’s hard to stereotype or generalize victim characteristics, particularly in a culture of
cruelty where everyone can fall prey. But a typical bully’s victim may show signs of:
•
•
•
•

Insecurity and a Lack of Confidence
Physical Weakness
An Overprotective Family
Is Different from His or Her Peers

How can we help victims? It’s important to make certain that victims are connected to
someone in the community, that they have at least one friend and that we help them build
confidence on a daily basis. Here are some immediate strategies that can help:
•
•
•

Make a connection with victims and let them know that you are someone they can
trust.
Encourage those who have been bullied to ask for help.
Identify other children in the class who could be potential friends for the victim and
pair them together for random activities.

Let’s watch one Connect with Kids program segment that shows other professionals in
action to see what we can learn as they help victims of bullies.
Fourteen-year-old Alex Freed is spending a week at camp. A camp designed to help kids
build confidence. Like Alex, many of the kids here have been victims of bullying.
“They’d call me homo, I’m gay, four-eyes, I’m stupid, I’m not smart,” says Alex.
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Dr. Tim Jordan leads a visualization, saying, Let’s just do a little bit of quieting first, so we
can get back to our focus space…so close your eyes...” He is a behavioral pediatrician who runs
the camp.
Dr. Jordan says to kids with eyes closed, “I want you to see yourself in your mind, go to
the cafeteria, and relive in your mind any experience in the cafeteria that was negative. Again,
being teased, being bullied, being put down, maybe somebody excludes you from the table.
There’s usually a lot of negative energy in the cafeteria."
In this room, there is only positive energy. No one is put down. No one is judged.
Campers are encouraged to talk about what it feels like to be bullied.
Jay Cohen says, “I felt really scared, like I mean I was scared of these people ‘cause they
were all hunting me down for some reason, I really don’t know why.”
Alex Freed says, “I used to believe what they said, because they said it so much…but I’m
starting not to believe it.”
To understand how bullying works, kids here are given a chance to become bullies
themselves — in role-playing sessions like this one.
Two girls, Britnee and Hayley, make fun of three other campers: Lauren, Thea and AJ.
Britnee: And look at Thea! (Thea glares at Britnee) She’s so…she’s so…she has no style
whatsoever! Hayley: I know! Look at those hideous shorts! (laughter) Britnee: You know, every
time she sits down they come undone! (Thea, embarrassed, laughs) It’s really funny! What
losers!!
Dr. Jordan asks, “So, how does it feel from the girls’ end? Whoever is being made fun of?”
How often do you think we say negative stuff about ourselves that other people hear? Putting
ourselves down, cutting ourselves down. It may be funny, like, ‘yeah, my big butt!’ But people
hear those things. It’s like people sense our vulnerabilities. They sense where we’re sensitive. It’s
just interesting that people know our soft spots, right? So, I think that’s the part that we can take
responsibility for — how have I been teaching people how to tease me? What are my soft spots?
The people who are doing the bullying or teasing have their part. We can talk about that in a
minute. But we also have a part in it as well. How many people believe that? That we put energy
out to people that attracts it?”
And experts agree: sometimes children are bullied…in part because of what they say
about themselves... And how they appear. On this basketball court — who is the likely victim?
Whose body language says “pick on me!”
“Kids will often adopt a ‘victim posture’ when they’ve been through this a number of times.
They’ll try to make themselves smaller, make themselves appear shorter, (wraps arms around
himself) hold their arms in close to their chest, hold their books and possessions in close to them,
will tend to look around a lot and try to be hyper-vigilant against further attacks. And that’s the
kind of thing, unfortunately, that can be a signal for bullies to attack them further,” says
pediatrician, Dr. Kenneth Haller.
It’s easy for bullies to recognize victims, but sometimes, it’s not so easy for the rest of us
to recognize bullying when it happens. Kids complain that teachers, especially, tend to ignore the
abuse.
“They’re not that observant. Like, they won’t see what the person does to me, but when I
retaliate and do something back, oh, they’re always there to see what I do, and it gets annoying,”
Says Alex Freed.
“She was sexually harassed and the teacher didn’t do anything! She saw it, and the
teacher just said, ‘Oh, you two, stop flirting!’’ says Moriah Curry.
Clearly, bullying has to be treated more seriously — by schools, parents and children.
The American Medical Association calls it “as damaging as infections, drug addiction or early
sexual encounters.” But there are ways that parents—and the children who are victims—can ease
the pain, and limit the damage that bullies can inflict.
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Kids who have been bullied share their perspectives.
“Explain to the kids that it’s not a weakness, and it’s not their fault and there’s nothing
wrong with them,” says Anne Hecker.
“‘Cause everyone is, like, bullied sometime in their life, whether they recognize it or not.
And if you think that you weren’t, then it’s probably because you were most confident at that
moment, and it didn’t bother you,” says Kristin Archibald.
It is that kind of confidence and strength, experts say, that make a bully’s invisible
weapons easier for us to see…and easier for the victim to ignore. Dr. Jordan tells campers, “If you
feel strong enough about yourself inside, you have the ability in any situation not to take it on, not
to take it personally, not to let it get to you, not to let yourself get upset. You can choose whatever
you want to feel.”
It’s critical that we all help victims develop confidence and learn to speak up for
themselves – these are some of the greatest tools in preventing bullying. But perhaps the most
powerful tool in bully prevention can be found among the third group of students – kids that are
neither the bully nor the victim – but instead are part of the majority of students that witness
bullying. Unfortunately, unlike Doug Archibald, that majority of witnesses to the bullying are silent.
The silent witnesses generally fall into one of a number of groups:
•
•
•
•
•

Students who are followers or “henchmen.” They don’t start the bullying but join in
once it occurs.
Students who are passive onlookers and support the bully but do not take active
part.
Students who are aware of the bullying but are not likely to attempt to stop it.
Students who feel uncomfortable with bullying but are not comfortable with taking a
stand.
Students who are willing to stand up and actually support and defend the victim.

At school assemblies and in smaller-group role playing, teachers and students around the
country are working to shift the power – and change the culture – by engaging the silent
witnesses. Let’s see how it works at Longfellow Middle School in La Crosse, Wisconsin.
Here, they use a theatrical technique to teach the students about bullying.
What this lesson is really about is… courage. These kids are using theatre to dramatize why it is
so important to report bullying.
In scene from “Tell Someone,” a bystander witnesses bullying and says to the audience, “I
can’t believe what I just saw, but I’m afraid if I tell on them, they’ll pick on me. So, I’ll just pretend
like I didn’t…see…anything.”
“This is social theatre. In other words, the students pick skits that are important to them, and
they portray it in a way that elicits conversation with the audience, thus having a conversation and
hopefully teaching them something,” says Dr. Penny Reedy, school principal.
The skits will be performed for every student in the school. And after each performance,
audience members ask questions of the actors—who answer in character.
One student in the audience asks, “What did they do that was so different that you had to
pick on them and not someone else?” And the “bully” answers, “I dunno. We’re cool, and they’re,
like, not.”
“What makes you so cool and Ryan and Christa not?” asks Dr. Reedy.
Sarah answers, “I get all the designer clothes and they get theirs at, like, (sneers) Wal-Mart!”
“So, it’s about clothes that makes you cool?”
“Yep,” Sarah replies in character.
“When you talk to the audience, they see this is not Christa or this is not John, this is
somebody portraying that, so we can ask him the really tough questions,” says Dr. Reedy.
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She acknowledges another student, who asks, “Why didn’t you go secretly tell a teacher?”
Continuing the role play, she answers, “I was afraid they were going to pick on me, and in the
end, it wasn’t worth it.
“And then, it kind of morphs into the ‘real’ conversation about what are we doing in our
school and what do we do to make a difference?” says Dr. Reedy. “Think of the numbers you
have. How many bystanders do you think there are? Do you think there are more bystanders than
there are bullies? So, that makes you very powerful!”
These children are learning about the power they have to stop bullying…and learning how
telling not only protects victims, it can protect them, too…from one day becoming victims
themselves.
Infusing discussions into your daily classroom routines is yet another vehicle to get kids
thinking about the role they play in today’s culture of cruelty. For younger students, when it comes
to bullying, what’s the difference between tattling and reporting? Why do we align with the bully
rather than victim? In the field of social work, it’s known as The Mutual Aid Model… encouraging
students to learn from each other, give and receive feedback, and try out new behaviors – all
under the leadership of a trusted adult. Let’s watch as Tiffany Donadi, a Stafford County School
District counselor opens math class with a discussion on bullying.
“People start to gang up on you to the point where you’ve got everybody saying bad things
about you, and there’s no way to stop it really,” says one student.
“I was like a really rude kid, I used to tell everybody they were ugly and push everyone
around,” says another.
“He made fun of me because my dad died, and I didn’t have a dad, and it just hurt me really
bad,” shares another.
Before long, teachers focus the discussion on bystanders…those who witness bullying…
“What is the difference between tattling and reporting?” asks the counselor.
It’s a crucial question…because here they believe the “silent majority”…has the power… the
numbers…to stop the bullies.
“The bystanders are the biggest piece, If they set the climate and say ‘we’re not going to
tolerate this’, ‘we don’t like this’, and they have a very positive attitude about helping out the
victims, you can create a change in the climate. They can help,” says Mary Ann Byrne, a school
counselor.
“I don’t think we should put the onus just on the victim. It’s wrong to say the victim has to
have courage. It’s also the bystander that has to have courage. And oftentimes I would say that
those who turn away are those who don’t have courage,” says Bill Modzeleski, Associate
Assistant Deputy Secretary for the U.S. Department of Education.
The courage…to stand up and tell someone… or tell the bully to stop! In this school district,
courage is now part of the curriculum. At least once a semester… in every academic class, they
talk about bullying… and the power of those who witness bullying.
“You gotta be a man and say, ‘It’s not cool anymore,’” says Hash Sesay, age 16.
“I love the quote that says, ‘Be the agent of change you want to see in the world.’ ‘Cause if
you want something to change, you have to change it yourself and then it will carry on to others,”
says Liz Meixler, age 18.
“If you see somebody being picked on, if somebody just walks up to the person and they tell
them to stop, they tell them it’s stupid and they call them out on it, just one person doing such a
simple act can mean a huge world of difference to the person being bullied,” says David Thomas,
age 18.
“This is not about a program as much as it is about a change in philosophy, a change in
ideas, a change in how we deal with each other, and what we view as right and wrong behavior,”
says Bill Modzeleski.
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“Because there’s not a person in this country that’s not involved in this. You’re either the
bully, the victim, or the bystander,” says school counselor Mary Ann Byrne.
“We almost have to take it upon ourselves to take that risk to help people who truly need it,”
says David.
“You just need to step up, have courage. Maybe not a lot, just a little bit. Courage. That’s
what we need to have,” says Waleed.
“I know it’s a big social risk, but you have to step in and do what’s right. Just to stand there
and do nothing? That’s just not right,” says Kyle Finn.
Clearly, the challenge is huge. But to stop the bullying, the witnesses… both kids and
adults… can no longer remain silent. In our next and final module, we’ll address additional
strategies to promote a culture of caring.
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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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