
MODULE 2: Are You Hip toThis?
What the Experts Say

Roles in the Bullying Cycle

The bully, or the person who is bullying in a particular incident, uses his or her 
power over a period of time to hurt someone emotionally or physically. The target 
is the individual attacked by the bully. However, the problem goes beyond the bully 
and target interaction. When bullies attack their targets in public spaces, they are 
also involving witnesses to the bullying . These witnesses are known as bystanders.

The bystander role includes all individuals who see the bullying and/or who know it 
is occurring. Within school settings, bystanders can be students, teachers and 
other school personnel. The same person, however, in different circumstances, may
take the role of the bully, the target, or a bystander. For this reason, labeling 
behavior rather than people is a more “productive and beneficial conversation with
students, staff, and persons in parental relation about what it means to treat others
with dignity and respect” (DASA, p .5).

Reactions to Fear, Stress, Anxiety
Neuroscience, the study of the brain, has provid- ed research about how we 
respond to threat (or anxiety, which is prolonged stress). The way we protect 
ourselves from threat is to go into a “fight, flight, or freeze” mode, which was very 
useful a million years ago when we were approached by saber-toothed tigers. 
However, today these reactions are not usually helpful because they cut off the use
of the executive function of our brain—the part of our brain that allows us to 
problem-solve, plan, use language, organize, and regulate our mood—functions 
that scientists call “our success skills.”

Recent studies show that stress interferes with one’s executive function. 
Furthermore, chronic prolonged stress damages the body’s ability to return to non-
stress levels. In other words, in extremely unsafe, threatening, stressful
environments, a person can be in a constant fight, flight, or freeze response mode 
where everyone looks like an enemy.



School Climate
According to DASA, school climate may be de- fined as the quality and character 
of school life. It may be based on patterns of student, parent, and school personnel 
experiences within the school and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal 
relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures. Key 
factors that affect school climate are a person’s perception of their personal 
safety, interpersonal relationships, teaching, learning, and external environment. 
According to the National School Climate Center (http://www.schoolclimate.org/climate/), 
school climate can begin to be examined by studying how we feel about being in 
school and the fact that it directly impacts learning and student development.

What is an Upstander?
All bystanders, passive or active, participate in the process of bullying . Passive 
bystanders may feel intimidated and frightened by the bully’s aggression, causing 
them to stay silent, hoping to avoid becoming a target. However, those who 
pretend not to see, or choose not to get involved, send a message that they accept
the bullying. The active (and sometimes aggressive) bystanders make it very 
obvious to both the bully and the target that they accept the harmful use of power. 
The behaviors of both types of bystanders are sending a message to the bully that 
his actions should continue, and sending a message to the target that they don’t 
care what is happening to him or her. Each of the roles in the bullying context 
contributes to continuing the cycle. Passive bystanders provide an audience, which
encourages the bully to continue. If no one stops the bullying, the bully feels 
successful and will continue.

However, the bullying cycle can be broken, and behaviors can change. For 
example, if bystanders show their disapproval and support the target or work 
towards a safe, positive school climate, their active, helpful behavior disrupts or 
breaks the cycle. “Upstander” is a name that only began circulating a few years 
ago; it describes this active, empathetic bystander.


