
MODULE 3: Are You Hip to This?
What the Experts Say

The Interchanging Roles When an Environment 
is Not Safe For All

We’ve learned that our brain goes into a fear response state when it senses threat. 
When we have experienced multiple instances of environmental threats in our lives,
we can sometimes go into a chronic stress response state, in which our survival 
modes of fight, flight, or freeze are in overdrive. While in this stress response state, 
we are unable to access the part of our brain that allows us to have empathy, think 
clearly or critically, regulate our mood, or other important functions that allow us to 
form healthy relationships and achieve our long-term goals and dreams. We may 
find ourselves in unsafe or unsupportive environments responding to this threat in 
either the fight, flight or freeze mode. For example, if we are in a situation in which 
escape or flight is not an option, we may go into a fight or freeze response, 
depending upon which state is most likely to help us survive the threat. If we 
determine that we can use our physical might to defeat the threat, we may be 
more likely to go into a fight response. If we find that we cannot safely defeat the 
threat, then we may go into a freeze response. This is similar to what happens when
an animal in the wild is under threat. When all else fails, the animal will freeze and 
play dead.

How survival states can mimic what happens in the bullying 
cycle.
When we experience chronic or near chronic activation of our stress response 
systems, we may be more likely to become directly involved in a bullying cycle. 
Persons who find themselves locked in the bullying role, for example, may be 
operating from a fight response, while the person who is in the target role may be 
operating from a freeze response. Bystanders may find themselves in either a 
freeze or flight response state, depending upon whether they stand passively by or 
flee the scene. Even if we are not locked in a chronic stress response system, 
becoming involved in a bullying cycle, whether as bully, target or bystander, may 
activate our stress response systems, interfering with our ability to think, reason or 
act rationally. 



The role of environment stereotypes or stigmas in perpetuating 
the bullying cycle
A social scientist tells a story about a totally black cat that, unfortunately, gets a 
stripe painted down its back to demonstrate how and why labels can be harmful. 
The cat, she recounts, now looks like a skunk, but is still a perfectly harmless pet cat. 
However, the cat now has a stigma or stereotype attached to it, and is named or 
labeled for that stigma, which creates a bias in others. That bias will change one’s 
expectations and reactions. Rather than being viewed for who one truly is, a 
harmless cat in this case, one is instead judged for who they are mistakenly 
perceived to be, in this case a skunk.

What bias is created when a teacher or student is told a “problem student” or a 
“bully” or a “victim” will be in his or her class? Perhaps immediate thoughts of the 
stereotypes or preconceived ideas about students who are bullies or victims may 
emerge. Before knowing anything about the person, teachers or students may treat
that labeled student in a way that is negative or may exclude or discriminate 
against that student, without even knowing they are doing it. In addition, labels do 
not reflect the range of roles a student may play. Labels communicate the false 
idea that behavior is fixed, rather than a function of the brain’s response to stress or
an unsafe environment. Using labels of behavior for people and blaming people 
can cause distrust among all members of a school community. Care and support 
may be withheld because of an expectation that the student doesn’t deserve it 
based on their category or label. That student can become categorized with all the 
other students labeled “bullies” according to the stereotypes that have come to be 
associated with the label, and “bully” is a label that may cause harm to the 
individuals attached to that label.

Furthermore, in a culture that uses labels or other shaming language, like bully or 
victim to describe people, the members of the culture might be less likely to reflect 
upon their own behaviors or consider that that they may be inadvertently playing 
roles in the bullying cycle that may be destructive to them and to others. In their 
efforts to avoid being shamed or labeled, they may be less able to admit to fear-
response behaviors and therefore less likely to change them.



Group Culture — Promotes or Prevents a Bullying Cycle
Past thinking based on old information introduced the common labels of bully and 
victim. With new information based on current research, we can now shift the focus
from the “problem” child to the person who uses bullying behavior when the stress 
response system is activated due to threats from the environment. How may we 
begin to create environments that support people, rather than perpetuate labels 
that blame them? We may ask ourselves such questions as: What is important to 
us? What are our group values? Do we believe that solving problems through 
violence, aggression, or domination is the way we wish to achieve our goals? How 
do we reflexively protect ourselves? How do we find safety and security? As a 
group, do we believe that safety is found by dominating others, being better than 
others, or found by having caring and supportive relationships among all?

The Impact of Safe and Supportive Relationships
Dr. Bruce Perry, expert in child and adolescent brain development, provides much 
research and new information about our brain design. He describes the human 
species as a “collaborative species,” that our brain is designed to be social and 
form relationships to solve problems. In his work, he states that we use the word 
‘independent’ a lot but that the truth is there’s not a single human on this planet, 
ever, that’s been independent. All of our physiology is designed to connect to 
others, we have huge parts of our brain designed purely to respond to the non-
verbal cues of others. It is in the way our face is oriented, our facial configuration is 
forward, looking at people; we have sensory apparatus on our skin that’s meant to 
be touched. Similarly, Dr. Dan Siegel, neuroscientist, describes many functions in the
brain which have the sole purpose of connecting with others, attaching, and 
forming emotionally-attuned relationships.

Further, Dr. Perry states, “The more healthy relationships a child has, the more likely 
he will be to recover from trauma and thrive. Relationships are the agents of 
change and the most powerful therapy is human love.” In school communities, the 
more emotionally-attuned relationships we have, relationships among teachers, 
students, administrators, parents, and staff, the more likely all members will feel 
safe and supported, trusting of each other, and less likely to take on roles in the 
bullying cycle to protect themselves and use labels to categorize others.


