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Forward

BULLYING.  It’s a word that our society doesn’t like to discuss, yet it is an 
ugly reality in our schools, the workplace, community organizations, and even 
in families. Some have described it as an epidemic (Centers for Disease Control, 
2010) caused in part by a decline in social cohesion and respect. Others describe 
it as a phenomenon (National Association of School Psychologists, 2013) 
dependent upon the existence of individuals who attempt to promote themselves 
by demeaning others and upon individuals either willing to be the victim or 
unable to defend themselves.

What we do know is that bullying exists, is prevalent in our schools, and is 
harmful to the victim, the bully, and the culture and atmosphere of what should 
be a safe environment that promotes learning and understanding. Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs (Smith, 2011) lists safety and security as a fundamental need 
of existence—second only to the physiological needs of breathing, food, water, 
and shelter. 

Without a feeling of safety and security, students are unable to develop a 
healthy self-image, confidence, respect, morality, spontaneity, creativity, and 
problem-solving. In other words, a student who is concerned for personal 
safety cannot learn.

R e s e a r c h - B a s e d  C u r r i c u l u m

This curriculum is research-based and is grounded in the tenets of developmental 
psychology and education theory. The developmental perspectives of Jean 
Piaget and Erik Erikson provide a lens to examine the bullying phenomenon. The 
experience of various educators, administrators, parents, and students is drawn 
upon to create the lessons, scenarios, activities, and action plans in this curriculum.

T h e  R e a l  P r o ble m

Bullying is a symptom. It is the result of something deeper. As such, in order 
to eradicate it we must address the problem at its core—a disregard for others, 
buried personal issues of self-discontent, and other dysfunctions that grow from 
a lack of character. 

Outward actions fl ow from inward attitudes, beliefs, thoughts, and values. In 
order to achieve long-term results, it is the inward self that must be addressed. 
By acknowledging the problem and developing an approach concerning the heart, 
the culture of a school or organization can be changed into one that does not 
condone any disrespectful behavior—including bullying.
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F a c t s  a n d  F i g u r e s

Studies reported by the National Association of School Psychologists indicate that 
over 3.2 million students are bullied each year (NASP, 2013). On average, one in 
seven K–12 students has been involved in a bullying incident—either as the victim 
or the aggressor. The problem is particularly pervasive during middle school years 
when 90% of 4th through 8th graders report being the victim of a bully. 

Physical bullying begins in elementary school, peaks in middle school, and is 
gradually replaced by verbal, social, and cyber bullying during high school. 
Since 70% of students report that bullying is a problem at their school, it comes 
as no surprise that harassment and bullying have been linked to 75% of school 
shootings, and that one in ten school dropouts lists bullying as the primary 
reason for their failure to graduate (NASP, 2013).

IT IS SERIOUS.

IT IS A PROBLEM.

MORE RULES DO NOT SEEM TO BE MAKING A DIFFERENCE.

In order to achieve long-term results, we need a long-term approach. This 
curriculum is an outgrowth of the belief that outward actions stem from the inner 
being. The issues of the heart need to be addressed before long-term outcomes 
can be realized.

Program Goals 
•  Participants recognize the underlying causes for bullying behavior

•  Students learn how to respond to bullying

•  Students experience fewer incidents of aggressive behavior

•  Teachers experience fewer classroom disruptions

•  Schools experience fewer disciplinary cases

•  Parents feel better about how their students are treated at school

•  Student achievement increases because of a safer learning environment
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HOW MUCH TIME DOES THIS COURSE TAKE? 

This curriculum contains 18 units that can easily be divided into smaller parts to fi t your classroom 
needs and schedule. These 18 units can fi ll one semester, or you can spend an entire school year 
working through the material.

SHOULD I TEACH THIS CURRICULUM ONCE? OR REVIEW IT EVERY YEAR?

You can re-use this curriculum many times. It’s an appropriate topic to present every school year. Refer 
to the review section after Unit 18 for the most comprehensive summary. 

WHAT IS THE TARGET AUDIENCE FOR THIS CURRICULUM?

This curriculum is designed for students in middle school and high school. Some scenarios may be more 
appropriate for certain age groups than others. It can be applied in a public, private, alternative, charter, 
magnet, or any other school setting.

HOW DO I ENCOURAGE GROUP PARTICIPATION?

People usually feel more comfortable sharing in a small group than in front of a classroom, especially 
about personal issues. Groups of 4 to 5 students should work well for most projects in this curriculum. 
When time allows, have each group appoint a spokesperson to summarize their discussion for the class.

WHAT ABOUT ISSUES AND PROBLEMS I DON’T KNOW HOW TO SOLVE?

You don’t have to know all the answers. If you feel stuck, try saying something like, “Let’s think about 
that for a little bit, and we can discuss it more tomorrow.” This gives you time to seek out good advice or 
helpful resources. Sometimes you can approach complicated or intimidating problems by asking, “What’s 
your responsibility in this situation?” or “What options do you have?” or “What’s the right thing to do?” 

HOW DO I GET PARENTS INVOLVED?

Let parents know your plan to address bullying with this curriculum. If needed, use excerpts from this 
introduction and list the units you intend to study. When possible, address character issues during 
parent/teacher conferences before they become a serious problem. Develop a relationship with the 
parent by reaching out early in the year with positive reports. This can go a long way toward gaining 
parental cooperation and building a team approach to addressing behavior.

ON WHAT RESEARCH IS THIS CURRICULUM BASED?

Please refer to the Resources & References page in this introduction. 

MAY I COPY PAGES FROM THIS CURRICULUM?

You may NOT copy pages of this curriculum without the publisher’s written consent, except when 
permission to copy for student use is specifi cally given (such as scenarios and activities). 

FAQ:

Di s cl a i m e r

Inclusion of video clips, media, or other literature references does not indicate endorsement by 
Character First Education or its parent company Strata Leadership LLC. Teachers or facilitators should 
use discretion in choosing examples and scenarios appropriate for their audience. Website links were 
active at the time of publication. 

ix © Copyr ight MM X I I I  St rata Leadersh ip .  A l l  r ights reser ved . w w w.Charac terF i rs tEd .comI N T R O D U C T I O N
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“Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. Only through 

experience of trial and suffering can the soul be strengthened, 

ambition inspired, and success achieved.”      

—Helen Keller

“Character isn’t something you were born with and can’t change, 

like your fi ngerprints. It’s something you weren’t born with and 

must take responsibility for forming.”      

—Jim Rohn 

“Character is much easier kept than recovered.”     

—Thomas Paine 

“Good character is not formed in a week or a month. It is 

created little by little, day by day. Protracted and patient effort 

is needed to develop good character.”      

—Heraclitus

“Character, in the long run, is the decisive factor in the life of an 

individual and of nations alike.”       

—Theodore Roosevelt

“Nothing shows a man’s character more than what he laughs at.”  

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

“Character may be manifested in the great moments, but it is 

made in the small ones.”        

—Phillip Brooks

“The time is always right to do what is right.”     

—Martin Luther King, Jr.

“I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a 

nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin 

but by the content of their character.”       

—Martin Luther King Jr.

Notable & Quotable
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 Goals: 

Students will  learn 
what bullying is and 
what it  is not. They 
will  learn how to 
identif y bullying in 
real-life examples.

 Vocabulary: 

BULLYING: the deliberate choice 
to hurt, threaten, or torment a 
vulnerable person

CHARACTER: the inward values 
that determine outward actions

VIRTUE :  the moral excellence 
evident in my life as I consistently do 
what is right
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U N I T  1 : 
What is Bullying? 

“It takes a great deal of bravery to stand up to your enemies, but a great deal 

more to stand up to your friends.”    —J. K. Rowling
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Lesson

I S

Bullying is real. It is a problem. It happens every day—to students you don’t know, 
to your acquaintances, to your friends, and maybe even to you. For the purpose 
of this course, we defi ne bullying as “the deliberate choice to hurt, threaten, or 
torment a vulnerable person.” 

LET’S TAKE A MINUTE AND BREAK THIS   
DEFINITION INTO ITS COMPONENTS.

d e l i b e r a t e :  The act of bullying isn’t accidental—it is a choice. Bullies know 
what they are doing or saying is hurtful, and yet they still choose to bully.

h u r t :  There are many ways someone can be hurt or can hurt others. This hurt 
can be physical such as punching or tripping someone, or any action that causes 
physical pain. The hurt can also be emotional because feelings are fragile and can 
be easily crushed, especially when someone is intentionally trying to manipulate 
and cause emotional harm.

t h r e a t e n :  The act of saying you will or might do something bad ( O P P R E S S, 
M EN A C E,  P U N I S H,  H U R T,  D A M AG E) to someone is a threat. To threaten someone 
is to bully them, whether or not you actually follow through on the threat. The 
intimidation and fear caused by the threat is what makes this bullying.

t o r m e n t :  Torment is to deliberately inflict severe pain (physical, mental, 
or emotional). If what you or others are doing causes continual suffering, then 
that is torment.

v u l n e r a b l e  p e r s o n :  Bullying is usually the stronger acting upon the 
weaker. Instead of protecting the vulnerable, the bully chooses to harm them 
using physical, social, intellectual, or emotional power. Any person can be a 
“vulnerable person” if they hold less power than the bully.

How is bullying different from being impolite, rude, or disagreeing with someone?

w h a t  b u l l y i n g  i s :

•  INTENTIONAL

•  OFTEN REPEATED

•  TAKES ADVANTAGE OF SOMEONE WHO CANNOT OR WILL NOT 
DEFEND THEMSELVES

w h a t  b u l l y i n g  i s  n o t :

•  DISAGREEING WITH SOMEONE

•  RESPONDING IN A RUDE MANNER

•  GETTING ANGRYN O T
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BELOW ARE POSSIBLE EXAMPLES  from books, television shows, and movies. These are 
only suggestions to prompt discussion if students have diffi culty offering their own ideas. (This list 
does not imply endorsement by Character First.)

•  Movie: In The Karate Kid, 

Daniel moves from New Jersey 

to California and enters a school 

environment where he does 

not fi t in. He is able to talk his 

way out of some situations but 

eventually is beaten up by a 

gang of bullies. The gardener 

saves Daniel from the bullies and 

teaches him Karate—which is not 

just fi ghting but also self-respect, 

discipline, and determination. 

•  Movie: In Back to the Future, 

Marty McFly is an average 

teenage young man. His dad is a 

grown up version of himself and 

it bothers Marty that his dad is 

bullied by his boss, a man named 

Biff. With Doc’s help, Marty takes 

a modifi ed Delorean back to the 

past and changes the future.

•  Movie: In Mean Girls, a group 

of “friends” turn on a young high 

school girl in trouble.

•  Movie: The Breakfast Club

•  Movie: My Bodyguard

•  Movie: Can’t Buy Me Love

•  Movie: A Bug’s Life

•  Movie: Three O’clock High

•  Movie: Roxanne

•  Movie: Iron Man 3

•  Movie: Spider Man

•  Musical: In Annie, the orphan 

children are often bullied and 

mistreated by Miss Hannigan, 

who is the Head Mistress.

•  Book: In Harry Potter and the 

Sorcerer’s Stone, Harry is an 

orphan living with his uncle and 

aunt, and he is bullied by his 

cousin Dudley. He is later bullied 

by Draco Malfoy and boys from 

Slytherin house. Some of Harry’s 

friends (Neville Longbottom, 

Hermione Granger, Ron Weasley) 

are bullied by the same group.

•  Animated TV: In Popeye the 

Sailor Man, Popeye is regularly 

bullied by his nemesis, Bluto.

•  Animated TV: In Spongebob 

Squarepants, Spongebob is 

often bullied by his boss Eugene 

Krabs, the owner of the Krusty 

Krab restaurant.

•  Animated TV: The Simpsons

•  Cartoon: In Peanuts, Charlie 

Brown is sometimes bullied by 

Lucy, his best friend’s sister.

DISCUSSION STA RTERS:

1. In your opinion, is it easier to recover from physical hurt or emotional hurt? 
Why do you think this is true?

2. Are physical and verbal bullying related? What do they have in common?

3. Can one of these types of bullying precede ( C O M E B EF O R E)  the other? How 
can one type of bullying lead to another? What might this look like?

4. Disagreeing with someone is not bullying, but if handled poorly how can a 
disagreement turn into bullying?

5. What is the difference between getting angry with someone and bullying 
him or her? Where is the line between rudeness and bullying?

6. Describe an instance in a book, television show, or a movie (examples 
below) where someone is physically bullied. Also describe an instance where 
someone is verbally bullied. What happened? How did the bully act? How did 
the victim act? Were there any witnesses (someone who saw the bullying 
happen) or collaborators (someone who participated in the bullying or in 
some way helped the bully)? What did the witnesses do? What did they not 
do? What did the collaborators do? What did they not do?

© Copyr ight MM X I I I  St rata Leadersh ip .  A l l  r ights reser ved . w w w.Charac terF i rs tEd .com
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O t h e r s  W h o  B u l l y

Bullying is not just between students. It can happen between students and adults. 
A school bus monitor named Karen Klein was repeatedly harassed, threatened, 
and made fun of by the students on her bus in Greece, New York. (Watch a Today 
Show interview at http://youtu.be/668AQoumzWo and a father’s response at 
http://youtu.be/047LrNQL1U4. Links retrieved May 2013.)

In another instance, Rutgers University basketball team players were bullied by 
their head coach. The university fi red the coach in 2013 when it came to light that 
he repeatedly belittled and abused his players. 

Adults can bully other adults, which often occurs as workplace harassment or 
domestic abuse. It can happen to anyone at any time. That is why it is important 
to learn what bullying is, what you can do to prevent it, and how to respond if you 
are involved or witness a bullying incident.

It’s time to engage this important issue. Are you ready?

DISCUSSION STA RTERS:

1. Are you surprised that a younger person can bully an older person? Is it okay 
to make fun of or harass someone who is older than you? Why or why not?

2. In your opinion, is bullying the fault of the victim—at least in part? Why or 
why not?

3. How can improving your social skills today help you in the future?

Scenarios
Divide the class into groups of 4 to 5 students. Pick a facilitator in each group to 
keep the group on task. Review the defi nition of bullying: “a deliberate choice to 
hurt, threaten, or torment a vulnerable person.” 

Read each scenario to the entire class. Instruct each group to discuss the scenario 
and to decide if they feel the incident was bullying or not. Have them prepare to 
tell the class their answer and to explain why they felt this way. 

General questions for students to keep in mind during discussion (additional 
questions will follow each scenario):

•  Was this incident bullying? Why or why not?

•  What about this incident bothered you personally? 

•  What about this incident could have changed the outcome?
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Scenarios Permiss ion g ranted to copy th is page fo r s tudent use. 

 BULLYING:  

the deliberate 
choice to hurt, 
threaten, or 
torment a 
vulnerable person

 Scenario 1:  C r a s h  &  B u r n

Desmond is a smaller-than-average freshman in high school. He enjoys school 
and is particularly interested in the after-school robotics club where he meets a 
lot of students and gets to build robots for competition. One day, after school, 
Desmond is working on his robot that is designed to run a course and to stop 
when it reaches the light bulb at the end of the maze. Desmond turns on his 
robot, places it on the course, and it takes off—jumping the wall of the maze and 
crashing into the table where it breaks apart. Two sophomores laugh when they 
see the crash. One of them mumbles, “Leave it to a freshman….”

DISCUSSION STA RTERS:

1. Keeping the defi nition in mind, is this incident bullying? Why or why not?

2. How do you think Desmond felt after this incident?

3. How could the older boys have responded in a more respectful way?

4. What might you have done if you had been one of the older boys?

5. What might you have done if you had been Desmond?

 Scenario 2:  S t a r ti n g  o n  a  S o u r  N o t e

Students have arrived back from summer vacation and the high school marching 
band season has begun. Rex, a sophomore, can’t wait until the fi rst football game 
of the season. A trumpet player in the band, he takes pride in how the band builds 
up spirit at the games. One thing he doesn’t enjoy is being singled out by a couple 
of the football players, Logan and Reid. Every afternoon, Logan and Reid follow Rex 
down the hall as he heads into band practice. They make noises like they are passing 
gas and belching, and then they laugh. They talk loudly between themselves and to 
other students in the hall making fun of the way Rex marches. Some of the students 
smile and laugh with Logan and Reid while others won’t look at them or at Rex. The 
harassment only stops when Rex fi nally reaches the safety of the band room.

DISCUSSION STA RTERS:

1. Is this incident bullying? Why or why not?

2. What do you think Logan and Reid hope to gain by harassing Rex? Why might 
Logan and Reid have singled out Rex?

3. Why do you think some of the students in the hallway smile and laugh with 
Logan and Reid?

4. How do you think “tacit support” ( S U P P O R T B Y S M I L I N G A N D L AU G H I N G,  B U T 
N O T A C T UA L LY J O I N I N G I N )  affects the situation? How does it affect Logan and 
Reid? How does it affect Rex?

5. Why do you think some of the students look away? Why don’t they laugh and 
join in? Why don’t they ask Reid and Logan to stop?

6. What else could Rex have done in this situation?

7. What could the students in the hallway (both the smilers and avoiders) have done?
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What  is
bul l yi n g?

Virtue is “the moral excellence evident in my life as I consistently do what 
is right.” It is the inward motivation to do the right thing, even when others 
encourage you to do something else.

DISCUSSION STA RTERS:

1. Is it possible for a group of individuals to share or agree on a moral 
standard? To what extent? Why or why not? Why might this be important?

2. What does it mean to do something consistently?

3. A person can excel in sports, academics, or a skill. Can they excel ( B E 
E XC EL L EN T)  in morality? What might this look like? 

4. What does it mean to be a moral person?

5. To be moral is to have morals or guiding principles. To be immoral is to act 
against those guiding principles. The opposite of being moral is to be amoral, 
to not have inner principles to guide behavior or decisions. Without morals to 
prevent them from acting, what might an amoral person choose to do? 

6. Heroes (also called protagonists) in movies, books, and television often 
display virtues such as justice, honor, compassion, loyalty, forgiveness, 
courage, and determination. Name a few of your favorite virtuous heroes and 
tell why you feel they demonstrate virtue.

Character Spotlight
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Bullying is all around us. Many of us—maybe even you—have experienced 
bullying either as a victim (the bullied) or as an aggressor (the bully). It’s time 
to engage this important issue. Practicing virtue and respect will help us build 
relationships rather than hurt others. We can learn to work together in healthy 
and productive ways. Showing respect is good for everyone!

Are you ready for a bully-free school? Are you committed to do your part to help 
change the culture of your school to one of respect and honor? Will you try to be 
consistent in doing the right thing? 

Wrap-Up

Journaling will be a ongoing activity throughout this course so that students can 
record what they learn and how they can engage the issue of bullying. There will be 
three sections for each journal entry:

1. R E A D — Students will record the key facts of what they learned, such 
as important defi nitions, suggestions from the lesson that they want to 
remember, meaningful quotes, and additional information they might have 
learned from independent research.

2. R E F L E C T— Students will write about how they feel about what they 
learned. What did it mean to them? What have they learned that is deeper 
than facts and information?

3. R E S P O N D — Students will record their ideas for action. How can they 
practice what they learned? What can others do? What can the school do?

It is helpful when students begin journaling to give them specifi c questions to 
think about and answer in their journals. Once they develop their journaling skills, 
they can better self-initiate.

s u p p l i e s :  One journal or notebook for each student.

d i r e c t i o n s :  Introduce journaling to the class. Write READ, REFLECT, and 
RESPOND on the board and instruct the students about each section. Have the 
students write the three words as separate headings in their journals. 

For the READ section, have students do a quick Internet search for quotes 
regarding bullying (work in groups if needed). Each person should pick out a 
favorite quote and write it in his or her journal. Students should also record the 
defi nitions learned in this lesson. 

In the REFLECT section, students should write how they feel about what they 
learned. What do they agree with or disagree with? How has their perspective 
changed? 

In the RESPOND section, students should record ideas for action. 

The RESPOND section of the journal will probably not be very large until more 
learning has occurred. It is a natural progression to see larger READ sections at the 
beginning and then for the REFLECT and RESPOND sections to grow later in the study.

Journaling



For Additional Information:

Kent Fahrenbruck at kfahrenbruck@characterfirst.com 
Customer Service at info@characterfirsteducation.com 

Phone 877.357.0001


