
 
WHAT IS BULLYING? 

 
All children are subjected to occasional teasing behavior or aggression, but some children are repeated targets.  
 

True bullying is when one person uses power in a willful manner with the aim of hurting another person 
repeatedly. 

 
Normal Peer Conflict—What Bullying Is Not  
Conflict is an inevitable part of interaction. As children learn the give and take of friendship, of group cooperation, of social 
interaction, conflict naturally occurs.  
 
Social skills are developmental. Children gain greater capacity for empathy, for compromise, and for kindness to others as 
they mature cognitively and emotionally.  
 
Early Elementary Grades (K – 2) 
Children in the early elementary years do not always think of others. Their goal in both friendship and play is egocentric, or 
self-centered. They pick playmates in order to have a good time and to maximize their own excitement. They believe that a 
good friend is one who will do what they want. A common response to frustration is one of rejecting the other child. A first 
grader might say, for example, “If you won’t play the game I want to play, I won’t invite you to my birthday party.”  
 
Middle Elementary Grades (3 – 4) 
By the middle elementary grades, children gradually begin to understand friendship and play as a process that involves fun 
for all participants. Games with rules begin, recess time is spent with others who enjoy the same Interest and activities, and 
sharing is seen. Still, children of this  
age do not fully understand or engage in mutuality or compromise. Play is fun when everyone gets their needs met, but 
conflict erupts when access to things or frustration of needs occurs. The capacity to listen to and understand another person’s 
point of view is still not fully developed, and only the most mature of children will employ compromise to solve problems. 
 
Middle School Grades (5 – 8) 
By the Middle School grades, children evolve gradually toward a consideration of others. Feelings and personal needs are 
shared. Having secrets and sharing them through notes and private plans is common. Friendships become exclusive and 
cliques form. Jealousy and feeling left out are common problems. Mutuality, commitment, and loyalty are hallmarks of social 
interaction by this age. At this age, compromise is a skill that can be taught and used to solve problems.  
 
Normal peer conflict is typically characterized by the developmental level of the children involved. Aggression and hurtful 
remarks are part of conflict at all ages; they do not necessarily mean that a bully-victim problem exists. Bullying can be 
recognized by the following unique social interaction features:  
 

RECOGNIZING THE DIFFERENCE 
 
        Normal Peer Conflict 

 
                 Bullying 

Equal power or friends  Imbalance of power; not friends  
Happens occasionally  Repeated negative actions  
Accidental  Purposeful  
Not serious Serious with threat of physical or emotional harm 
Equal emotional reaction  
 

Strong emotional reaction from victim and little or no 
emotional reaction from bully 

Not seeking power or attention  Seeking power, control, or material things  
Not trying to get something Attempt to gain material things or power 
Remorse-will take responsibility  No remorse-blames victim  
Effort to solve the problem No effort to solve problem 
 

  

 


