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Prologue

		WHEN I WAS IN EIGHTH GRADE, MY FRIENDS FIRED ME. TWO and a half decades later, I can say that wryly: it happened to plenty of people, and look at us now, right? We survived. But at the time, in that moment, it was impossible to have that kind of perspective. Being rejected by the girls I loved left me crawling with insecurity and self-doubt—what had I done wrong? I disappeared from the lunchroom and hid during free periods. I dreaded the words “choose a partner” in class, especially gym, where you could either pair up and scamper away or stand there alone. At home I cried. On some level, I guess, I knew that I wasn’t the only lonely thirteen-year-old in the world, but how did that help, really? Instead of finding some inner source of comfort, I picked myself apart—was I too bossy? Irritating? Self-absorbed? What was it that had driven them away? What was wrong with me?

		My parents asked why I would care so much about friends who acted this way, and suggested gently that I make new ones. In retrospect, it was good, rational advice, but I couldn’t take it, not then. I couldn’t see past my own flaws. I couldn’t imagine that anyone would want to be my friend ever again.

		I was eventually rescued from my exile by someone else’s travails. Allie, a girl in my grade I didn’t know well, had been close friends with two girls, Heather and Lucy, who, in the span of one summer, had grown into tall and beautiful Madonna acolytes, and knew it. Suddenly they had the attention of every boy they beckoned. This sounds like the script of a John Hughes movie, I realize, but it’s true. Heather and Lucy, newly emboldened, decided to drop Allie much as my friends had dropped me—only they didn’t stop there. Because they had status, they could really make her suffer. When they started calling Allie “squid,” as in nerd, everyone began calling her squid. (Never mind that we went to a progressive Quaker school: in eighth grade, good grades were social death.) They sat behind her in assembly and threw bits of paper in her hair and laughed. Some of the popular boys joined in, too, one-upping each other in their efforts to make Allie miserable—and to prove their allegiance to Heather and Lucy. One group of boys, whenever they passed Allie in the hallway, would stick their thumbs and forefingers to their foreheads in the shape of an L, chanting “L, L, L—loser.” Then, one day, she was walking through school alongside a boy whom she’d been friends with for a year, and as they pushed through the doors to go outside he lunged, knocking her down onto the leaf-strewn walkway. He laughed. “I was scared,” Allie told me, remembering. “No one had ever done anything like that to me physically before. It was so out of nowhere. I don’t remember there being people around, so it wasn’t like he did it to impress anyone—it was just the two of us. I was so shocked I don’t think I even said anything.”

		Allie’s mother had the same logical response my parents did—when your supposed friends turn on you, make new ones. She convinced Allie that what was happening to her wasn’t her fault; she just needed allies. She persuaded her to call me. We hadn’t talked much before that, but our parents knew each other and we had plenty in common, since I was a squid who’d been dumped, too. We both remember those first hesitant moments on the phone in those late fall days of eighth grade—not what we said exactly, but the exquisite relief of connecting. We talked forever that night. “I remember going into my parents’ bedroom and closing the door, and lying on their bed and twisting the phone cord between my fingers,” Allie said. “It was like we were therapists for each other, talking out our situations, trusting each other to understand what was happening.”

		Out of some combination of survival instinct, genuine affection, and pure need, we became a unit. We sat next to each other in French class, slept at each other’s houses on weekends, listened to David Bowie, and took pictures of each other, our faces expressionless and too close to the camera.

		I’d like to say that we rescued each other, but that’s only partly true. Just before their friendship ended, Lucy had invited Allie to a slumber party and given her a pair of jeans to wear home and keep, because that’s what good girlfriends do. Post-jilting, Lucy asked for the jeans back. The problem was, Allie had gotten her period in them and stained them. When Allie returned the jeans—and on this point her mother gave her bad advice—Lucy was furious. She told all the boys what had happened, and then she and Heather paid the boy in our class with the loudest voice to walk into the lunchroom and scream, “Allie bled all over Lucy’s jeans!” “We were going down those dark steps into the cafeteria, and he was ahead of me, and then as we went through the doors he yelled it at the top of his lungs,” Allie remembered. “It was definitely planned. It was the peak hour for lunch, with everyone there to see and hear, and at the bottom of the steps there was a platform area, so it was as if I was standing onstage. It was just horrendous—I wanted to die. And I don’t remember anybody helping me. I think I ran into the bathroom by myself.”

		Listening all these years later, I tried to picture myself in the lunchroom that day, next to Allie. I’m sure I was there. I’m also sure I didn’t do what I wish I’d done—I didn’t stand up for her. No one did. I remember feeling like I should have followed her when she ran out of the lunchroom, offering her assurance and solidarity. Yet I didn’t move.

		I can’t claim to have been bullied, at least not like the teenagers you are going to read about in this book, but I know the feeling of watching powerful kids rip a vulnerable one apart and not knowing how to blunt their power. I have kids of my own now, and I can see the old patterns beginning to assert themselves among some of their peers. My own eighth-grade cowardice makes me want to figure out how to help other kids do better.

		Today, Allie’s word for that year is raw. “It was pretty hellish, and yes, raw, like this wound that was incredibly intense and painful,” she told me. “Talking about it makes some of that creep back—that vulnerable, weak feeling, like there’s something wrong with me. I have my whole life experience to tell me that’s not actually true, so I know that now, but those feelings are still there. I can still tap into them.”

		In the course of reporting this book, I was constantly amazed by how many of the adults I talked to could access, with riveting clarity, a memory of childhood bullying. It was as if they could reach inside themselves and, almost with a sense of wonder, conjure their hurt or confused or shocked or resentful younger selves. This was true for former bullies and bystanders as well as for victims. These early experiences of cruelty were transformative no matter which role you played in the memory reel.

		I was particularly struck by this when I spoke with a pair of thirty-year-olds named Adam and Brad. They knew each other from childhood. Adam remembered noticing Brad’s outie belly button in the kiddie pool—that’s how far back they went. Adam was a kid who tried hard but was always on the outside, the boy who would secretly rather play Barbies with someone’s younger sister, the one other boys made fun of for being girlish. His father had a code word, lamb, that he used to signal Adam when his voice was getting too high pitched. He kept at his son to be friends with Brad and the other boys, but Adam could never convince them that he belonged, that he could be tough, that he got their jokes. They would tease him and lure him into traps: a group of boys in the neighborhood would gather, one of them would ring a girl’s doorbell, and then they’d point to Adam to take the blame. He always came back for more.

		One morning in tenth grade, Adam got to school early to check his grade on a precalculus exam. He’d done well. Mark, a friend of Brad’s who’d also come in to check, had not. Adam felt a rare rush of superiority. Caught up in the moment, he said something like, “You’d have done better if you hadn’t smoked so much weed.”

		Mark lost it. He dragged Adam out into the hallway and slammed him into a locker while Brad and his friends stood around, laughing. As the group walked away from Adam, Mark was still fuming. “We should kick that kid’s ass,” he said to his friends. And so they made a plan. A few hours later in the gym, in front of a crowd of students, Brad snuck up quietly and got down on his hands and knees behind Adam. Mark pushed Adam backward, and when he tripped over Brad, landing hard on his back, Mark pounced on him and started punching. His friends joined in. Adam tried to hit back, but it was futile, four against one. When the fight was broken up and Adam got up to limp away, a final punch leveled him from behind. “I was heaving, trying to catch my breath, trying not to cry,” Adam told me. “I couldn’t believe how public it was and how far they’d gone. I was just completely overwhelmed.”

		Adam came out after high school. Today he works as a middle school counselor on Long Island, not far from where he grew up. He’s convinced that Brad and the other boys turned on him because he was gay. Not long ago, he found Brad on Facebook and asked what he remembered about their history. Brad, who has become an anthropologist in Alaska, wrote back:

		
			Even now, years later, I can’t understand what was going through our minds or even why we felt the need to do this.… I knew it was wrong, but that didn’t seem to matter at the time. I remember going up to you and apologizing, in part because I knew I would be getting suspended, but also because I was really affected by the way everyone was reacting. It was only in this context that it really hit me. I had positioned myself as something of a ringleader and gave up a substantial part of “me” in the process. I began to realize later in high school how wrong I was, and I still think about it to this day.

		

		Many of us have had a similarly indelible experience of bullying—of being predator or prey, of taking or failing to take a side, or being humiliated or ostracized or worse. We’re deeply affected by these encounters. They helped make us who we are, and the visceral memories and feelings stay with us, giving us a window we can actually see through, one that takes us right back to our childhood selves. Adam and Brad, Allie and I: we’re still trying to understand what happened to us and why, and what lessons we should draw from it all, about ourselves and about other people. Why is that? What makes this particular aspect of growing up affect us so deeply?

		For centuries if not forever, children have bullied each other, and for almost as long, adults have mostly ignored them. The concept that children deserve special protection—as opposed to serving as a source of cheap labor—didn’t exist until the nineteenth century. At that point, child-rearing manuals began urging parents to teach their children Christian kindness, making clear, for example, that an older brother who scalded his little sister’s kitten (after she used his kite to make a muff for it) was to be sternly instructed in the wrongness of his ways. Even then, though, bullying wasn’t considered worthy of much comment by adults—with the exception of a few sharp-eyed novelists. Only in the fiction of the era have I found tales of bullying that read like the real-life stories we tell today. Charlotte Brontë, for example, made her readers feel Jane Eyre’s misfortune by showing her cowering before a vicious older cousin: “He bullied and punished me; not two or three times in the week, not once or twice in the day, but continually: every nerve I had feared him, and every morsel of flesh on my bones shrank when he came near.” A decade later, in 1857, Tom Brown’s School Days launched a thousand British school novels with its account of eleven-year-old Tom’s thrashings at the hands of a seventeen-year-old tormentor named Flashman (“Very well then; let’s roast him,” Flashman calls to his buddies before knocking Tom into the fireplace). Looking back on her American frontier childhood in her Little House books, Laura Ingalls Wilder anticipated the modern-day mean girl in her character Nellie Oleson, who wrinkled up her nose at Laura’s and Mary’s homemade dresses. “‘Hm!’ she said. ‘Country girls!’ ” And, “Don’t you wish you had a fur cape, Laura? But your Pa couldn’t buy you one. Your Pa’s not a storekeeper.” Laura tells us that she dared not slap Nellie, who “went away laughing.”

		These fictional kids—stand-ins for the real children left out of the history books—suffered their cuts, burns, and hurt feelings while the adults stood by. No teacher or parent helped Tom or sympathized with Laura. When Jane’s aunt interceded, it was to lock up her niece for defending herself. Fiction reflected a cold underlying fact of life: bullying was a matter of course. A battery of sayings would arise to dismiss its significance: Boys will be boys. Just walk away. Ignore it. Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me. This basic stance remained largely unchanged in America for the next hundred years: bullying was an inexorable part of life, a force of nature, and the best thing to do was to shrug it off.

		And then on April 20, 1999, that bedrock principle of child rearing collapsed in this country. That morning, at 11:19, two seniors—Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold—walked into Columbine High School, in a suburb outside Denver, and opened fire on their classmates with semiautomatic weapons. When the forty-nine-minute rampage was over, twelve students and a teacher lay dead, with two dozen more students injured. It was a dreadful awakening, for many of us, to the devastation that disaffected but normal-seeming middle-class teenagers can wreak. In the aftermath, a nation that had treated bullying as a rite of passage suddenly started to rethink its indifference. Harris and Klebold weren’t themselves targets of bullying (or known bullies). But when a subsequent nationwide investigation revealed that most kids who turn into school shooters have previously felt persecuted, bullied, or threatened, the lesson was driven home: to brush off bullying was to court disaster, by ignoring a deadly serious threat.

		For the first time, Americans made a concerted effort to address the problem. In state capitols from California to Mississippi to West Virginia, laws were written ordering schools to come up with policies to stem bullying. Schools instituted prevention programs, with weekly announcements, occasional assemblies, and posters in the hallways. But after an initial burst of energy, this first effort never quite materialized into a national campaign. It became the province of a small group of educators and psychologists. Bullying hadn’t made it onto MTV or a cereal box.

		The second wave of awareness about bullying we’re in the midst of now, however, has built the kind of momentum that drives issues to the top of the national agenda. This time the problem isn’t just confined to schools; it’s on our computer screens and phones for all to see. As the Internet became a huge part of our lives, parents faced a new set of challenges and worries. At first, we focused mostly on the danger posed by strangers. The threat of “stranger danger” seemed scariest to the parents of young children, and I count myself among them. But it turned out that while child seductions and abductions do begin online, and of course are devastating, that is exceedingly rare. Far more commonly insidious is the harassment and humdrum cruelty that kids inflict on other kids. And so, with the constant connectivity of cell phones and laptops, bullying started to feel omnipresent, inescapable. Coming home from school was no longer a refuge from torment: you could always check Facebook or Twitter to see what other kids were saying about you, and a bully could find you on IM if he missed you that day in the hall. The barbs and jeers and ganging up never stopped, and all too often, bullies were able to needle their victims under a cloak of anonymity.

		The electronic incarnation of bullying also changed the equation for adults by leaving a trail. Name-calling and intimidation are not new, of course: kids have called each other slut and whore and faggot for, well, what seems like forever. But much of the meanness took the form of the spoken word—there and then gone, ephemeral and untraceable. On social networking sites and in text messages, by contrast, cruelty among kids is on display via printouts and screen shots. This makes bullying more lasting, more visible, more viral. The consequences have infinitely expanded. It’s not just the kids who happen to be on the playground who see it—it’s any of hundreds or even thousands of Facebook friends.

		The Internet multiplies the risk in another way as well. Sitting at the keyboard alone instead of talking face-to-face, often shrouded in anonymity, teenagers (and adults) sometimes strike a pose and write in a kind of text-speak that’s harsher than what they would dare say out loud. Stripped of tone of voice or eye contact, the meanness often hits harder than intended. Here again, the electronic trail only increases the blow’s impact. Read again and again by the target, a tossed-off insult can become exponentially more painful. Girls tend to feel this particularly acutely. They spend, on average, more time social networking and send more texts—ninety a day compared to fifty for boys—which can mean more gossiping, name-calling, and hurting.

		The Internet and the cell phone don’t cause bullying on their own, though, and they haven’t created a new breed of bullies, as scare-mongering headlines such as “Out of Nowhere Comes the Shadowy Cyberbully” suggest. While you can find the word cyberbully in the Oxford English Dictionary, you can’t walk into your local middle or high school and observe a new and distinct creature who slinks around only online and would be harmless without her iPhone. In reality, the way kids treat each other on the Internet is merely an extension of the way they treat each other in person. The depersonalized features of technology can exacerbate the cruelty, but its roots are in the real world rather than the virtual one. Social network sites and texting are a new, amped-up venue for the gossip, exclusion, and ganging up that have always unfolded in person—and continue to do so. But bullying, wherever it takes place, isn’t on the rise. It feels more pervasive only because the Web is pervasive.

		What has exploded is our interest in the harm kids can inflict on each other. Parental concern about bullying is one strand of our hyperattention to kids in general. We are a generation that can debate forever the merits of helicopter parenting versus free-range parenting, of minute-by-minute scheduling versus benign neglect, of tae kwon do versus soccer versus swimming. Bullying plus technology sets off old alarms and new ones, a pairing practically designed to obsess us. As I worked on this book and my older son crossed the line into teenagerhood while my younger one became a tween, I had endless conversations with friends and family and experts about how to both unleash my sons and protect them. Maybe every generation of parents feels like they’re making it up as they go, but for ours the technological shifts are certainly unsettling. So often it feels like we’re scrambling. Is there something we should be doing that we’re not? Or is the problem that we’re interfering too much?

		Much good has come from all the heightened awareness. It has shone a spotlight on kids who are in need of protection from cruelty—because they’re gay, for example, or Muslim, or overweight. It has prompted a growing number of parents to talk to kids about the online risks posed not only by adult strangers but by their classmates as well. At some schools, the push to prevent bullying has intersected with the recognition that kids need to be taught how to treat each other right, and even how to empathize, and that character building is a community-wide project with academic as well as social benefits. It used to be that “safe schools” meant schools without guns and knives. Today parents, and school officials, too, equate safety with their children’s emotional well-being.

		All of this has the potential to fuel the kind of sustained and transformative effort to reduce bullying that has previously fallen short in the United States. Before 1999, no states had laws that clearly addressed bullying; now forty-nine do. If we can tackle this issue wisely and well, the benefits to our kids will be real: bullying has been linked with depression, substance abuse, poor health, delinquency, and suicide—among both victims and the bullies themselves. And if we beat it back, even incrementally, perhaps we can begin to tame some of those bigger monsters, too.

		Doing this right, though, means recognizing that there is truth in the old sticks-and-stones chant: most kids do bounce back from cruelty at the hands of other kids. They’ll remember being bullied or being a bully; they’ll also learn something useful, if painful. “Children need to encounter some adversity while growing up,” says Elizabeth Englander, a psychologist who is the guru of bullying prevention in Massachusetts. “Even though it’s normal for adults to want to protect them from all meanness, or to rush to their defense, there’s a reason why Mother Nature has promoted the existence of run-of-the-mill social cruelty between children. It’s how children get the practice they need to cope successfully with the world as adults.” Allie and I both got to this place. Eighth grade taught me not to take anyone’s goodwill for granted, and even though I failed my own test in the lunchroom that day—or maybe because I did—my experience as a whole gave me bottomless appreciation for loyalty. I wouldn’t give back the pain of that year if I could. This is how Allie, who has taught middle school and still works in education, thinks about her experience: “The part I wouldn’t take away was that in the end, my parents helped me see that to be cruel like that you have to feel awful inside. And then it was like, Ohhh, I understand—they’re struggling, too. I wouldn’t want my daughter to have to go through all that, but at the same time, it was transformative.”

		The catch, and it’s a crucial one, is that a smaller number of kids involved in bullying won’t recover so well. And we’re not very good yet at knowing who will emerge stronger from taunting and who will be seriously harmed by it—or, God forbid, succumb to it. Meanness that leaves one kid unscathed in the long run can destroy another one. Which means that, for the sake of the vulnerable, we can’t shrug it all off and say simply that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.

		Thankfully, when it comes to finding ways to address bullying, we’re not starting from scratch. We’ve learned something in the last half century of working with and thinking about adolescents. By many measures, the kids of this generation are better off than their predecessors. Rates have fallen for teen pregnancy, smoking, alcohol abuse, drug abuse (except for marijuana), and drunk-driving fatalities. Teenagers today are less likely to commit crimes—and to commit suicide—than they were in the 1980s. They’re far less criminally violent. More of them are finishing high school.

		There are many complicated reasons for these positive shifts, but it’s fair to say that to a degree, prevention campaigns and increased awareness have played a role. Think about drunk driving. When I was in high school, I confess, I saw taking this risk as a tiny bit cool rather than taboo. The teenage equivalent of me today would likely disagree. It’s now drummed into kids’ brains, long before they get their licenses, that drunk driving is socially toxic as well as stupid. Binge drinking has declined by almost 50 percent since 1980. Mass media campaigns have had a hand in this, and so have school-based programs, including an approach called social norming. The idea is that students often overestimate how much other kids drink and drive, and when they find out that it’s less prevalent than they think—outlier behavior rather than the norm—they’re less likely to do it themselves. One of the lessons here is that it’s crucial to remind kids that bullying, too, isn’t the norm. Everyone doesn’t do it. Though bullying is a problem that cuts across lines of class, race, and geography, the reality is that most kids aren’t directly involved—either as perpetrators or as targets. And when kids understand that concerted cruelty is the exception and not the rule, they respond: bullying drops, and students become more active about reporting it.

		If real change can and has come from a concerted effort to stop bullying, there’s also a risk that the search for solutions will end up doing more harm than good. This could happen in two ways.

		The first is that by prying too far into the lives of teenagers, we impinge on the freedom they need to grow. We stifle development when we shut down unstructured play at recess, for example, or censor their every word online, in the name of safeguarding them from each other. We risk raising kids who don’t know how to solve problems on their own, withstand adversity, or bounce back from the harsh trials life inevitably brings. Teenagers, and even young kids, have to have their private spaces. It’s a tricky balance to strike, the line between protecting kids and policing them. But we have to keep trying to find it.

		The second danger in bullying prevention is in our zeal to punish. Too often, adults attempt to fight bullying by making examples of a few kids and declaring victory. It’s a natural impulse: who doesn’t want to wring the neck of the thug who punches a weaker kid in the face, or the mean girl who starts a hateful gossip thread on Facebook? And when bullying is associated with a far greater harm, such as suicide, it is especially tempting to demonize the kids who seem to be at fault. Punishment, after all, is easier, and more immediately satisfying, than the longer-term labor of prevention.

		But in its extreme form, the rush to punish can lead to overreaction. We can forget that kids are kids and shouldn’t necessarily be held to the same standard of accountability as adults. In the last twenty years, scientists have shown that the adolescent brain is not fully developed. The frontal lobe, which governs impulse control and judgment, is particularly late to mature. These findings have led us to think differently about how to hold kids accountable when they commit violent crimes. The Supreme Court began relying on this neurological research in 2005, when it ended the death penalty for juvenile offenders, and invoked it again six and seven years later in barring the sentence of life without parole for most minors. But when a bullying incident blows up into a media frenzy and one teenager comes to stand for malice writ large, we lose sight of our own standard for giving kids a second chance. Instead, we indulge our primal urge for revenge.

		That’s in part because bullying is supposed to be clear-cut. There’s a bad kid and a victim, and once you know who’s who, you know whose side to be on. In our complicated world, that comes as a relief. The problem is that much of the time, when you dig into the facts and the context, stories of bullying become more complicated. Some victims retaliate, or themselves have a history of bullying or of psychological problems. Some kids (and parents) use the word bully when they really mean rival or adversary. Some kids who bully lack empathy not only at thirteen but at thirty-three or fifty-three; a few will grow up to be full-fledged psychopaths, and perhaps no amount of parental love will cure that. But far, far more will outgrow, and come to regret, their worst behavior. It hurts them and us to write them off as bullies and make this label the defining feature of their identities. The key is to remember that almost everyone has the capacity for empathy and decency—and to tend that seed as best as we possibly can.
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		This book begins with the stories of three kids—two girls and one boy—in three communities. Bullying isn’t monolithic; there is no single type of experience, so I looked for people who would give me a chance to explore its different facets. Monique McClain, whom you will meet in Chapter 1, was a seventh grader in Middletown, Connecticut, when her mother finally pulled her out of school after months of taunts and exclusion, in person and online. Jacob Lasher, who arrives in Chapter 2, was a gender-bending eighth grader who sued his school in upstate New York, arguing that officials there failed to protect him from physical attacks, threats, and slurs based on his sexuality. And Flannery Mullins, whose story begins in Chapter 3, was one of six students at South Hadley High School in western Massachusetts who faced criminal charges related to bullying after the suicide of Phoebe Prince, a fifteen-year-old who’d recently emigrated from Ireland.

		Understanding Monique, Jacob, and Flannery as individuals—along with the supporting casts of teenagers in their stories—matters a great deal if we want to truly make sense of what happened to them. The same is true of understanding how their families, schools, and communities function. If you zero in only on the personal flaws of the kids caught up in bullying—the bullies and the targets—you miss the way they respond to the environments they find themselves in. One of the lessons of this book is that kids often bully because they stand to gain by it, in terms of social status. Maybe they’re after a laugh from another kid they want to impress, or induction into a clique; maybe they want to publicly distance themselves from a friend they sense is now seen as a loser. How can families and schools dismantle that kind of informal reward system? How do you convince kids that they can do well by doing good?

		Another lesson of the book is that, for better or worse, adults play a crucial role in bullying stories. When the narrative spins out of control, it’s usually not because of the errors and wrongdoing of kids. They’re the originators, the first movers. But when their private screw-ups turn into public debacles, it’s often because adults either did too little or too much in response. The mishandling can start with parents, teachers, or principals and can wind up drawing in the police and the courts. In Part II, I trace the escalation of Monique’s, Jacob’s, and Flannery’s problems into community-wide wars—largely waged by adults.

		Part III is about solutions. Too often, journalists (including me) focus only on crisis. I’ve tried here to give equal billing to successful resolutions and interventions, to what we’ve learned about how best to deal with and prevent bullying. We can’t end bullying, of course, but we can take steps to diminish it. In Chapter 7, I write about the visionary psychologist in Norway who launched the first movement to stop bullying more than a generation ago—and about an American school that is successfully employing his method today. In Chapter 8, I explore a different approach, developed by the field of special education, which focuses on turning chaotic schools into calm and orderly ones and has been shown to reduce bullying as it tackles a host of other social problems. Chapter 9 is about social networking sites, the new locus of bullying and harassment. In particular I focus on Facebook, the elephant in the room, with more than twenty million American teenagers who use it for good and for ill. What does a company such as Facebook—which let me in to observe its methods—do about policing its users? What should it do?

		Part IV offers guidance, advising kids, parents, and educators about where they can turn and how they can help. I also pull policy makers and big technology companies into the discussion, because if we’re going to tackle the issue of bullying effectively, we all need to share the load—whereas at the moment, we’re mainly asking schools to shoulder it. As I hope you’ll see throughout this book, the responsibility for preventing and addressing bullying falls increasingly on teachers, counselors, administrators, the lunch line lady, the bus driver, and the playground monitor. Parents, of course, remain accountable for kids’ behavior, yet we are ever more inclined to blame schools when kids behave badly, even when they’re acting out online. Schools are the social institution left standing. And so, at the same time that academic expectations are rising, many schools have also been forced to take on more and more of the task of teaching students social and emotional skills.

		To a degree, this makes sense. Schools are our remaining universal social institution. The many smart and conscientious principals, teachers, guidance counselors, and social workers I met in the course of my reporting said that in order to thrive, schools have to help students better manage their behavior. A school will fail if it has too many kids of unsteady character or with a need to dominate through conflict. For the sake of the institution as well as the students, it makes sense to conceive of bullying prevention, and the social and emotional learning it entails, as a school-wide project. As one of the principals in this book puts it, “We are raising these children. School has to be a place kids come to be safe, to be happy, and to learn. Being happy is what I focus on the most, because if they have that, the rest will fall into place.”

		As we look to schools to help solve our kids’ problems, we also have to reckon with the burden this imposes. If we want schools to raise our kids along with us—refereeing their disputes on the Internet as well as on campus, teaching them the skills of conflict resolution, and enhancing their capacity for kindness—then it’s on us to make sure they have the resources and the know-how to do it well.

		This is easy to say and much harder to accomplish. For starters, there’s the basic conundrum of teenagehood: it’s the time of life when people care the most about what their peers think—but those peers can lead them in the wrong direction. Adults see this and exhort teenagers to come to them for counsel—but then often don’t come through with good solutions. One of the most important markers of a successful school and community, I’ve found, is that kids learn how to help themselves and each other through the rough patches, and are also made to feel that if they bring a problem to an adult, things will get better for them, not worse. How do we—teenagers, parents, teachers, counselors, principals, police, lawmakers, Internet entrepreneurs and engineers—make that happen?

		That’s what this book is about. Along the way, I’ll try to sort through the question that resonates most from my own childhood: why does bullying have the power to shape us—for bad, but also—if what we learn is resilience—for good?

	
		Part I

		[image: ]
 Trouble

	
		Chapter 1
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 Monique

		MONIQUE MCCLAIN WANTED A NEW HAIRSTYLE FOR THE FIRST week of seventh grade.

		She got the idea from her mother, Alycia, who had her long dark hair done up in a sweep over the summer, so that it lay braided smooth on one side of her head and fell in a cascade of curls down the other. Monique, who was thirteen, had her mother’s long dark hair and wanted the sweep for her first week at Woodrow Wilson Middle School in Middletown, Connecticut. She thought it would look grown-up.

		A friend of Alycia’s who does hair came over and went to work on Monique. When she was finished and Monique’s hair was sleek and shiny, her mother snapped a photo of her daughter in profile, a stud earring in the shape of an M gleaming below the braids and a shy half smile on her face. She looked like a more glamorous version of her old jeans-and-ponytail self. Monique didn’t usually like to strut, but that morning she let her curls swing on the way to the bus stop. “I was excited to go to school,” she said. “I liked how my hair looked. It felt special.”

		But Monique’s head was down when Alycia looked out of her fourth-floor apartment window that afternoon and saw her daughter walking home from the bus stop. Alycia called from the window to ask if the hairstyle had been a hit, and Monique said nothing, just shook her head. At the door she followed her mother’s rules by stopping to take off her sneakers, then came inside to tell what had happened: two eighth-grade girls on her bus, Destiny and Cheyenne, had mocked her for being a “biter”—a copycat. It turned out that Destiny’s cousin had gotten the same hairstyle the week before. Monique hadn’t known that. Still, in Destiny’s and Cheyenne’s eyes, she was a biter, and biters were fair game.

		The older girls, who were known for being tough, kept at it the next day. They trailed Monique when she got off the bus, walking a few steps behind her and taunting her all the way down the street and onto the grounds of her apartment complex. Monique didn’t know why they cared so much about a hairstyle. She just wanted it to stop. She went to her room and called her friend Sonia. “The eighth graders are in my face on the bus and I can’t take it,” she said. Sonia didn’t ride Monique’s bus; none of her friends did. She had no one to sit with, no one who could be a buffer against Destiny and Cheyenne.

		Listening, Alycia felt bad for Monique, but she figured it would blow over. It was just girls being rude; it was just a hairstyle. They’d forget the whole thing by morning. Wouldn’t they?

		But the next afternoon, Monique’s head was hanging again: Destiny and Cheyenne had taunted her for being a biter on the way to school and on the way home. Alycia walked Monique to the bus stop in the morning, stayed to make sure Destiny and Cheyenne didn’t bother her, and at noon headed to Woodrow Wilson to report that her daughter was being bullied. Alycia met with a Middletown police detective who was stationed at the middle school. He called in Monique and assistant principal Diane Niles. Niles told Monique that if the girls made fun of her again on the way home, the school would take action. Principal Charles Marqua came in for a few minutes and also assured Alycia the school would not stand for this kind of behavior. “They said they would handle it,” she told me later. “That they would not tolerate those girls going after Monique like that.”

		And so when Alycia met Monique at the bus stop later that afternoon, she expected to hear that the ride had gone smoothly. But Monique was blank-faced and silent. When the other kids streamed away down the street, she mumbled to her mother in a low voice that the eighth graders were now calling her a snitch as well as a biter. No one—not one kid—was sticking up for her. Alycia called the police on her cell phone to make a harassment complaint. She also called Niles, handing the phone to Monique right there on the sidewalk so she could describe how the bus ride had been worse, not better, than the day before.

		Niles listened sympathetically and said she would call Destiny’s and Cheyenne’s parents. But later she called Alycia back to say she hadn’t reached the girls’ parents, which meant she couldn’t tell them to stay off the bus. Niles suggested that Alycia drive Monique to school the next day. Alycia, who is a home health aide trained to care for disabled patients, was working the night shift. She asked her mother, Alexa, to drive Monique in the morning. But this didn’t strike Alycia as a viable long-term solution, since Alexa lived a few miles away and Alycia usually borrowed her car to get to work. And why should Monique be the one forced off the bus?

		Niles told Destiny and Cheyenne to sit away from Monique on the way home that day and from then on. Over the next several days, the girls didn’t do as they were told. Some afternoons they got off at the same stop as Monique and followed her home, yelling insults along the way. Smoking cigarettes at the bus stop, they blew smoke in Monique’s face.

		During the last week in September, principal Charles Marqua boarded the bus in the afternoon before it left school and admonished Destiny and Cheyenne to sit in the back, away from Monique. Marqua was new to the school. He hadn’t had time to establish his authority, and Destiny and Cheyenne decided to test it. Telling Marqua that only her mother could tell her where to sit, Cheyenne turned her back on him and walked down the aisle. Marqua told her to behave and got off the bus. As soon as it left Woodrow Wilson and rounded the corner, the girls moved to seats right behind Monique, cursing her for snitching, and then shadowed her on the walk home from the bus stop. “We don’t totally control the bus,” Marqua would tell me later. “We can only do so much.”

		Monique didn’t know what to do or where to turn. Over the weekend, she did her best to shake off the dread she felt about riding the bus. She saw her friend Sonia and a couple of other girls, and tried to make sure that the bullying didn’t infect the rest of her life. “My friends weren’t jumping into it,” she said, talking about the trouble she was having with Destiny and Cheyenne. “I always had a lot of different friends at school. I never had a problem like this before.” In fact, Monique had thrived in school, doing well in math and reading and in fifth grade even winning an academic achievement award. Signed by President Obama, it hung on a wall in her grandmother’s apartment next to the invitation Alexa, a devoted Obama supporter, had gotten to the president’s inauguration.

		Alycia and Alexa went back to Woodrow Wilson repeatedly in September to press Niles about why Destiny and Cheyenne had been allowed to keep riding the bus and to keep sitting near Monique. Alycia suggested that the girls be suspended from the bus for a month. Niles finally said she would tell them to stay off the bus. But when they didn’t listen to her and went to the bus stop anyway, it turned out that for liability reasons, the bus drivers had orders to let on any kids waiting at the bus stop. Destiny and Cheyenne kept riding and sitting where they pleased.

		At last, at the end of September, the girls got a one-day in-school suspension, which they were supposed to spend in a supervised study hall, isolated from the other students. But in the afternoon, Destiny saw Monique walking by on her way to science class, and from the doorway, hissed, “You think ISS”—in-school suspension—“is gonna stop me?”

		Back on the bus, Destiny and Cheyenne tried to provoke a showdown. Instead of sitting apart from Monique as they’d again been told to do, they stood in the aisle, berating her, as a bunch of eighth-grade boys started calling, “Fight, fight, fight!” Monique kept her face turned toward the window, putting every bit of will she had into stopping herself from crying. When the bus driver told them to sit down, Destiny and Cheyenne moved to the back and threw pens and food at Monique, persuading a few other kids to join in.

		All of this behavior broke the rules for riding the bus. At the time, though, Connecticut didn’t officially require schools to address bullying on the bus or at a bus stop (the law changed the following year). The administrators at Woodrow Wilson tried to help Monique, but their half measures were no match for Destiny and Cheyenne’s determined meanness. At the end of September, assistant principal Niles returned the bullying complaint form that Alycia had filed weeks earlier, checking off the box saying she’d investigated the case and found that Monique was in fact the target of threats and intimidation. She recommended a mediation meeting between Monique, Destiny, and Cheyenne.

		Niles meant well, but sitting all three girls down together was likely to backfire. Mediation works well when kids of equal status are having a two-way conflict, not as an antidote to bullying. Putting a victim and her bullies in a room together and asking them to make up doesn’t recognize the power differential between them. Kids who bully are good at manipulating this kind of setting: they often say what adults want to hear in the moment, then retaliate later. One review of anti-bullying programs found that programs that urged peer mediation were associated with more victimization, not less. And if intervention isn’t skillful, bullies can use it to their own destructive ends. No one had to tell Alycia this. “I said absolutely not,” she told me. “It was common sense. You don’t stick a child who’s been bullied in a room with all these girls and expect any real change. There’ll be all this fronting and pretending and then they’d walk out and say she’s a snitch again.” The day after Niles finished her investigation, Cheyenne blew smoke in Monique’s face at the bus stop again.

		After a full month of bullying, Alycia was worried about her daughter. Monique was turning inward, losing weight, and sleeping for long stretches—signs, her mother and grandmother feared, that she was depressed. When I met Monique that spring, it was hard for her to talk about the previous fall. Monique had a composed steadiness and could flash a high-wattage smile when she was pleased, but she shut down when I asked her to tell me about her experience at Woodrow Wilson. Her eyes dulled and her voice flattened. She said she didn’t remember much. She avoided saying Destiny’s and Cheyenne’s names. “Yeah, I was crying a lot,” she said, staring at the floor of her living room. “Not in front of anyone, but coming home, talking to my mom, thinking about it. At school I didn’t go to the second floor where the eighth-grade classes are. I tried to stay away from them, but it didn’t work.” At that point, Alycia and Alexa took over telling the story, and Monique got up, went to her bedroom, and closed the door.

		Thinking that an activity outside school might help, Alycia signed up Monique for a local boxing program. Monique liked it at first, but then she started to feel excluded because one of the girls on the team was turning the others against her. That girl was Brianna, the cousin of Destiny whose hairstyle Monique had been accused of imitating at the beginning of all the heartache. On one bad afternoon, Monique was drinking water when Alycia came to pick her up. A younger girl on the team whom Monique knew well playfully tapped the bottom of the cup Monique was holding, spilling water on her chin. Monique asked the girl to stop. She did it again. Monique threw the cup down and screamed, “Leave me alone!” She ran out of the gym, and by the time Alycia caught up with her, Monique was doubled over by their locked car, sobbing. “Why does everyone keep messing with me?” she asked, over and over. “I just want everyone to leave me alone!” Alycia had never seen Monique break down like that. She realized how much her daughter was holding inside, behind her blank expression and affectless speech. The next day she took Monique to see a therapist.

		Alarmed, Alycia now tried everything else she could think of to stop the bullying at school. She called the mother of Monique’s friend Sonia to ask if Sonia would be willing to ride the bus with Monique and sit next to her. That helped for a day or two, but then Destiny and Cheyenne complained to the bus driver that Sonia didn’t belong on this bus, snapping a picture of her so they could prove it. Sonia had to go back to her own bus. Alycia tried calling the police the next day to report Destiny and Cheyenne for harassing Monique on the way home. An officer came to the house and took down the complaint but said there was nothing he could do: the girls hadn’t broken any laws.

		Alycia didn’t know Destiny’s and Cheyenne’s parents, but she had a friend who knew Cheyenne’s mother, and he offered to broker a meeting. “He said, ‘We’re going to solve this,’ ” Alycia remembered. She drove to Cheyenne’s house, and her mother came over to the car. But she quickly got defensive, said her daughter had done nothing wrong, and threatened to have Monique suspended from the bus.

		Sick with frustration, Alycia turned away. Monique would be waiting for her at home, hoping for relief, and she had none to offer.

		Why do strong kids like Destiny and Cheyenne go after weaker kids like Monique?

		I started asking myself this question soon after I met Monique. It also happens to be the starting point for the first research ever done on bullying, more than forty years ago. A Swedish graduate student named Dan Olweus had just finished his PhD in psychology in 1969 when he decided to study aggression and victimization among boys. At the time, few adults considered meanness among kids to be a subject worthy of academic attention, but Olweus shuttled from school to school in Stockholm and the town of Solna, asking one thousand sixth- and eighth-grade boys to tell him which of their peers started fights or teased other kids, and which kids were targets. Uncertain about the reliability of the boys’ answers, he checked their responses against the impressions of their mothers and teachers. He then asked what aggressors and targets looked like: How did they talk and behave? Were they physically strong or weak? He gave the boys Rorschach-like psychological tests, and went into their homes to gather information about social status and child-rearing practices. How much education and money did the boys’ parents have? How strictly did they discipline their children? Finally, Olweus collected data on the school setting and climate. Did the size of a school or a class matter? Did students’ attitudes toward their teachers and their schoolwork?

		With the answers he collected, Olweus could identify the form of aggression that children told him they found particularly wounding. Boys suffered most acutely when they were the targets of repeated acts of aggression over time, acts from which they felt they couldn’t defend themselves. A fight between equals wasn’t the problem. The real damage was done by consistent domination to inflict pain.

		Olweus cemented the significance of this central finding with a definition of bullying that is still standard among academics and educators. Bullying, he said, had to satisfy three criteria: it had to be verbal or physical aggression that was repeated over time and that involved a power differential—one or more children lording their status over another. “A special thing about bullying is that kids do it even when the victim seems helpless,” he told me. A onetime episode of meanness or violence could be bad in the moment, but it was the repetition and the power imbalance that were most often associated with lasting, scarring impact. Bullying, as Olweus defined it, was the behavior that constituted real abuse in the eyes of the children themselves: a serious rupture in their lives with potentially devastating consequences.

		Like a lot of crucial insights in social science, it seems obvious once you lay it out, because it so closely tracks the experiences many of us have had. At the time, though, there wasn’t even a word in Swedish that captured what Olweus was describing. And so he turned to an English word that dates to about 1600: bullying.

		Which kids got caught up in bullying, though, and why? Olweus combed through his data for clues. He found that about 5 percent of the boys in his study were “pronounced bullies,” and another 5 percent were “whipping boys,” his term at the time for the targets. Whipping boys weren’t often marked as outsiders or deviants by the way they walked or talked or dressed; instead, what they had in common was that they were physically weaker and more sensitive and anxious than other students. A parade of follow-up studies has generally confirmed his findings. Among girls, meanwhile, physical strength hasn’t proved important; they typically bully by more subtle and indirect means.

		The field of research Olweus launched—let’s call it bullying studies—has filled out the picture from his early study. For victims, both boys and girls tend to show higher levels of insecurity, anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem than other kids. Sorting out cause and effect here is tricky—a kid’s insecurity can make her an easy target, or it can be the result of being picked on. Still, there is a relationship between being bullied and having trouble making friends, to the point of isolation and rejection. One analysis of bullying in twenty-five countries found that in adolescence, victims had more health problems, poorer relationships with classmates, and higher alcohol use.

		You can catch a glimpse of Monique here. Talking to a psychologist for an evaluation months after her troubles with Destiny and Cheyenne, she described herself as peaceful and passive. Asked to draw animals for a personality test, she chose small and harmless ones. “She sees birds, she sees rabbits, she sees insects, and they carry very little power or aggressive tendencies,” the psychologist wrote. The significance of this? Monique “seems to identify herself much more like a prey than a predator.”

		Kids who bully, by contrast, have more varied profiles. This is one reason why bullying is such a stubborn problem for schools: the perpetrators aren’t a monolithic group, so they don’t lend themselves to a one-size-fits-all fix. I learned this from talking to Susan Swearer, a school psychologist at the University of Nebraska–Lincoln (UNL) who did her dissertation in the early 1990s on adolescent depression and conduct disorder—how depressed kids act out in violent or antisocial ways. She was interested in the intersection of two kinds of troubled behavior that are often seen as separate: being withdrawn and anxious, and lashing out aggressively. In 1997, during Swearer’s first year teaching at UNL, a middle school counselor took her class and asked for help with a problem plaguing the school where she worked: bullying. “I realized she was talking about the same dynamic as conduct disorder—kids threatening and intimidating other kids,” Swearer told me.

		Swearer surveyed the students at the counselor’s school about bullying, and asked the ones who were caught up in it questions about depression and anxiety. Her findings revealed bullies of at least two distinct types. “What I found was that some kids who bully feel fine, and other kids have very high levels of depression and anxiety,” she said. “That second finding really struck the principal of this middle school. He said he’d never really thought of the kids who bully as having mental health problems. His realization allowed the counselor to make the case that if we could treat the depression, maybe we could help them stop needing to make themselves feel better by making someone else feel worse. It was an argument against suspension as the only alternative for dealing with them. I think of it as myth busting about who these bullying kids are.”

		As I dug into more research, a taxonomy of bullies started to come into focus. I’ve come up with five basic types. Let’s start with the traditional bully: the thug in training. In fiction, he’s familiar—Nelson in The Simpsons, Crabbe and Goyle in Harry Potter, Scut in A Christmas Story. He takes advantage of his superior strength to beat up other kids and steal their stuff. He picks you up by the scruff of your neck and plows you into a snowbank. He shakes you down for your lunch money. This type helps account for the oft-cited statistic that suggests bullies are four times more likely than other kids to become criminals. (According to Olweus, 60 percent of childhood bullies wind up with at least one conviction; between 35 and 40 percent have three or more.) Bullies are also more likely to have a drinking or drug problem, fare poorly academically, and have negative feelings about other people, school, and their lives. “Many bullies seem to continuously come into conflict with others, to run against the world,” the psychologist Philip Rodkin has written.

		The second type of bully is the kid who tries to act like a thug not out of malice but because he’s clueless. “These kids just don’t get it,” Swearer told me. “Maybe they’re on the autism spectrum, or maybe they’re just not socially adept. They may think bullying is the way to get ahead, but they’re just not very good at it.” This made me think of a bumbling seventh grader I’d met who repeatedly called other kids fat without seeming to realize how unlikable this made him.

		The third type of bully has more serious problems. He or she is both a bully and a victim. These kids experience “the worst of both worlds,” as one researcher put it, in that their peers take turns rejecting them and goading them into making trouble. Bully-victims, as they’re often called, tend to have deeper psychological problems than other bullies or victims, and they’re more likely to consider suicide. Bully-victims are more likely to be boys, and often they harass girls. They tend to see themselves and others negatively, perform poorly in school, and feel isolated and rejected. They’re more likely to report physical or sexual abuse and conflict with their parents at home. Sometimes they have a disability, such as attention deficit disorder, that makes them a classroom irritant, alienating the kids around them and often the adults, too. Dan Olweus called bully-victims “hot tempered and generally irritating” and “often unruly and distractible.” The modern gloss on this, from Elizabeth Englander, the Massachusetts research psychologist, puts these kids in a more sympathetic light. “They’re not good at protecting themselves,” she said. “They end up deeply involved in these behaviors, and they’re victimized just as often, or more often, than other victims. The kids who only bully, who I think of as the sharks, their social functioning is much higher. They’re the higher-status, higher-skilled kids. The bully-victims are not.”

		The fourth type of bully is the opposite of a misfit. These kids tend to score higher than their peers on tests for social cognition. They’re good at reading the emotions of the people around them, and at manipulating them. They report more, not less, ease at making friends than their peers. In other words, they’re popular. That’s not exactly the same as being well liked; as early as preschool, kids say they don’t like other kids who try to dominate by being coercive. Still, as they grow up, the fear that these kids instill can bring them power and social standing. That’s what they’re looking for, and they’ve made a rational (if unfortunate) calculation about how to get it. As one teenager I visited outside Atlanta said of the boy who taunted her relentlessly throughout middle school, “Whoever came up with the theory that kids who bully lack self-esteem was on some drug. Because the opposite is the case. He was happy with his life. His parents have money and he has the respect of a lot of people.” Unlike the thugs, popular bullies are sophisticated enough to be subtle. Their methods of choice are whispered gossip, freezing out a target, or finding a minion to do their dirty work for them. As a result, kids often have a keener nose for sniffing out popular bullies than adults do.

		Often girls are cast as the popular bully, in life and in the movies, but in fact most victims—boys and girls—report that they’ve mainly been bullied by boys. Put another way, boys tend to bully other boys and girls, whereas girls usually bully other girls. Boys are more likely to bully physically, and some of them are obviously trying to prove their masculinity, but they do their share of gossiping and manipulating friendships, too.

		To be honest, this surprised me: it flew in the face of my own assumptions, in which the backbiting mean girl is, well, a girl. Most researchers would in fact say girls can be just as aggressive as boys—they just express their hostility differently. When academics made this point in the 1990s, it resonated: girls tend to use their highly attuned social antennae, instead of their fists, to wage war against other girls. “Girls can better understand how other girls feel,” the Scandinavian psychologist Kaj Björkqvist wrote, “so they know better how to harm them.” But the gender difference Björkqvist put his finger on isn’t innate. Until the age of four, girls grab toys, push, and hit just as much as boys. At a certain point, social expectations to be nice drive their attacks underground.

		When you look at how bullying has migrated to cyberspace, you see girls more often using technology’s latest tools of social manipulation. Girls who are aggressive online tend toward “threats, blackmail, destroying friendships, gossip and rumors,” according to Englander. The stupid risks boys tend to take on the Web are sexting and clumsy pranks—boneheaded, for sure, but not all that prevalent. Girls socialize more via the Internet and the phone, spend more time on social networking sites, and send and receive more text messages. No wonder they’re the ones whose cyberbullying woes we tend to hear about most often.

		The last type of bully, the Facebook thug, comes directly out of this new world, a product of the increasingly connected lives kids live. Many of the kids I spoke to in the course of my reporting talked about girls who tried on brasher, meaner personas online than they’d ever displayed in person. A senior from the Connecticut suburbs named Andrew told me about a girl he knows who is quiet and shy in person, and an unabashed trash-talker on Facebook. “She is totally different online,” he said. “It’s very strange when you see her walk down the hall, looking at the floor. It’s hard to believe she’s the same person.” It was the students at Monique’s school who taught me the term Facebook thug for a kid—usually a girl—who acts threatening online and meek in person. “You’re all mouthy on Facebook, and then you see the person you started the beef with, and you don’t want to fight them,” one thirteen-year-old girl explained. “That’s when people are going to be like, ‘She’s a Facebook thug because she’s all up in your face on your wall but she’s not gonna go through with it.’ ” Another one told me, “Everything starts on Facebook because it’s easier to talk junk to someone. People get keyboard happy. They talk junk on Facebook, then someone confronts them, and they have to decide if they’re a Facebook thug or if they’re for real.”

		Monique got an unexpected reprieve at the end of October. Destiny’s and Cheyenne’s families moved out of Middletown, the girls left Woodrow Wilson Middle School, and just like that, Monique stopped worrying about getting on the bus or being harassed on her way home. She began reconnecting with her friends. “I felt this wave of relief,” Alycia said. “It was like my daughter was back to her old self.” Monique even said she wanted to go to a school dance, a sure sign of her returning confidence. It turned out, though, that she’d missed the deadline for buying a ticket. So Alycia asked Principal Marqua if he could make an exception, given the difficulties of the past two months, and let Monique buy her ticket a few days late. Marqua said no. It was a small thing, but it made Alycia seethe. Couldn’t anyone at school give her daughter a break? Alycia tried not to dwell on it, though. She threw a birthday party for Monique at the local Courtyard Marriott. “Seventeen kids came,” Alycia remembered. “We rented a hall, we put up balloons, the kids swam. Monique was happy. It was maybe the only time that fall she had a big smile.”

		The good feeling didn’t last. Destiny and Cheyenne’s departure turned out to be a reprieve rather than the end of Monique’s troubles. She’d started dating a boy named Jordan, and in November the relationship touched off a new round of conflict, this time with a group of seventh-grade girls. “There’s an after-school program called SWAG, where you can do things like cooking and boxing,” Monique said. “Jordan was in it, and all the eighth-grade girls liked him, but he didn’t like them because they were bullying me. So they got mad, and they told these seventh graders who wanted to be friends with them, and then those girls”—the seventh graders—“came after me.”

		Suddenly Monique had a new group of tormentors who were in her classes, on her seventh-grade floor, and at her lunch period. One girl followed her down the hall, calling her a dog and a pig. Another smacked her fist against her palm in class while staring at Monique and counting down, as if for a fight. Monique reported this to Niles. She also said that a girl named Gianna was calling her a snitch.

		Monique and Gianna had been friends the year before, when Gianna was new to Middletown, where she’d moved at the start of sixth grade. That year Gianna even came to Monique’s birthday party. But now it looked to Monique and her mother as if Gianna and the other seventh graders were picking up where Destiny and Cheyenne had left off. “Monique comes home every day and tells me they’re saying stuff, messing with her, and it was like, ‘Oh no, oh please no, not again,’ ” Alycia said.

		In mid-November, Monique fell in the doorway on her way from gym to the locker room, scraping her knee and hitting her head on the door. She told the school nurse that she thought a friend of Gianna’s named Jasmine had tripped her. Jasmine denied doing anything wrong; she said Monique had been running in a game of tag and tripped. Other girls in the locker room backed up her version of the story. Jasmine admitted to laughing, but said that everyone else had laughed, too, even Monique.

		Still, Alycia was sure that Monique had been tripped deliberately, and that Jasmine and the other kids were lying. Alycia’s suspicions only deepened after a food fight broke out in the cafeteria on the day before Thanksgiving. Syrup was poured in Monique’s hair, and a sausage and a waffle were thrown at her. Monique said that Gianna poured the syrup while another friend
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