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oke.JLighten up,
it was just a

Or so they said. But in an environment where words hurt 
much more than sticks or stones, jokes can go a little too far. ”

“
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miles away from MVHS, Saratoga High School sopho-
more Audrie Pott went to a small party at a friend’s 
house. According to the Rolling Stone article “Sexting, 
Shame and Suicide,” she was drunk, but that did not jus-

tify the actions of the three boys who 
allegedly proceeded to sexually violate 
her, draw on her exposed body and 
text pictures of her in that state to their 
friends. As revealed by her subsequent 
online conversations, it was clear that 
Pott was severely humiliated and alien-
ated by her so-called friends. A week 
later, she took her life. 

SHS is not very different from 
MVHS; students at both schools are 
high achievers, get into top-tier col-
leges and win prestigious awards. But 
on the other hand, there are students 
at both schools who are alienated, 
harmed and bullied.

The United States Department of 
Justice estimates that one in four students across the na-
tion have been victims of bullying. But when students at 
MVHS were asked whether they believed bullying was 
prevalent on campus, they responded with comments 
like “Bullying? Bullying doesn’t happen at Monta Vista.” 

The way it is defined
Bullying, according to the Department of Justice, is 

defined by two major characteristics: “repeated harmful 
attacks” and “an imbalance of power.” However, accord-
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Q: Have you ever witnessed 
bullying in any form at MVHS?

31% No69% Yes

Q: How have you 
witnessed bullying?

percent

36 26 9
percentpercent

verbal cyber physical

Sometimes 
people are 

conditioned 
to accept 

certain 
behaviors.”

“
English teacher 

Stacey Cler

ing to student advocate Richard Prinz, bullying is bully-
ing when the victim defines it as so. 

English teacher Stacey Cler attributes people’s mis-
conception of bullying at MVHS to their failure to recog-
nize when a joke has become hurtful.

“Sometimes people are conditioned to accept certain 
behaviors,” Cler said. “I’m sure you’ll find people who 
don’t necessarily consider what they’re doing as bullying 
because they don’t look at it that way.”

In other words, bullies often justify their actions as 
mere joking. Senior Sriram Atluri, who has witnessed 
the exclusion of minority students from social circles, 
believes that students often make inappropriate jokes 
without consideration for the person on the receiving 
end. Atluri acknowledges that while the bully may fail to 
recognize the consequences of his or her behavior, the 
intention is ultimately irrelevant. All that matters is the 
damage the bully inflicts.

Of the students who have witnessed bullying at 
MVHS, 30 percent say that it pertains to grades. 

Different forms of academic bullying, like the peer 
pressure students feel in order to remain competitive 
against their peers, seem to blind students from other 
methods of harassment at MVHS — including physical 
and verbal, as well as non-confrontational forms like 
rumor-spreading and exclusion. 

Ask me anything
For junior Mane Mikayelyan, the hate started in 

middle school when she created an account on Form-
spring.me, a website that allowed anonymous people to 
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Stories depicted Above were submitted 
by students through Tumblr; however, 

the photos are our own.

all survey statistics come from an 
online survey of 349 students.

ask questions to users of the site. The website was rela-
tively new at the time and, according to Mikayelyan, very 
popular. Soon after she made her account, Mikayelyan’s 
inbox was crowded with offensive messages stating pro-
fanities and obscenities regarding her appearance and 
personal life. 

“You’re ugly, you’re fat, you’re a slut — the typical 
‘girl’ insults,” Mikayelyan said. “But how could they call 
me a slut when I was only in middle school?” 

She admits that after a while of seeing these deroga-
tory comments posted on her profile, she started to al-
low them to get to her.

“I started to think, ‘If this many people think that I’m 
like that, then it must be true,’” she said.

Mikayelyan is not alone in her damaging experience 
with Formspring. On Feb. 13, 2011, 15-year-old Natasha 
MacBryde of the United Kingdom committed suicide 
after receiving malicious comments on her Formspring 
account. Facing public scrutiny, Formspring was shut 
down, only to reboot two months later under the name 
Spring.me.

At MVHS, Mikayelyan says that anonymous haters 
often targeted her position as a cheerleader because 
they had something against the team or her personally. 
She believes that anonymous people who write hateful 
comments are insecure, unable to muster the courage to 
speak their mind directly in front of victims. 

While Mikayelyan realized that she couldn’t stop 
anonymous users from putting negative comments on 
her profile, she decided to be strong and stand up against 
the accusations. She acknowledged that many believe 

making accounts and replying 
to hate-filled messages on sites 
such as Formspring and Ask.fm 
is the best way to prevent and 
stop bullying. 

“The reason I answer [every 
question I get], regardless of 
how dumb or mean they are, is 
that I don’t want them to think that ‘she didn’t know what 
to say, I really got to her,’” Mikayelyan said. “I think that 
not responding is a form of weakness. If you don’t stand up 
for yourself, you’re saying that you have nothing to say, and 
that you don’t know how to respond.” 

A joke taken too far
While Mikayelyan suffered from anonymous hate, senior 

Zac Burke was subject to a more physical form of bullying.
Burke transferred to Kennedy Middle School in eighth 

grade. When he secured a solid group of friends, however, 
one supposed friend’s hostility quickly shadowed Burke’s 
excitement at being able to fit in. What started off as rude 
joking soon spiraled into malicious, 
anti-Semitic slurs and even physical 
attacks on Burke. 

“[The bully] thought that every-
thing was a joke,” Burke said. “He 
had absolutely no control; he knew 
no limit.”

Burke believes that he never did 
anything to cause the bullying and 
never retaliated when the bully physically hurt him. 
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For more 
content visit 
elestoque.
org/bullying
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What can

YOU
DOBY TANISHA DASHMUNSHI AND RUBA SHAIK 

Take the time to look for signs of your children 
being bullied, like changes in their behavior. It’s 
important to be respectful of their feelings, and 
take care not to minimize the situation. Instead of 
saying “Just ignore it” or “Just walk away,” take 
your child seriously if they speak to you. Taking 
action is always better than the passive approach. 

Don’t be a bystander. If you are aware of the 
bullying, then you are just as involved. Be will-
ing to step in and stop the bullying, either di-
rectly or indirectly. Your silence will in turn give 
the bully more power. If you are afraid of being 
targeted or are friends with the bully, you have 
to be willing to say, “This is more important to 
me than having friends.” Most of the time you 
will come out of the situation in a better place. 

Advice from MVHS Student 
Advocate Richard Prinz for 
students who feel bullied, 
as well as peers, family 
members and teachers of 
potential victims

Be aware of students’ interactions and encour-
age an atmosphere of mutual respect. Speak to 
the kids separately when trying to understand 
what happened. Don’t act on assumptions, like 
accusing students, until you know the whole 
story. Get involved — speak to the students, or 
refer them to their guidance counselors or the 
school psychologists. This ensures that the vic-
tim is getting needed support and that the bully 
is being held accountable. Intervening immedi-
ately is the best plan of action.  

The most important thing to do is to talk to 
someone — your parents and trusted friends or 
the trained professionals listed below. 

Richard Prinz, Student Advocate
(408) 366 - 7638
richard_prinz@fuhsd.org

Beth Proudfoot*, Psychologist
(408) 351 - 1044
beth@childfamilygroup.com

Brian Sackett*, Psychologist
(408) 257 - 6662 
brain@connectingself.com

* These psychologists are contributors to MVHS Ver-
dadera and they specialize in issues pertaining to bul-
lying 

If you feel uncomfortable speaking to someone, 
you can remain anonymous and still maintain 
a support system by seeking help online or 
through hotlines.

Teen Hotline: (800) 852-8336 
Anti-Hate: (408) 279-0111
No Bullying Live Empowered (NoBLE): (855) 876-
6253.

*Bullying crisis chat:
http://commongroundhelps.org/ 
*Online support group:
http://teenlineonline.org/ 

*Recommended by the NoBLE program, which sup-
ports victims of bullying by providing counseling ser-
vices.

if yOu fEEL BuLLiED

if
yOu

ARE A
TEAchER

if
yOu

ARE A
PARENT

If you start to realize that you’re harming people, then you should go to a counselor 
and get help. Prinz believes that there are often underlying emotional problems that 
bullies have not dealt with — like having been bullied themselves before — that push-
es them to find power. If this is the case then you need to find a way to connect with 
people in a healthier way, so it’s not a power struggle. Admitting that there is a prob-
lem is the first step and after that, you’re on your way to getting help. Bullies tend to 
make excuses for their actions so that they’re not held accountable for the impact they 

if yOu fEEL yOu ARE BEcOMiNG A BuLLy

t.dasmunshi@elestoque.org | r.shaik@elestoque.org

if
yOu

ARE A
fRiEND
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about the consequences faced by the bully. 
“Our goal isn’t to punish, it’s to educate,” Flores said. 

“Once it starts to become punitive, then I think the lesson isn’t 
learned.”

Frustrated and having endured physical torment, Burke met 
with his guidance counselor, who contacted the Sheriff’s Of-
fice. The bully was charged with two felonies and had to carry 
out community service and therapy, in addition to expulsion 
from the school. 

Burke’s story represents the minority of cases at MVHS; 
only 9 percent of students have witnessed physical bullying  
Yet, the emotions he felt — the humiliation, the blow to self-
confidence, the frustration — are prevalent regardless of the 
form of bullying. 

In spite of the ordeal that Burke faced, he believes that his 
experience has shaped him as a person. Burke developed a re-
lationship with the deputy in charge of his case, and describes 
her as his second 
mother. With a 
renewed sense of 
self-confidence, 
he fortified his 
desire to become 
a police officer.

He even 
shared his story at 
SHS’s memorial 
for Pott.

“I didn’t plan 
to speak,” Burke 
said. “I realized 
that since I had 
been bullied be-
fore — even though it was different people, different situa-
tions, the kid who bullied me did physical stuff and committed 
a crime. I figured I could offer something to her family and the 
people who knew her.”

Burke’s decision to take action was not easy to make. He 
had not informed his mother of the situation and was afraid 
that she would get worried. Furthermore, he feared that telling 
someone would label him as a snitch and heighten the bullying.

Looking back, Burke believes that telling someone — 
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He recalls his bully, who 
weighed at least 120 pounds 
more than him, sitting on him 
for an extended period of time, 
to the point that Burke couldn’t 
breathe. After suffering through 
months of torment, he felt 
physically sick — nauseated 
and anxious — to go to school.  

“The final straw for me, iron-
ically, was when he stabbed me 
with a straw, and he stabbed 
me so hard in the back of the 

neck that it not only knocked me around but also left bloody 
marks,” Burke said. “At that point I had been physically and 
mentally harmed, and I don’t think I deserved any of it.”

Prior to this, Burke had approached his assistant principal 
in freshman year and pointed out where in the planner his 
bully had violated the policy on harassment and bullying. The 
planner reads, “Students who engage harassment or bullying 
shall be subject to suspension/Sheriff notification and/or ex-
pulsion from school” in bold type. Burke insisted his bully had 
met most of the criteria listed in the planner that recommend-
ed expulsion. However, according to Burke, his bully initially 
faced no consequences. 

From a national standpoint, the perceived lack of reaction 
from the administration is not uncommon. According to a sur-
vey conducted by the Department of Justice, 66 percent of vic-
tims of bullying felt that their school administration responded 
poorly to bullying problems. 

While the MVHS administration could not comment spe-
cifically on Burke’s case, Dean of Students Nico Flores ex-
plained the process that the administration takes to resolve a 
bullying incident. The first goal of the administration is to try 
to work out the situation by establishing some sort of common 
ground between the victim and the bully. During this process, 
all adults involved in the situation — parents, teachers and, if 
the situation warrants it, the sheriff’s office  — will convene 
to reach an agreement. Only if there is a serious threat to the 
victim’s safety has the bully violated zero tolerance and faces 
possible suspension or expulsion. Due to student confidential-
ity, Flores notes that sometimes a victim will not be notified 

30%

Q: What are MVHS students 
usually bullied about?

grades

physical appearance 29%

sexual orientation 11%

religious beliefs 6%

“[The bully] ThoughT 
ThaT everyThing 

was a joke. he had 
absoluTely no conTrol; 

he knew no limiT.”
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whether a teacher, counselor, friend or administrator — may 
not undo the damage inflicted by the bully, but confiding in a 
trusted individual will help you improve the situation.

The bystander effect
According to DoSomething, a non-profit that advocates so-

cial change, one in four teachers see nothing wrong with bul-
lying and only intervene 4 percent of the time. Cler, however, 
makes it a point to intervene whenever she notices bullying.

According to Cler, it’s often difficult for a teacher to know 
where or when to step in, but to remedy this, it is crucial for a 
teacher to develop a classroom environment conducive to open 
interaction where students can talk to the teacher without fear.  

“As a teacher, you have to be aware of students’ comfort 
levels, because those are particular to each student, and that’s 
why it’s important to get to know every student in your class,” 
Cler said. “Every student’s preferences are very different, and 
I think you need to try to get to know them and where their 
comfort zones are.” 

Bullying that takes place in the classroom often goes unno-
ticed because of a lack of communication between students and 
the teacher. This is due to victims, as well as bystanders, failing 
to address the situation. According the the Greater Good Science 
Center at the University of California, Berkeley, bystanders often 
shy away from a situation because no one else is doing anything 
about it. No one wants to be the snitch. 

Cler also attributes the lack of teacher involvement to the 
fear of making a situation worse. 

“For me, it’s always a gamble — if I insert myself into a situ-
ation, it can go either way,” Cler said. “I’m aware that my status 
as a teacher has the potential to change a situation, so I make it 
my goal to have a positive effect.” 

A victim’s peers are as capable of changing a situation as 
teachers are. Yet only 33 percent of students at MVHS have in-
tervened, either directly or indirectly, during a bullying incident 
they witnessed. Burke reflected that most of his friends were 
absent during his ordeal. Most of them were mutual friends with 
the bullies, and he does not blame them for not siding with him.

“It’s a really awkward position, being friends with the bully 
and the victim,” he said. “They knew what was going on, but 
how could they have mediated? Now we just don’t talk about 
what happened to me.”

Prinz underscores the value in helping peers out. Seven years 
ago, he recalls a student who was sexually abused as a freshman 
and was at the time embarrassed to share her story with any-
one. With the encouragement of several friends and the desire 
to warn other freshman girls about sexual assault, the girl, who 
was then a senior, organized a “Chicken Soup for the Teenage 
Soul” panel. 

Permeating Rumors 
“They say she lost her virginity.” 
A freshman girl, who spoke to El Estoque on the condition 

that she remain anonymous, stated that several accusatory ru-
mors have been spread about one of her classmates. 

According to the freshman, the bullying started when the 
victim was in middle school. The freshman said that the bul-
lying was never conducted face-to-face, and that the victim is 
strongly affected by these baseless accusations but isn’t open 
about the issue at hand. Although the victim has learned to hide 
the pain well, the freshman has said that as a witness, she wants 
to help the victim.

“Sometimes I want to go to the counselor, but I can’t because 

I know [the victim] doesn’t want to talk about it,” she said.
Flores emphasizes the importance of peers and teachers be-

ing a voice for victims. He believes that if a student feels that 
talking to an administrator is daunting they could consult their 
counselors, Prinz or even their friends. 

“You have to be courageous, and you have to be willing to 
follow what you know in your heart is the right thing,” he said. 
“And it’s not so much what the outcome is going to be… it’s 
more of ‘I know this is right because it is impacting my life or it’s 
impacting my friends or it’s impacting my community.’”

The freshman stated that as a bystander herself, she wants 
other potential bystanders to take a stand against the spreading 
of rumors. She believes that it’s important to step in especially if 
the situation becomes this serious even though the victim hasn’t 
done anything to bring the bullying upon themselves. 

“[The victim] doesn’t deserve it at all,” she said.
Like the victim, not everyone has someone to talk to, to share 

their pain with. Not everyone is cognizant of their peers and their 
feelings. Even though many students who were victims of bully-
ing have learned to overcome what they went through, no one 
can begin to understand the emotions that drove Pott to take 
her life. Her bullies, who deny that their actions were bullying, 
thought that she should lighten up, it was just a joke. But it wasn’t. 

The makings of a bullyQ&A

EL ESTOQUE: What factors cause kids to bully?
ShEiLa aLTmann: Children growing up in abusive environments are more likely 
to become bullies. [Also,] if you are under pressure, and you need a release, or 
if you are angry and upset...the nearest and easiest thing you think you can get 
away with [is] bullying, [and] you strike out there. Anger or frustration or a sense 
of hopelessness or helplessness can all trigger bullying behavior.

EE: Is there such thing as a “bad kid”? Or are bullies bullies because of their 
circumstances?
Sa: It is both nature and nurture. People are not born bullies, [but] personality is 
shaped by your temperament as well. [Kids] are born with certain tendencies that 
can be used either positively or negatively.

EE: Why do students bully?
Sa: They often feel higher and more powerful by asserting power over weaker 
individuals...but underneath, there may be a sense of powerlessness [and] vul-
nerability.

EE: Do you think that bullies deserve sympathy?
Sa: Sometimes they do. Sometimes it is a matter of understanding: why do they 
do this? It isn’t that it excuses what they do; it is still unacceptable. They need 
help in understanding themselves, [and] why they do it. We should motivate 
people in the positive direction instead of in the direction that can [cause kids 
to] break the law...You can lead the bully to the right path by reinforcing [their] 
positive side. 

EE: How does outside influence play a part?
Sa: It could be that either the family doesn’t give strong boundaries or con-
sequences, so the child learns that he can do these things and feel a sense of 
power...They haven’t learned that their behavior is not appropriate. Or it can be 
the opposite. [Maybe] the parents are so strict at home that the child feels that 
he has no control. So when he gets the opportunity [to] have the power over 
someone else, [it] is very appealing to him because he does not have control in 
another area of his life.

School psychologist Sheila Altmann describes the psyche of 
a bully
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