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PROLOGUE

Everything Starts with One

The documentary Bully began in the spring of 2009, with the conviction that NOW is the time for this film. It started with the voices of kids and parents, of teachers and administrators, of those who had been bullied decades ago and those who were targeted that day, coming into the light to talk about their experiences. Although bullying is not a new phenomenon, it is one that has been long shrouded in silence, shame, embarrassment, and helplessness. However, as the voices began to multiply, as more and more kids and adults courageously came forward to tell their stories and to speak to their commitment to change, so did the sense that Bully could catalyze a movement among youth, families, educators, and communities to turn the tide on bullying.

After three long years from production to the big screen, meeting kids, parents, and educators across the United States and documenting the many challenges and the hard-won triumphs, Bully arrived in theaters nationwide on April 13, 2012, with a PG-13 rating from the Motion Picture Association of America. The film’s premiere in fifty-five cities across the U.S. was the culmination of hard work not only by the filmmakers, but by dozens of organizations and individuals partnering with the documentary to help promote its message and to make it accessible to those who need to see it most—our nation’s young people.

A passion project for director Lee Hirsch and producer Cynthia Lowen, Bully became the little film that could, unifying a growing  movement and rallying cry by shining a spotlight on a very big problem that for too long has gone unresolved—and unnoticed. By focusing on the specific struggles of five families, Bully provided a glimpse into the life of the bullied and how bullying is a problem that has become embedded in our schools. With its disturbing images of physical and emotional abuse, the film exposed the disconnects and communication breakdowns often found between parents and children, and families and schools, and tapped into a shift in the collective consciousness that says, “No longer should bullying be an individual or a private matter, or a rite of passage; instead, it is a social issue that concerns all of us, not just those who suffer in silence.”

Bully is dedicated to the thirteen million children who will be bullied in the United States this year, as well as the generations of children who came before them, and to their families, whose cries for help have fallen upon deaf ears. With research showing that only 4 to 13 percent of middle- and high-school students indicate that they would report an incident of bullying to a teacher, administrator, or another school staff member, it is hoped that the film will encourage more students to speak out and trust that their stories will be both heard and taken seriously. It is also hoped that this film will inspire school systems across the nation to confront the bullying of students head-on with a whole-school approach that involves administrators, teachers, and counselors rather than with the well-intentioned but ineffective assurances, sympathetic looks, or shrugged shoulders of the past and that our nation’s legislators will stand firm in their resolve to ensure that all students enjoy educational opportunities without discrimination or harassment.




THE BATTLE OF THE BULLIED 

Bullying is the most common form of violence experienced by young people in the nation. Every day, more than 160,000 students skip school because they are fearful of being bullied. According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the third most common  location nationwide for a hate crime to occur is on a school or college campus—the FBI’s Hate Crime Statistics, 2009 report states that 11.4 percent of hate crimes occur at schools or colleges, and 18.5 percent of those bullied were targeted because of their perceived sexual orientation. Additionally, in a survey commissioned by the Kaiser Family Foundation, more eight- to fifteen-year-olds picked teasing and bullying as “big problems” than those who picked drugs or alcohol, racism, AIDS, or pressure to have sex, and more African Americans saw bullying as a big problem for people their age than those who identified racism as one. Bullying is now considered a serious threat to students’ ability to fully enjoy the educational opportunities and benefits of their schools.

Bullying is defined as an act of repeated physical or emotional victimization of a person by another person or a group. Although it’s difficult to assign a number to describe the incidence of bullying, according to the National Center for Learning Disabilities, the collected statistics prove rather frightening:■ 10 percent of children report having been the victims of severe bullying at least once during the school year;
■ 75 percent report being bullied at least once during the past ten months;
■ 25 to 50 percent report being bullied at some point during their school years;
■ 40 to 75 percent of bullying incidents in school take place during class breaks, in the lunchroom, bathroom, or hallways;
■ 30 percent of children who suffer from food allergies report being bullied at school (sometimes by verbal taunting but more often, by having the allergen thrown or waved at them);
■ 30 percent of children who report having been bullied said they sometimes brought weapons to school;
■ 57 percent of the time when a peer intervenes in a bullying situation, the bullying stops within ten seconds; and 
■ the average bullying episode lasts only thirty-seven seconds, and school personnel are reported to notice or intervene in only one in twenty-five incidents (in contrast to another report where teachers said they intervened 71 percent of the time and students reported teachers taking action only 25 percent of the time).



There are many reasons—or, perhaps, no real reason at all—why bullying occurs. According to antibullying speaker and expert Dr. Joel Haber, as much as 95 percent of all bullying is perpetrated by those looking to protect or increase their status within a group. Bullies maintain what Haber calls their “imbalance of power” by zeroing in on the things that make others different. It may be that bullied children are overweight or tall or that they wear different clothes or speak with an accent. While the list really can include almost anything, the following are some of the groups at risk for being bulled:■ children stereotyped by cultural biases, including ethnicity and religious factors;
■ children labeled with a sexual identity (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth);
■ children who contradict gender stereotypes;
■ children with social-skills deficits or special-education labels;
■ loners, those who do not have support of their peers; and
■ gifted children.



According to a study published in Gifted Child Quarterly in 2006 that examined 432 eighth graders in eleven states who were identified by their schools as gifted, more than two-thirds said they had been bullied at school and nearly one-third harbored violent thoughts as a result.

Bullying comes in many forms. Typically, most people envision bullying as a physical abuse of power: kicking, pushing, shoving, hitting, spitting, taking or breaking someone’s personal belongings,  knocking one’s books down, shoving a child into a locker, or stealing someone’s lunch money or food. However, there are other forms that are just as damaging. These include verbal bullying, which is more psychological in its intent and includes hurtful teasing, taunting, verbal threats, prejudicial remarks, and making fun of one’s cultural heritage, and relational bullying, which is meant to damage another person’s relationships through social isolation—gossiping, rumors, talking behind someone’s back, eye-rolling or silence when a target walks in the room, or behavior meant to exclude someone from a clique.

The advancement of technology and its prevalent use among our nation’s youth has produced what the American Academy of Pediatrics calls “the most common online risk for all teens”: cyberbullying. Cyberbullying is the deliberate use of digital media—social-networking sites, texting—to inflict harm or to communicate false, embarrassing, or hostile information to or about another person. Private e-mails forwarded without consent. Threatening texts. Verbal attacks on Twitter. Embarrassing photos posted on Facebook without permission. Video hate lists on YouTube. Cyberbullying can happen anytime, anywhere—on the soccer field or in the family living room—and often does. According to the Pew Research Center, a whopping 88 percent of social media-using teens say they have seen someone be mean or cruel to another person on a social-networking site. (Twelve percent of these say they witness this kind of behavior “frequently.”) Further, about one-third of all teenagers who use the internet say they have been targets of a range of annoying and potentially menacing online activities.

WHAT DO BULLIES LOOK LIKE?

According to bully expert Dr. Joel Haber, it is a misconception that bullies are troubled youths who are chronically insecure or lack self-esteem. Bullies may be popular, smart, confident, and socially adept. However, Haber says, most bullies tend to share several of the following characteristics:■ They lack empathy or self-control and need skill building and mentoring.
■ They experience conduct problems.
■ They feel the drive to be popular.
■ They exhibit delinquency and intolerance for others.
■ They experience violent contexts at home and/or in their community.





Whether on- or off-line, the impact of bullying is devastating. Children who have been bullied suffer from physical, emotional, and social scars that can last a lifetime. Research indicates that bullying can lead to or worsen feelings of isolation, rejection, exclusion, low self-esteem, poor academic achievement, depression and anxiety, and can contribute to suicidal behavior. Additionally, an Associated Press 2009 survey showed that 60 percent of young people who have been bullied report destructive behavior such as smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, using illegal drugs, or shoplifting (compared to 48 percent of those not bullied). Additionally, bullied children might feel the urge to retaliate, sometimes through extremely violent measures—in twelve of fifteen school shooting cases in the 1990s, the shooters had a history of being bullied.




CATALYST FOR CHANGE 

Bullying is by no means a new problem. For years, governments, schools, and courts have wrestled with how to deal with the issue, but as emerging technologies unite us in ways like never before, there is a growing activism, powered by dissatisfied students, parents, educators, and legislators who are banding together, collectively, as one unified voice. After years of being swept under the rug as a natural part of growing up, bullying is finally being recognized as an epidemic and is getting the attention it deserves.

The overwhelming success of Bully is a testament to the tenacity of the filmmakers and the bravery of Alex, Kelby, Ja’Meya, Kirk and Laura Smalley, and David and Tina Long and also to the tremendous power in all those who stand up, speak out, and make  a difference. The film charges every one of us to become change makers, to be upstanders rather than bystanders, and to create a safe, supportive, and engaging school climate in which all of our nation’s students can live and grow.

THE STATISTICS

■ A 2009 study from the Cyberbullying Research Center found that bullied students are three times more likely to drop out of school and one and a half to two times more likely to have attempted suicide.
■ The Gay Lesbian Straight Education Network (GLSEN)’s 2009 School Climate Survey found that 61.1 percent of LGBT students felt unsafe at school because of their sexual orientation, 39.9 percent felt unsafe because of their gender expression, and nearly a third missed class at least once in the last month and missed at least one day of school.
■ In a Web-based survey of about 1,500 twelve- to seventeen-year-olds, 90 percent reported that they do not tell adults about cyberbullying incidents. The most common reason, cited by 50 percent of respondents at equal rates across age and gender, was the belief that they “need to learn to deal with it” themselves.



Together, we can become the generation that makes bullying history. It’s time to become part of the solution. This book has been written to show you how.  




PART 1

The Film





The Making of Bully

It has been said that everyone has a bullying story, an experience that despite a lifetime of success and happiness continues to haunt them. It was Lee Hirsch’s bullying story that kept him from making Bully for many years. “I was too scared to start developing the idea in earnest because it would mean confronting my own demons and revisiting a painful period of my life,” said Hirsch, who was bullied throughout middle school and much of his Long Island, New York, childhood.

Still, there was no denying the impact of those early bully experiences on Hirsch’s life, how they helped to shape his worldview as well as his direction as a filmmaker. From the beginning of his career, Hirsch had always been attracted to subjects of struggle and redemption, as depicted in his debut film, Amandla! A Revolution in Four Part Harmony, which chronicled the history of the South African anti-apartheid movement through a celebration of its musical heroes. The film was released to acclaim, winning the Audience and Freedom of Expression Awards at the Sundance Film Festival in 2002, as well as one of the five Emmy awards it was nominated for, among many other honors. Hirsch also became an established director of music videos, his most recent being a narrative shot on location in Zanzibar for John Legend’s song “Show Me,” which was nominated for a 2008 NAACP Image award. He is also the recipient of the Best Video of the Year award from the National Television and Video Association of South Africa for his work with Bongo Maffin, a South African kwaito music group. By spring 2009, Hirsch was finally ready to take on the challenge of  a bullying documentary, an idea that gained velocity when, that April, he learned about two eleven-year-old boys—Carl Joseph Walker-Hoover of Massachusetts and Jaheem Herrera of Georgia—who took their own lives: deaths linked to trauma from chronic bullying. He knew a film was needed that really hit home, one that would explore different facets of bullying and show how universal a problem it is, crossing boundaries of race, class, and geography. This documentary needed to be both a chronicle and an intimate portrait, an honest and gutsy film that didn’t shy away from the real-life torment experienced by bullied children. Hirsch wanted to help heal a nation while, at the same time, reach out to those who needed an “empathy push,” as he calls it, to get involved and take action.

Parents Speak Out

“My daughter is sixteen, and we live in a small town in the Bible belt. My daughter has been bullied for a couple of years now due to her sexual orientation. There have been fistfights with boys, horrible nasty notes, name calling, and on April 9, 2009, while walking back to school from lunch, she was purposely hit by a van, which, not to my surprise, held six boys from her school. Her dad and I have been to the school many times. Our fight is not only with the students, but the faculty who believe they are above any recourse for their actions. We are at the point of legal defense for our daughter, but don’t really know where to start. It is a constant day-to-day battle for our daughter’s spirit, and I fear we are losing her. She has been to counseling and is already on anti-depressants, but refuses to “LET THEM WIN” by leaving this school. All children deserve to be treated equally and humanely, and that is not happening at this school.”

—written by Kelby’s mother, Londa Johnson, on Ellen DeGeneres’ blog



Hirsch joined forces with Cynthia Lowen, an award-winning writer whose producing credits include the two-part documentary Going Home about teenage incarceration and recidivism. It turned out Lowen was just as passionate as Hirsch about the subject of  bullying. Although she was teased at times for how she looked during her school days, she described herself as one of those kids who sailed under the radar and tried to go unnoticed for much of the time growing up so that she could avoid being the target of bullying. “I was someone who saw bullying taking place around me, but didn’t have the tools or confidence to stand up to it,” said Lowen, who serves as Bully producer and writer. “Looking back now, there are definitely kids I wish I had reached out to when I was in middle and high school, who were the ones who were always alone or made fun of, and I wish I had had the tools then to stand up for them when I saw them being bullied.”

Not wanting to wait for a grant to come through, or a financier, the pair started research for the film—originally titled The Bully Project but later shortened simply to Bully. They were working from home and with their savings. They began consulting nationally recognized experts in the field of bullying prevention, including Jorge Srabstein of The Children’s National Medical Center; Marlene Snyder, the director of development in the United States for the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program, a whole-school program that has been proven to prevent or reduce bullying throughout a school setting; Captain Stephanie Bryn, a Public Health Service officer overseeing the government’s “Stop Bullying Now!” campaign; Dr. Jackson Katz, cofounder of the Mentors In Violence Prevention (MVP) program; and Kevin Jennings, the former Assistant Deputy Secretary of Education under President Barack Obama, among others. They watched YouTube videos, tracked news around the country and on websites such as Oprah.com and Facebook, and read blog posts, including the blog of Ellen DeGeneres of The Ellen Show, which put them in touch with an openly gay student named Kelby who had been ostracized by her community because of her sexuality. “Kids and families were desperate to find a way to voice their experiences of bullying, harassment, and loss,” Hirsch said. “There were thousands of postings, filled with frustration and anger.”

They read and watched news report after news report about the  growing number of bullying incidents across the country, including the story of a young teenager named Ja’Meya in Yazoo County, Mississippi, who one day decided to take matters into her own hands and bring her mother’s gun onto her school bus to scare off her bully. There were lengthy conversations with dozens of parents, including the Longs of Chatsworth, Georgia, and the Smalleys of Perkins, Oklahoma, who suffered the ultimate loss, whose children had been victims of bullying and subsequently died by suicide. In the end, Hirsch and Lowen filmed with some twenty to thirty families—shooting three hundred hours of film in all—who had been coping with bullying for years, had received no support from their school administrators, and felt they had nowhere to turn. “One thing all of these stories shared was a sense of frustration and helplessness, a desperate desire for their voice to be heard, and a call for change,” said Lowen.




FINDING THE RIGHT SCHOOL

In order to accurately portray the realities of bullying, the filmmakers would need to be on the front lines, which meant that Hirsch and Lowen needed to embed themselves within the student population of a school—ground zero for bullying—preferably for an entire academic year. It was a tall order, and perhaps it is not surprising that many school districts were highly unreceptive.

In their preproduction research, the filmmakers came across the Workplace Bullying Institute in Bellingham, Washington, an organization run by Gary and Ruth Namie that was dedicated to the eradication of workplace bullying. The Institute had recently published the first study on the incidence of workplace bullying, which was funded by the Waitt Institute for Violence Prevention (WIVP), based in Sioux City, Iowa. It was there that the filmmakers met Cindy Waitt, the executive director of WIVP. (Waitt would eventually become an executive producer of Bully.) Since WIVP had invested deeply in the Sioux City School District with an anti-bullying curriculum, mentoring programs, and gender violence  prevention work for many years, Waitt was able to introduce Hirsch and Lowen to Sioux City Superintendent Dr. Paul Gausman. “It was a great miracle that we connected with the Waitt Institute for Violence Prevention,” Hirsch said. “It was a perfect storm of having a strong and meaningful introduction to the school district, coupled with a relatively new and progressive superintendent.”

Celebs Speak Out

“I was bullied. . . . Most people in their lifetime have been bullied at some point. I think that it’s about time that people start making a change. A lot of the time, principals let it go, or teachers let it go, or other students just let it go, but I think this movie’s really powerful and can help change a lot of lives.”

—Justin Bieber



In July 2009, the filmmakers presented their idea for Bully to the Sioux City Community School Board, requesting permission to film throughout the district for the 2009–2010 school year. The board felt it was an important project and agreed to be partners in the process. “This was a huge leap of faith and represented a brave commitment to their ongoing bullying prevention programs,” Hirsch said. “The board was willing to take a tough look at their own community through the camera’s lens.”

Sioux City officials gave the filmmakers access to a number of schools in the district; Hirsch and Lowen filmed at three—West High School, Hunt Elementary School, and East Middle School—but it was at the middle school where they found the bullying to be most intense, and this is the school that is seen in Bully. “A lot of this has to do with maturity,” Lowen said. “In middle school, kids are learning to recognize and use their power, their relationships are becoming more complicated, they are getting online, they are vying for popularity, their peers’ acceptance is becoming increasingly more important, and their brains and bodies are changing. All of these factors, and many more, make bullying pervasive in the middle-school years.”

 THE STORY OF WEST HIGH

Cynthia Lowen

In Sioux City, we were fortunate to film not only at East Middle School where we followed Alex through his seventh grade year, but also at West High School, on the other side of town. West High was a school that was facing many challenges ten years ago in terms of school climate and culture: lots of fights, absenteeism, low student achievement, and a reputation for being the community’s toughest school.

One day, there was a brawl following a basketball game—trophy cases were smashed, police officers were called in and were injured, and it was broadcast all over the nightly news as yet another black eye on West High’s reputation. However, this time, the students responded differently. Instead of letting the incident go by, it was a catalyst for change: The students held their own press conference to challenge the community’s perception of them and to let Sioux City know that this was not who they were, this was not the image they wanted to project, and that they intended to take back their school’s culture.

Under the leadership of a great principal, effective administrators, and engaged faculty, all of whom were also committed to change, these student leaders worked with educators and succeeded in radically changing the culture of their school. Over several years, the kids and faculty implemented various peer mentorship programs such as Mentors for Violence Prevention (MVP), a gender violence, bullying, and school violence prevention program using role-playing to allow students to explore and construct effective responses to harassment, abuse, or violence before, during, or after the fact. Upperclassmen developed close relationships with underclassmen and talked to them about bullying, dating violence, and conflict. Peers were also trained in responding to and resolving conflicts and bullying situations and were given the tools to recognize these behaviors. The faculty also made responding to bullying a priority, devoting the time it takes to effectively handle the many kinds of bullying situations that come up in a day, and to seriously address even those behaviors that might seem minor, like name calling, before they escalated.

Over the year we filmed at West High, we witnessed an environment in which the most popular kids were not “mean girl” types or ruthless jocks, but kids who were kind, well liked, and had status because they cared about the kids around them and who wanted to pass down the values that had made high school a great experience for them to the incoming freshmen.

After a year filming Bully and wondering if it really was possible to create school climates where bullying was not tolerated by either the kids or the staff, we witnessed—at this very typical public American high school, in a diverse community, struggling with budget cuts, big class sizes, and all the other problems schools are faced with today—that it is possible. It’s also notable that as bullying and violence receded at West High they also saw the highest jumps in academic achievement of any of the district’s schools.



Additionally, what the filmmakers discovered was that while West High School was already a decade into bullying prevention programs, and had a great climate and very established peer mentor programs and leadership, East Middle was in its first year of this work. “There are many studies that show long-term bullying prevention and climate change takes years of consistent effort, both in school, in the community, and at home, and East Middle was at the beginning of that journey,” Lowen said, adding that the school was just beginning to implement a bullying prevention program called Second Step, as well as mentorship programs, and  getting buy-in from all members of the school faculty. “In a way,” she added, “what we found at East Middle emphasized what Superintendent Gausman knew to be true when he courageously gave us permission to film throughout the district—that there were buildings in the district with great culture and climate (where kids felt safe and supported in the school community, where differences and diversity were honored, where cliques did not rule the day, where kids were empowered to stick up for each other and felt the lines of communication with teachers and administrators were open,  where staff and administrators made preventing bullying a priority, and where effective action was taken to resolve bullying situations before they escalated) and also places in the district where there was still work to be done.”

Hirsch and Lowen had permission to shoot film just about anywhere in the district—on school buses, in school yards and hallways, and inside the principal’s office in order to capture the full scope of the problem. (All of the families of children who appear and speak in Bully signed releases to participate in the film, including the families of the children who exhibit bullying behaviors.) However, Hirsch knew that in order to truly serve as “flies on a wall,” he and Lowen would need the acceptance of the East Middle School student body and asked to be introduced at the first assembly of the year, where he and Lowen talked about what they were doing and why.

With the full support of the administration, teachers, and students, filming for Bully began in August 2009 and continued throughout the school year. Hirsch and Lowen were very careful to protect the children they were following from any negative attention or increased bullying by virtue of having the camera crews follow them around. They filmed with lots of kids, in lots of classes, at lots of different kinds of school events—bake sales, fire drills, wrestling matches—so it wasn’t apparent that they were focusing on any one child. Initially, the appearance of the cameras created something of a spectacle among the student population, but that quickly faded as the days, and then weeks and months, wore on and the students lived the daily drama of a middle-school environment. Over time, the project got support from several organizations, including Waitt Institute for Violence Prevention, Einhorn Family Charitable Trust, The BeCause Foundation, Cinereach, The Fledgling Fund, and Sundance, among others, but throughout production, the team remained very small. With the exception of a handful of days when filming needed to be done in several places at one time—such as the first day of school when a sound recordist or a second cinematographer and director were hired—it was just  Hirsch and Lowen. Hirsch, the film’s director, served as cinematographer, while Lowen handled sound. And on shoots where Lowen was unavailable, Hirsch did both.




“WE FELL IN LOVE WITH ALEX”

The filmmakers met Alex Libby before the school year began, following his seventh-grade orientation. He was sitting outside on a bench, ostracized by—“or worse, invisible to,” said Lowen—his classmates, waiting to be picked up from school. “We saw in Alex a young man full of promise and creativity,” Hirsch said. “On his good days, he would laugh, sing, and come up with poems. Alex was someone we saw as having this incredible spirit. We really just fell in love with him and his family, who really let us into their lives. Alex was utterly unaware of the camera. That also matters when you are making a film. You really want to be with someone who is comfortable.”

In fact, all of the students portrayed in Bully welcomed the filmmakers into their lives with a remarkable openness and honesty. Hirsch said that bullied children often suffer in silence because they think no one will believe them or can help them, so when adults finally do take notice, these children speak from the heart. “They want the world to know ‘this is what I go through and you guys don’t listen to me, but it’s really bad, it’s really, really hard, and I carry this around every day on my own,’ ” Hirsch said. “That is reflected in the ways in which kids write about bullying, they blog about it, think about it, Facebook about it.... All of those things are reflective of the kind of battling in silence that is part of the landscape.”

The filmmakers soon discovered that kids had been bullying Alex for several years, and they continued to do so, even within plain sight of the camera. Hirsch shot on a Canon 5d Mark II, which resembles a still photographic camera, and perhaps many children were not aware that he was shooting video. Even so, Hirsch indicated, “We believe that the bullying was also much worse when the camera was not present.”

On and off camera, the school bus was where Alex seemed to endure the most mistreatment—he is choked, slapped, pushed, taunted, and more. “It was incredibly difficult not to go and rip those kids off Alex,” Hirsch said. “Had the violence increased, I’m sure there was a point at which I would have had to, and would have absolutely stopped it. But the reality is that Alex wanted people to know what happens to him. All of the kids who were in this film wanted people to know what they go through.” Although documentary filmmakers try not to make themselves part of the story, Hirsch said that the bullying behavior ultimately became so alarming that he and Lowen made the decision to bring evidence of what was happening to the school, to Alex’s parents, and to the Sioux City police department. “This absolutely put us into the story and is acknowledged in the film,” Hirsch said. (Some disturbing instances of verbal abuse only became apparent to the filmmakers months later in the editing room, as they were not always monitoring audio as they shot.)

Lowen noted that the failure of some of the educators at Alex’s school is not because they are not trying, or do not care about kids, but that they may simply be overwhelmed with test scores, oversized classrooms, and all the other challenges facing educators today or that they may not know how to protect a child who is the perennial target, year after year, when their first attempts to intervene have failed. “These failures are a result of not being equipped to effectively handle bullying and of not having the kind of leadership in their school that enables them to know they will be supported if they make bullying prevention a priority,” Lowen said.

For example, during filming at East Middle School, there was a day when some money had been stolen out of a locker. “This was taken very seriously by the faculty and administrators—police were called, everyone was on alert—as a result of which, there was no question among students that stealing was a very serious offense in this environment,” Lowen said. “However, when it came to bullying, the attitude was very different. As we saw in the film, kids routinely bullied Alex on the bus without fear of there being any  repercussions. The bus driver did not intervene, Alex’s parents struggled to get protection for Alex, and within the ‘norms’ of that particular school, bullying seemed to have far fewer consequences than stealing five dollars did.” The fact that Alex had been assaulted, threatened, and otherwise abused was not addressed or taken seriously, and that sent a message to other students at the school that this behavior was “normal,” Lowen noted. “I’m sure many of us who see Bully can see some of our own mistakes in the mistakes of the administrators in the film and can learn from them in how we respond to bullying in our own schools and communities,” she said.

Celebs Speak Out

“When I was in middle school, I was bullied so badly. Girls started an ‘I Hate Demi’ petition and sent me mean texts. There were girls who stood outside my house and yelled things from across the street! It was the ‘popular’ girls who did it—they had all the power and wanted to make sure no one took it away. It got so bad, I kind of went into a depression. The only friend I had was Selena [Gomez], who always stood up for me. But being bullied scarred me for life. That’s why I got involved with Love Our Children USA. I don’t want anyone to suffer like I did.”

—Demi Lovato to Seventeen



Since the filming, Hirsch and Lowen have maintained very close connections with the Sioux City community and the school district, which Hirsch calls “partners in the growing Bully Project movement.” They have also kept in touch with all of the families and experts they met along the way, who continue to be great champions of the documentary and very active in advocating for bullied youth. Having been brought back to such a crucial and difficult time in her own life over the year of filming Bully, Lowen said she was awed by current educators who “truly get it,” but mostly by today’s generation of kids. “They really are taking ownership of this issue and are leading us all in creating schools and communities where bullying is not accepted,” she said.

“We made Bully with the conviction that audiences, especially young people, can be moved off the sidelines and empowered to stand up for those around them,” Lowen added. “We also made this film with the conviction that those children will become the next generation’s leaders, and CEOs and educators and innovators, and will show us new possibilities, not only in how we treat the people around us, but in how we lead as citizens of the world.”
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