
  

 

 
 
 
Issue Brief 

Bullying and Harassment 
in Texas Schools   
Policy Recommendations 
By Paige Duggins-Clay, J.D., and Makiah Lyons, J.D. 
 
To develop safe and healthy school environments, schools must be able to respond to 
bullying and harassment appropriately and take deliberate action to prevent it. This 
includes incidents where the bullying taking place is based on or related to a student’s race, 
ethnicity, national origin, sex, gender, religion or disability status. 
 
Students across Texas have been increasingly reporting alarming examples of 
discriminatory bullying in schools – fueled in part by confusion and misinformation 
regarding curriculum, library, and staff training and professional development laws 
(Duggins-Clay & Lyons, 2024). 
 

• In San Antonio, a middle school girl endured months of bullying, including 
homophobic slurs, body shaming, having her shoelaces tied together and being 
physically assaulted (Wright, 2024). 

• In Crawford, parents filed a federal lawsuit with details of over two years. Their child 
with ADHD endured daily bullying, including verbal abuse, physical assaults, and 
sexual violence, such as being urinated on in the locker room, due to his small stature 
and perceived “lack of masculinity” from the bullies. (Guz, 2024) 

• In Royse City, a 12-year-old girl with albinism and legal blindness faced persistent 
bullying, including racial slurs like the “N word.” She also had her mobility cane 
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https://www.mysanantonio.com/news/local/article/bullying-san-antonio-schools-18931720.php
https://www.kcentv.com/article/news/local/federal-lawsuit-alleges-crawford-isd-ignored-bullying-sexual-assault/500-2506eba5-e87c-43fc-8506-1f9046a4d79a
https://www.cbsnews.com/texas/news/royse-city-mother-fights-back-against-bullying-of-daughter-with-albinism/
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broken by her bullies. (Jones, 2024) 

• In Gainesville, 11-year-old Jocelyn Rojo Carranza died by suicide after classmates 
bullied her with threats to call immigration authorities on her parents. Jocelyn’s 
death sparked a wave of grief and demands for accountability and more transparent 
communication between schools and families. (Albino, 2025) 

• In Bryan, a 15-year-old autistic freshman was harassed when a group of students 
threw a trash can into his occupied bathroom stall while others laughed and 
recorded the incident. His family and other community members organized a silent 
protest demanding stronger anti-bullying measures and greater accountability from 
the district. (Surette, 2025) 

• Black students in Lubbock have been called the “N-word” on a near-daily basis, 
frequently referred to as “porch monkeys,” forced to listen to other students making 
“monkey sounds” at them in class and told to “go pick cotton.” Students in one 
Lubbock middle school were subjected to the sounds of cracking whips as they 
walked through the halls. Another Black student, out of breath while working out 
during football practice, was taunted by other students jeering, “He can’t breathe 
like George Floyd.” (IDRA, 2022) 

• In Mission, students sent a 13-year-old Black girl racist comments and photos, 
including photoshopping her face onto the image of Emmett Till’s mutilated body 
and onto a graphic image of a KKK lynching, circulating the content on social media 
(Bride, 2023). 

• In Spring Branch, a mother reported that her son, who is black and has special needs, 
“was lured off campus and allegedly beaten by five white students who also attend 
the same high school” (Edsitty, 2019). The child sustained a concussion from the 
fight and was also the victim of social media threats that included a “meme 
insinuating that the student would be the victim of a school shooting, as well as a 
graphic photo of a lynching” (Solomon, 2019). 

• In Southlake, a Jewish student reported repeatedly experiencing bullying about his 
facial features and “gas chambers” at school, which was so severe that he 
contemplated suicide and forced him out of the school system (Hixenbaugh, 2021). 

• In Plano, students called a 13-year-old Black boy racial slurs and beat him with a belt 
in the boy’s locker room. The student was so miserable, he quit the football team. 
Later, at a sleepover where the bullies were present, students shot him with a BB 
gun, slapped him and made him drink their urine. (Cronin, 2021) 

• In Austin, students defaced student parking spots with racist, homophobic, and 
antisemitic slurs and images, including depictions of swastikas and the N-word (Ruiz, 
2021). Similar slurs were reported in Westlake (Caprariello, 2020). 

• In East Texas, a Black student with autism was photographed in the bathroom, and 
students circulated the picture online with a caption mocking his disability and using 

https://www.univision.com/local/dallas-kuvn/mama-de-jocelyn-pide-que-no-cierren-el-posible-caso-de-acoso-que-le-costo-la-vida-a-su-hija-video
https://www.kbtx.com/2025/04/09/bryan-isd-families-plan-silent-protest-over-bullying-incidents/
https://idra.news/LBKstatement
https://issueone.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Final-Written-Testimony-of-Kristin-Bride-for-2-14-23-Senate-Judiciary-Committee-Hearing.docx.pdf
https://abc13.com/school-bully-racism-fights/5158400/
https://www.yahoo.com/lifestyle/mom-says-black-son-special-needs-victim-hate-crime-committed-white-classmates-113807923.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAF3Bhno0cs3okqQBgmwY1oPSUb4y9O5hH_qJsEpEfS8CdOIaAntS7EhFG3UYj-P_GreAOB5UtxAdx3L5PfFUaFlRzZZC2HWUmwsPHPc4eo3VlEX-jFryoazH_brQuCLikIPfbdvwXyvergbk7lK-Z82eOX3NVy81hnmnQgabnwa5
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/southlake-texas-holocaust-jewish-school-books-rcna3264
https://localprofile.com/2021/03/10/this-is-more-than-bullying-mother-of-plano-8th-grader-calls-for-district-wide-change/
https://www.fox7austin.com/news/anti-semitic-racist-homophobic-graffiti-found-in-school-parking-lot
https://www.kxan.com/investigations/racism-at-westlake-students-share-painful-experiences-in-common/
https://www.cbs19.tv/article/news/community/students-bullies-autistic-student-through-social-media/501-dfa8ee93-da80-4732-a66c-9d6595850a03
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a racial slur (Roy & Menezes, 2022). 

• In Aledo, high school students created a social media group pretending to auction 
their Black classmates. One week after the discovery of the social media group, fliers 
were disseminated across school campuses in the Aledo school district announcing 
a “Great Sale of Slaves.” (Amelash, et al., 2021) 

• In Katy, parents reported that students “screamed racial slurs” at minority girls 
during a district volleyball game, including “making monkey sounds” when Black girls 
were serving the ball (Rayford, 2022). 

• And in Grand Prairie, a student posted a video on social media showing several Black 
students “using a derogatory word and sticky notes to spell out a racial slur before 
saying it aloud in class” (Jefferson, 2023). 

 
According to a 2023 report by the Charles Butt Foundation, Texas parents 
identified bullying as the greatest risk to safety, belonging and inclusion in 
Texas schools. Parents of color are particularly concerned with the risk of 
racial bullying and discrimination in their schools: 69% of Black parents 
and 59% of Latino parents reported feeling that students face a moderate 
or large risk of discrimination based on their race or ethnicity. These 
findings are also supported by national data recently reviewed by the Pew 
Research Center (Minkin & Menasce Horowitz, 2023). 
 
Bullying and harassment jeopardize students’ ability to learn and undermine a school’s 
climate, leaving many students, staff, and communities feeling unsafe and disconnected 
(Craven 2022). 
 
We must ensure that students, school communities and parents have the necessary tools to 
prevent and address discriminatory bullying and can support all students impacted by it. 

Discriminatory Bullying, Hate Crimes and Harassment are 
on the Rise in Schools  
According to NCES, 22% of students ages 12-18 were bullied in 2019 (2019). 
While this is concerning standing alone, the urgency of identifying, preventing 
and responding appropriately to bullying is further underscored when 
viewing this data from a disaggregated lens: students increasingly report 
being bullied on the bases of their race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation 
and religion (Alvis, et al., 2023; Brion-Meisels, et al., 2022). 
 
The U.S. Department of Justice has defined identity-based bullying as bullying 
arising from a single significant act or pattern of acts by one or more students 
that is based on or targets a student’s actual or perceived race, ethnicity, 
color, national origin, sex, gender, religion or disability status (Lahdon & Rapp, 2021). This 
also includes bullying based on association with a person or group of people with these 
characteristics. 

Nationally, one in 
four students 
experienced bullying 
based on their race, 
national origin, 
religion, disability, 
gender or sexual 
orientation. 

Texas parents 
identified bullying 
as the greatest risk 
to safety, 
belonging and 
inclusion in school. 

https://www.cnn.com/2021/04/23/us/aledo-texas-students-racist-snapchat-group-chat-trnd/index.html
https://www.click2houston.com/news/local/2022/09/06/it-did-not-feel-like-a-safe-environment-parent-claims-katy-isd-students-screamed-racial-slurs-at-minority-girls-during-volleyball-game/
https://www.wfaa.com/article/news/local/grand-prairie-naacp-chapter-calls-out-superintendent-school-principal-after-students-use-racial-slurs-in-video/287-b39c0c05-a25c-42c5-9207-302ed9f46032
https://charlesbuttfdn.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/2023-txed-poll.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2023/01/24/race-ethnicity-and-parenting/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2023/01/24/race-ethnicity-and-parenting/
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Unfortunately, incidents of identity-based bullying, harassment and hate crimes are on the 
rise in Texas and across the nation. A 2021 report from the Government Accountability 
Office (GAO) found that one in four students experienced bullying based on their race, 
national origin, religion, disability, gender or sexual orientation. The same report found that 
one in four students reported seeing hate words or symbols (such as those referencing racial 
or homophobic slurs) written in their schools. Another report making similar findings 
indicated that 23% of students reported seeing hate-related graffiti at school (Wang, et al., 
2020).  
 
Race continues to be the leading factor for students experiencing discriminatory bullying, 
followed by disability and gender (GAO, 2021). The data show that Black students 
experienced the most harassment and bullying (37%) on the basis of race, color and national 
origin, despite being only about 15% of the K-12 student population (OCR, Nov. 2023; Yang 
& McKnight, 2023). 
 

 
 
Latino youth similarly experience bullying at rates that are often higher than their white, 
non-Latino peers and experience victimization attributed to language, perceived citizenship 
or belonging, and appearance (Lutrick, et al., 2020).  
 
Asian American students have also reported increased levels of bullying and harassment in 
schools, particularly since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (Yellow Horse, et al., 2021). 
A 2021 report found that 80% of Asian American students experienced bullying on the basis 
of their Asian identity (Act to Change, et al., 2021). Unfortunately, these numbers are very 
likely an underestimation, as students of color are less likely to report bullying than their 
white classmates. 
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Students increasingly report experiencing bullying on the basis of their 
religion. While many faith-based groups are targeted, a survey by the Institute 
for Social Policy and Understanding found that Muslim (60%) and Jewish 
(58%) students are most likely to experience religious discrimination, as 
compared to 26% of Catholics, 29% of Protestants, 43% of white Evangelicals, 
27% of the non-affiliated, and 33% of the general public (Mogahed & 
Ikramullah, 2020). 
 
LGBTQ+ students report experiencing bullying and harassment at alarming rates. 
According to a 2021 national survey, 82% of LGBTQ+ students reported feeling unsafe in 
school because of at least one of their actual or perceived personal characteristics – 
including 51% of LGBTQ+ students feeling unsafe because of their sexual orientation, 43% 
because of their gender expression, and 40% because of their gender (Kosciw, et al., 2021). 
 
Also concerning, the number of hate crimes in schools has nearly doubled in 
recent years: in 2015–16, the number of hate crimes in schools was 
approximately 3,166. It increased to 5,732 in 2017–18 (OJJDP, 2022). The most 
common bias motivation for hate crimes in schools was race or color. 
 
According to the U.S. Department of Justice’s Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention, youth reporting being the victim of a hate crime 
overwhelmingly were victims of race-/ethnicity- and ancestry-motivated hate 
crimes. Black children continue to be a primary target of these harmful actions, representing 
69% of the single-bias instances reported to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) 
program in 2020 (FBI, 2020). 
 
Given the alarming rate that these harmful incidents are increasingly occurring, school 
efforts to prevent and respond to bullying must account for the specific ways that bullying 
targets students on the basis of their identity and the magnified harm that students and 
school communities experience when the bullying behavior is motivated by bias or 
discrimination. 

Bullying and Harassment Increase Risk for Mental Health 
Challenges and Exacerbate Existing Traumas  
Effectively addressing bullying and harassment is critical to ensuring school safety and 
addressing youth mental health. Bullying is associated with negative health outcomes, such 
as depression and suicide, which can be exacerbated when students experience bullying on 
the basis of their identity (Alvis, et al., 2023; Kosciw, et al., 2021; Lutrick, et al., 2020; 
Garnett, et al., 2014). 
 
Decades of research have shown that youth of color are at higher risk of being the victim of 
bullying, which may be due to experiences with discriminatory forms of bullying where an 
individual’s identity or identities are targeted through acts of verbal and/or physical assault 
(Alvis, et al., 2023; Galán, et al., 2021; Peskin, et al., 2006). 

The number of 
hate crimes in 
schools has 
nearly doubled 
in recent 
years. 

Muslim (60%) and 
Jewish (58%) students 
are most likely to 
experience religious 
discrimination across 
the country. 
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Alarmingly, existing prevalence rates are likely underestimations, as a recent study found 
that Black and Latino youth reported more experiences of bullying behaviors (e.g., being 
threatened or put down by peers) but were less likely to endorse that they have been 
“bullied” (Lai & Kao, 2018) compared to white youth. As recently noted by researchers, “The 
underreporting of bullying victimization among youth of color may be due to cultural stigma 
and fear of backlash from authority figures who tend to enact more severe punishment and 
over police Black and Latino communities.” (Alvis, et al., 2023 citing Rios, 2011) 
 
While all forms of bullying are harmful and must be prevented and remediated when it 
does occur, research has shown that “identity-based bullying may have more 
deleterious effects on mental health relative to general bullying” because “identity-
based bullying is often experienced as more threatening and severe, can be 
experienced as a violent assault on one’s sense of self, and is inherently demeaning and 
personal” (Alvis, et al., 2023). 
 
Further, because youth of color are more likely to experience multiple types of 
traumatic events throughout their life, they are at greater risk for psychological 
symptoms in response to discriminatory bullying (Alvis, et al., 2023; Douglas, et al., 
2021). 
 
Because youth are particularly vulnerable to social and emotional harm during adolescence, 
addressing identity-based victimization must be addressed swiftly, effectively and with 
attention to the particular harm caused by discriminatory bullying (Alvis, et al., 2023; Russell, 
et al., 2012). 

Policymakers Must Act to Strengthen Policies Prohibiting 
and Preventing Bullying and Harassment 
While Texas has made significant progress in addressing bullying in schools, 
schools do not have a clear framework for conducting bullying investigations, and 
TEA does not collect data on bullying targeting students based on their protected 
status. This valuable data would enable districts to craft effective anti-bullying 
programs to address trends and patterns in bullying and harassment incidents.  
 
In addition, teachers have reported feeling unequipped and afraid to effectively 
address discriminatory bullying and harassment due to misinformation about 
Texas education laws pertaining to prohibited concepts that can be taught and 
discussed in schools. The state must be clear that bullying on the basis of a 
person’s protected status, including their race and gender, is prohibited and 
ensure that school employees feel empowered to act to prevent or address racial 
bullying and harassment. 
 
Federal guidance has historically provided that schools should seek to prevent and address 
bullying and harassment to protect students from physical and emotional harm this 

While all forms 
of bullying are 
harmful, 
identity-based 
bullying can 
have more 
deleterious 
effects on 
mental health. 

Because youth of 
color are more likely 
to experience 
multiple types of 
traumatic events 
throughout their life, 
they are at greater 
risk for 
psychological 
symptoms in 
response to identity-
based bullying. 
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behavior causes (See, e.g., OCR, 2010 (rescinded in part)). But many states and districts do 
not have the tools they need to address harassment and bullying appropriately. With 
instances of identity-based bullying and harassment on the rise, schools’ inability to respond 
appropriately compromises student and school safety, jeopardizes students’ mental health, 
and could affect overall school climate and hostile environment. 
 
Researchers studying the impact of bullying and harassment continue to 
stress the importance of attending to the impact of discrimination when 
addressing instances of bullying and implementing bullying prevention 
programs and initiatives (Alvis, et al, 2023; Russell, et al., 2012). Teachers and 
staff must be empowered to prevent bullying and respond appropriately 
when bullying takes place. A study of outcomes for youth who experience 
identity-based bullying as opposed to more general bullying shows that 
supportive teachers help mitigate the negative outcomes for students who 
experience general bullying (Mulvey, et al., 2018).  
 
For students who experience identity-based bullying, however, supportive 
teachers alone were not enough to mitigate the negative outcomes for those 
students (Mulvey, et al., 2018). To address identity-based bullying, support all 
students and ensure school safety for all, teachers and staff must be trained 
and empowered to address prejudice and bias in schools. 
 
Additionally, schools must have protocols in place to ensure that investigations of suspected 
or reported bullying are thorough, prompt and impartial (OCR, 2023; 2017; 2010; 1994). 
Schools should simultaneously assess potential mental health or academic issues and 
provide support for students experiencing them (Alvis, et al., 2023; Cornell & Limber, 2015). 
 
Researchers also continue to emphasize the need to collect better, more comprehensive 
data about bullying to ensure more effective intervention and prevention measures, 
especially for students whose identity or identities may render them more susceptible to 
experiencing bullying (Mulvey, et al., 2018; GAO, 2012). 

Policymakers Must Take Action to Prevent and Respond to Bullying  
Policymakers can prevent and effectively address bullying by implementing the following 
recommendations. 
 

• Clearly identify, define and prohibit discriminatory bullying and harassment. 
School district policies should clearly prohibit discriminatory bullying and 
harassment. 

• Require schools to provide supportive measures to ensure student safety and 
continued access to educational programs and activities after a bullying incident 
has been reported. Schools should ensure that students implicated in a report of a 
bullying incident are adequately supported while the school’s investigation is 

underway. As an example, granting an impacted student an extension of academic 

Teachers report 
feeling unequipped 
and afraid to 
effectively address 
identity-based bullying 
and harassment due 
to misinformation 
about Texas education 
laws pertaining to 
prohibited concepts 
that can be taught and 
discussed in schools. 
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deadlines may prevent that student from falling grades. In other cases, supportive 
measures may be for safety, like separating students or making class schedule 
modifications so that students in conflict reduce their interaction until a resolution 

can be reached. 

• Establish clear guidelines for conducting trauma-informed investigations of 
reports of bullying and harassment. By crafting clear guidelines for investigation, 
school districts enable school leaders to better identify, address and ultimately 

prevent identity-based bullying and to empower impacted students and families to 
participate in a school’s investigation. 

• Ensure impacted students and families are notified of a bullying investigation, 
have a meaningful opportunity to participate in the investigation, and receive 
information regarding resolution of their bullying complaint. School 
administrators should ensure that students and families are aware of an 
investigation and adequately document their findings and determination. Students 

and their families should be given an opportunity to share their side of the story 
before any final decision is made. 

• Require schools to collect and report disaggregated data to better understand the 
prevalence of identity-based bullying and harassment and tailor prevention 
programming accordingly. The failure to properly collect and assess data as it 
relates to bullying obscures the negative impact discriminatory bullying has on 

students and schools and makes it a more difficult problem for schools and districts 
to solve. 

Additional resources, including a comprehensive literature review and 
strategies for schools, educators, and students to identify, address, and 
prevent bullying and harassment, are available in IDRA’s online assistance 
toolkit, Interrupting Bullying & Harassment in Schools, available at 
https://idra.news/webInterrupt.  
 
IDRA is available for any questions or further resources that we can 
provide. Thank you for your consideration. For more information, please 
contact Paige Duggins-Clay, J.D., at paige.duggins-clay@idra.org.  

  

https://idra.news/webInterrupt
mailto:paige.duggins-clay@idra.org
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