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“How many of you have ever been 
teased?”  
 
When I ask this question to some students, almost 
every hand goes up. When I inquire about what 
teasing is, they consistently reply, “Teasing is when 
someone makes fun of you, hurts your feelings, or 
calls you names.”  The follow-up question is, “How 
many of you have ever been bullied?”  
Few, if any, children raise their hands.  
 
Not to minimize bullying, however, I learned many years ago, that we need to see teasing and bullying on a 
continuum, rather than using the terms interchangeably….especially with young children. 
 
Teasing can take many forms, from playful and jovial, to demeaning and hurtful, and all the way to hateful and 
abusive.  It is helpful to explain to children that fun and friendly teasing involves having 
fun with someone. Friendly teasing causes everyone to laugh and smile. Many children are surprised to learn 
that joking around can be friendly teasing, because they generally perceive teasing as negative and hurtful.  
Many of you might tease your kids in a fun, friendly, and affectionate way. 
 
Cruel and hurtful teasing involves making fun of someone. It includes ridicule, name-calling, putdowns, verbal 
insults, and gesturing, as well as annoying actions.  Cruel teasing also includes exclusion. Some of these subtle 
and often hard-to-see behaviors are alienation, gossip, rumor-mongering, the silent treatment, eye-rolling, 
glares, and stares. 
  
Although these behaviors peak in the middle school years, they are also occurring very frequently in pre-
school and elementary school settings.  Children may be purposely excluded from a game or activity or told 
they cannot sit at a certain place at the lunch table. These behaviors are often referred to as "mean girls" 
behavior, however, boys can be involved as well. 
 
Unfortunately, there is no general rule of thumb for determining when teasing is likely to become harmful, 
because not all kids will take the same words, gestures, or other behavior the same way. What is hurtful for 
one child may not hurtful for another.  If we view teasing on a continuum, there is affectionate and friendly 
teasing on one end and abusive teasing, taunting, and bullying on the other.    
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Some experts view the difference between teasing 
and bullying as only a matter of degree. When cruel 
teasing and taunting occur repeatedly over time, 
these behaviors can be considered bullying.  
Bullying is characterized by an imbalance of power. 
The bully is usually bigger, older, smarter, or 
stronger socially and verbally. Or the power 
imbalance can be created by having a group 
victimize one person. The goal is to exert 
powerover the victim. 
 
Bullying is often thought of as visible and observable physical aggression such as hitting, pushing, slapping, 
kicking, poking, pulling hair, biting, shoving, threatening with a weapon, stealing, or destroying possessions.  
Some bullies may use physical force to get their way.  
 
However, most bullying is actually verbal. Verbal bullying includes repeated name-calling, hostile teasing and 
taunting, slurs regarding race, sexual orientation, and religion, and abusive remarks that are sexual in nature.  
Consistent exclusion and ongoing "mean girls" behavior are also considered bullying.  
 
Technology has increased opportunities for abusive texts, e-mails, websites, and postings on social media.  
Bullying is deliberate, and the hostile and abusive words and actions are intended to harm…whether it be 
face-to-face or electronically.  
 
Bullying often begins as mild teasing as the bully carefully searches for a vulnerable target.  Once the bully gets 
a rise out of his or her target, the teasing usually escalates and becomes more intense and persistent. When 
children are able to respond to teasing with tools and words that empower them to react quickly, 
effectively, and confidently, they are less likely to become victims of bullies!  
 
What you need to know about teasing others 
  
 When teasing upsets someone, everyone around feels uncomfortable. 
 Teasing is not OK if it hurts people's feelings, children being teased by adults is not funny, it does not 

toughen the child up, it can hurt their feelings and make them feel unsure if themselves. 
 Having people afraid of you is not as good as having friends. 
 Being the centre of bad attention is not as great as being the centre of good attention. 
 Picking on kids who are different in some way is never OK. That makes you a bully and no one likes bullies. 
 If you tease others then no one will stick up for you when you are being teased. 
 If you want to have friends then you need to learn how to be a friend. Everyone has a right to feel safe. 
 There are laws against harassment wherever that harassment takes place and you could get into a lot of 

trouble. 
 
Maybe you thought teasing was cool because that's how you have been treated or are treated in some part of 
your life. If you are being teased then you need to read what you can do about it and ask for help to deal with 
it.Taking a photo of someone having an 'awkward' moment and sending or publishing it is a nasty form of 
teasing. How embarrassing for that person. How would you feel if it were you? Everyone is entitled to privacy 
and respect. 
 
 
 
 



 
Why You Need to Respond when Adults Tease 
Your Child 
 
Does your child get mad when adults tease him? Or does he 
even not know he’s being teased? Here’s why you need to 
respond when adults tease your child. 
 
You’re at a family party, and your grandpa teases your toddler 
about pretending to take away his toy. He means well, as most 
adults do when they try to make kids laugh. But now the 
teasing has grown out of hand and your child gets upset. 
 
On one hand, you don’t want to be that parent everyone has 
to be careful about what they say to her kids. So you laugh it 
off, while still dropping enough hints that it’s time to stop the 
teasing. But you realize that your child gets upset. Or, perhaps 
worse, doesn’t realize he’s the subject of the joke. 

 
Dealing with people who tease your kids is a balancing act. You don’t want to go overboard and monitor 
what everyone says to your kids. Do that often enough and you might prevent others from interacting with 
them. And some teasing isn’t even too bad. We all tease one another in good jest, so policing even the 
slightest hint of a tease may be too much. 
 
But when you feel like adults have crossed the line, or your child is getting upset, it’s time to respond when 
adults tease your child. Because here’s the thing: your child isn’t an adult or even an older child who can 
retort with a good comeback. He may have a feeling a line has been crossed but doesn’t know how to 
defend himself. 
 
And even if he says an adamant ‘no’ or ‘stop,’ some adults still won’t take kids seriously and honor the ‘no.’ 
Backing up your child’s ‘no’ can be a way for him to understand that his word can be powerful. I’ve been in 
other situations where a friend—again, well-meaning—was teasing my son. Except the joke was way over 
my son’s head and didn’t even know my friend was having a laugh. In those cases, it’s still important to say, 
“He’s teasing, it’s a joke” to call it off. 
 
I’ve never been a fan of having a laugh at a child’s expense. It’s fine to laugh with kids about a joke. But it’s 
a problem when they’re not only the subject of the joke, but they don’t even realize that they are. Dealing 
with adults teasing your child can get tricky, especially when they’re easily offended. You’d be surprised 
how people will hold grudges because they you ask them to stop teasing. Or how others will turn it around 
on you and say you’re making a big deal about it. 
 
What to do when adults tease your child: 

 See if you the teasing warrants your attention. Not all teasing needs to be stopped. 
 Try to diffuse the teasing by saying something lighthearted yet to the point. Depending on the 

person, you can either throw the joke back on them, playfully let them know it’s enough, or simply 
come to your child’s defense. 

 If the teasing persists, and the relationship with the adult matters to you, take that person aside 
privately and let them know the teasing needs to stop. 
 



Your child may not ‘get’ the joke. He probably doesn’t appreciate being the subject of one. And sometimes, 
they’ll get frustrated when they feel like the teasing has gone overboard. Be his advocate, the one who’ll 
step in. You’ve got years of experience with social settings, much more than him. Step in to be his voice 
when he needs it the most. 
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