Warrior Way November 12, 2013--Some Choices are for Keeps

When a Joke is Not a Joke 
Teachers:  We must take every instance of bullying seriously; never dismiss a student’s concerns by saying to the student that he or she is “overreacting,” “too sensitive” or that the other student is “just joking.”  We may need to help the student identify if any of those conditions exist, but we need to remember that to the student, the hurt at that moment is real and legitimate.

School Wide Expectation:
Act Respectfully

Setting:



All
Lesson Focus:


“It was JUST a JOKE” is not a good excuse
Purpose of the Lesson
1. To inform students that what they think is a joke can be hurtful; they are responsible for what they say and write.  

2. To explain why saying “It was JUST a JOKE,” is a cop-out excuse.

3. To emphasize that all students have a right to an education that is free of humiliation, especially the kind that comes from bullying or sarcasm disguised as “jokes.”
SEL standard(s) met:  2A.3a; 2A.3b; 2C.3a; 2D.3b 

Discussion Points

These discussion questions can be used for discussion purposes, role-plays, for writing prompts, or for topics of debate to teach appropriate ways to argue a point.

1. “Aw, come on.  It was ONLY A JOKE.”
Two common reactions by students when called to account for pranks or comments:  “It was only a joke” and “I didn’t think he/she would take it so seriously.”  The question becomes whether the “joker” has a good sense of the harm that can result from pranks or comments.  Insensitivity to the other person’s feelings is a form of intimidation and is unacceptable.

2. “But it WAS!  The other kid is too sensitive.”
Both sides of the problem have to be addressed:  why the victim feels intimidated, and why the joker feels justified in saying it was a joke.  A joke is only a joke when BOTH people are laughing, and they both intend to laugh.  

3. “What do you mean ‘A joke is only a joke when both people are laughing?”
You missed part: .both people involved are supposed to laugh.  If the target doesn’t laugh, the so-called joke or prank is not funny.  Behavior that crosses the line from joking to bullying is that it is not about the INTENTION of the joker, but the IMPACT on the target.  The target becomes a victim of bullying when he or she feels embarrassed, humiliated, or uncomfortable.  In fact, some people think they have the right to make comments about another person’s personal issues or problems, and pass it off as “just a joke.”  However, when something is said about them, they don’t see the joke; in fact, they don’t even see the similarity between the circumstances!  
4. “Okay, but I swear he was laughing at first.”
Maybe Mike didn’t mind being called “short stuff” by his best friend.  Then other people started calling him that, and he may have laughed once because one time was no big deal.  That is, of course, until all the other kids started calling him “short stuff” and added other unflattering names...and now no one will call him Mike.  The joke stopped being funny when Mike decided it stopped being funny.
5. “Gee, you don’t have to be so serious about it.  I’m just playin’.”
Students and teachers should stand up for the kid who doesn’t think an instance of joking is funny by saying, “No I don’t think that you’re joking, and I agree with Sally that it’s not funny.  If she’s the target of the joke, she gets to decide if it’s funny, not you!”  Students should make sure an adult knows about the incident, and the adult should take that incident seriously.  Saying “I was just playin’” or “It was a joke” is a cop-out excuse that shows you don’t understand that you’ve hurt someone’s feelings, or you don’t want to admit (to yourself or others) that you know what you did was wrong.
Reinforcement Activities

1. Verbal praise for students who acknowledge they crossed the line...and apologize appropriately to the target.
2. Talk about jokes and when they aren’t funny.  Some examples are on the back.
Are these examples of jokes, or not?
a. Every time Andy walks past Bob, Andy pokes Bob with a pencil.
b. Tara knows that Rachel is terrified of spiders, so Tara puts a fake spider in Rachel’s hair at lunch.

c. George walks by, and a group of students holds their noses and gasp for breath, saying things like “Where’s the BO coming from?”

d. Carol picks up Lucy’s binder, and hides it.

e. Greg calls Jon an unflattering name, and suddenly everyone is calling Jon by that name.

f. Ed stares at Peter; Peter asks Ed to stop staring, but Ed does not stop.  Other kids start staring at Peter, too.

