
Bullying and Students with Disabilities 

 

Studies show that students with disabilities such as physical, developmental, intellectual, emotional, 

and sensory issues were two to three times more likely to be bullied than their nondisabled peers. As 

many as 60% of students with disabilities report being bullied regularly compared with 25% of all 

students.  

Due to the characteristics of their disabilities, students with intellectual, communication, processing, or 

emotional disabilities may not understand the extent to which bullying behaviors are harmful, or may 

be unable to make the situation known to an adult who can help.  

• Because bullying involves an imbalance of physical or psychological power, students with 

disabilities are especially vulnerable and frequently targeted. 

• In addition, researchers found that the bullying experienced by these children was more 

chronic in nature and was most often directly related to their disability. 

• Bullying may have a greater impact as they desire to fit in, and are less likely to stand up for 

themselves. 

 

How to Help 

Youth with disabilities usually have Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) or Section 504 plans 

that can be useful in creating approaches for preventing and responding to bullying.   

• Consider convening the IEP Team to determine whether, as a result of the effects of the 

bullying, the student’s needs have changed such that the IEP is no longer designed to provide 

meaningful educational benefit. 

• The ESE team and other teachers can be more vigilant and check in often with the student. 

The student needs to know to report any bullying, who to go to and how to report it. 

• Parents and schools can teach assertiveness skills to the student. 

Teaching Students Self-Advocacy 

• Self-advocacy means the student with a disability is responsible for telling people what they 

want and need. Students need to be involved in the steps taken to address a bullying situation.  

• We can teach them and help them practice how to: 

– Speak up for themselves 

– Describe their needs and wishes 

– Learn about their rights 

– Obtain help or know who to ask, if they have a question or problem 

 Teach your child how to stand straight, and say “STOP, don’t do that" in a firm voice while 

looking into the other person's eyes. 

 Demonstrate "I" messages. State the feeling, the condition, and why. For example, "I feel 

angry when you call me names because I don't like it, and you need to stop.” 

 If they don’t feel confident enough to speak up, teach them to hold their head high, walk away 

and report it. 
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