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1

1
Teens, Technology, and 

Trouble

Our students are always online and always on their phones, and some 
of them are misusing technology in pretty bad ways. And it’s affecting 
what we’re trying to accomplish at our school. We’ve set numerous 
rules, and outlined a number of sanctions—some of which are severe. 
We’ve implemented blocks and filters. But I feel these strategies are 
piecemeal. There has got to be a better approach. There has got to be 
something else we can do.

—educator from Florida

THE STORY OF SAM

Awkward-looking, skinny, tremendously introverted, and simply not 
popular, Sam found growing up difficult. He couldn’t hold eye contact 
with anyone; he couldn’t talk to girls; and he spent a great deal of his time 
outside of school reading, studying, and playing with computers. He was 
the quintessential nerd. But don’t be misled. Sam wanted to be popular. 
He wanted to wear the cool clothes; attract the attention of the cute cheer-
leaders; be strong and tough and confident; and display charm, wit, and 
humor at all times. But it didn’t happen. And so Sam muddled his way 
through elementary and junior high school, often the victim of both benign 
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and malicious bullying, and just did his best to keep growing up. One 
particular instance vividly stands out in his mind.

The year was 1991. Sam was in eighth grade and was excited about 
wrapping up the school year and moving on to high school, where things 
might open up for him in terms of a social life and popularity. It could def-
initely happen, he thought to himself! In his physical education (PE) class, 
he was finally beginning to gain a little more confidence in himself, and he 
enjoyed casually chatting with one of the prettiest girls in the school—also 
an eighth grader. Well, it turned out that one of the sixth-grade guys who 
was also in that PE class had over the course of the quarter developed a 
crush on her . . . and had actually asked her “out”—and she had accepted. 
So, they were together. Sam didn’t think to modify his casual chatting 
behavior with the girl, which—in the sixth grader’s eyes—apparently was 
a threat to his blossoming romantic relationship. And so Sam was made 
fun of, and called names, and threatened, and disrespected, and embar-
rassed, and mistreated by the sixth grader and his friends—all classic 
forms of bullying.

Sam did his best to shrug off the verbal assault when it came and 
thought that the sixth grader would soon tire and move on to someone 
else. But he didn’t. Instead—straight out of a Saturday morning movie—
the other boy challenged Sam to a fight at the flagpole after school. Sam 
had to show up—he was attempting to embrace a new image as he tran-
sitioned into high school, and it was necessary to leave behind any sem-
blance of being a wimp. In addition, almost everyone in his PE class had 
heard about the challenge, and he could not lose face. The challenger was 
a sixth grader, for crying out loud! Even though the other boy was two 
years younger, he was physically bigger and stronger, so Sam steeled his 
nerves and tried to chase away the fear by psyching himself up. He could 
do this. And so he did—he met the sixth grader at the flagpole after the 
final school bell had rung that afternoon.

And Sam got the living crap beat out of him.
For many reasons, it was an instructive incident for Sam—who, by 

the way, is actually Sameer, one of the authors of this book. It was the 
last major experience with bullying that he had—partly due to his grow-
ing self-confidence, and partly due to a more mature high school culture 
where everyone was pretty much doing their own thing. He was lucky. 
Some adolescents continue to experience bullying into high school and 
beyond. Or even worse, some don’t make it that far.

WHAT WOULD HAPPEN TO SAM TODAY?

As we began to write this book, we thought a lot about what might have 
transpired between the sixth grader and Sameer had computers and cell 
phones had been as ubiquitous as they are today. We wondered how he 
might have been cyberbullied given the very same circumstances. It is 
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possible that the sixth grader would have circulated malicious statements 
via text messaging about Sameer’s race, the way he physically looked, 
the clothes and shoes and length of socks he wore, his “nerdiness,” and 
his “wimpiness.” In addition, many students frequented a Facebook “Fan 
Page” devoted to his junior high school; the sixth grader could have posted 
comments viciously insulting him and his motives. Using his smartphone, 
he could have taken a picture of Sameer in the locker room wearing only 
his underwear and then sent it via Twitter to the rest of the student body.

These behaviors would likely have occurred right alongside the bul-
lying that was going on at school. That’s because what happens online is 
often happening at school; research has shown that most cyberbullies are 
generally not strangers but peers from school.1 So all of this begs the ques-
tion: Why did it happen, and why does it happen? One of the big-picture 
reasons we keep coming back to has to do with the environment in which 
students learn, interact, and simply exist at school.

If you’ll travel back in time with us, you’ll recall that you did better 
in classes, grades, and schools where you felt safe, secure, noticed, sup-
ported, cared for, encouraged, caught up in school spirit, and a part of 
something bigger and grander than yourself—a “community” to which 
you really belonged. Sameer didn’t have that growing up in middle 
school. When he was targeted, he didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know 
where to go for help. And his school environment was one in which bully-
ing seemed commonplace, and the potential for being victimized in some 
way or another was in the back of his mind every day. It wasn’t encour-
aged or condoned by administration, but no meaningful efforts were made 
to build an atmosphere where peer respect was extremely cool and peer 
harassment was deemed completely uncool. No attempts were made to 
intentionally create a social movement to get everyone (administrators, 
educators, staff, students, and even parents) on board to share the load of 
promoting positive interactions and heart-level acceptance of each other. 
It just wasn’t happening, perhaps because it wasn’t a priority and perhaps 
because other tasks were deemed more important.

  Prevention Point: Technology is a double-edged sword that should not be wielded 
carelessly.  

Sameer’s experience was not unique back then, nor is it out of the 
ordinary to see in schools today. However, a lot has changed in just one 
generation in terms of how students learn and communicate with friends 
and teachers. Technological interaction has become as ubiquitous today as 
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles lunch boxes were when we were growing 
up. For the most part, this is a good thing. The Internet and cell phones 
allow students to connect and interact with people and content in ways 
previously unimaginable. But technology is a double-edged sword that 
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should not be wielded carelessly. Cyberbullying and sexting are just two 
examples of ways some teens misuse technology. Before detailing these 
problems, it is important to better understand the full extent to which stu-
dents have embraced high-tech devices.

TEENS AND TECHNOLOGY

More teenagers in the United States are going online than ever before. 
Data from the Pew Internet & American Life Project show that 95 percent 
of those aged 12 to 17 use the Internet.2 Over 11 million youth go online 
every single day. Almost three-fourths of teens have a desktop computer, 
and 18 percent have a laptop. The vast majority (93 percent) go online 
with their desktop or laptop computer, though an increasing number are 
accessing the Internet with their cell phones, gaming consoles, and por-
table gaming devices. Over three-quarters of teenagers have a broadband 
(high-speed) connection to the Internet at home.3 As of spring 2011, 76 
percent of all teens between the ages of 12 and 17 used online social net-
working sites, an increase from 58 percent in 2007.4

Cell phones, too, have become an efficient way for teens to communi-
cate, surf, and contribute to discussions while on the go. The combination 
of mobility, the ability to initiate communication at any time (e.g., during 
periods of emergency or boredom), the decreasing cost of ownership, and 
continual (and remarkable) improvements in technological capabilities 
have made cell phones “must-have” devices for teens and adults alike. 
The most fundamental benefit is that individuals can make or receive 
calls from almost any location to almost any other location. According to 
the Pew report, approximately 77 percent of teens owned cell phones in 
spring 2011.5

Of course most cell phones today can do much more than make simple 
voice calls. They can be used to send and receive text messages (also 
known as short-message service [SMS] or “texts”). Among teens who own 
a cell phone, 88 percent say they have sent a text message to another’s 
phone, and 54 percent do it daily.6 In fact, two-thirds of teens who text 
say they are more likely to reach out to friends in that manner, rather than 
talking to them via a voice call. Many teens text others quite regularly: 28 
percent send 11–50 texts a day, 16 percent send 51–100, and 31 percent 
send 100 or more texts every single day—more than 3,400 texts per month 
in 2011. Girls send and receive about 132 texts per day, while boys send 
and receive around 94.7

In addition to allowing calling and texting, many cell phones can 
serve as personal digital assistants and provide a host of services such 
as Internet and email connectivity; games; digital camera functionality; 
contact information storage; digital music and video player; two-way 
walkie-talkie; calculator; calendar; appointment reminders; to-do lists; 
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alarms; integration with home security systems, appliances, and vehicles; 
and pretty much anything else you can imagine (there’s an app for that!). 
Teens seem to be very interested in taking full advantage of all of the fea-
tures that their mobile devices offer. According to Pew,8

 • 83 percent have taken pictures;
 • 64 percent have exchanged pictures;
 • 54 percent have recorded video;
 • 32 percent have exchanged video;
 • 31 percent have used instant messaging;
 • 27 percent have used the Internet;
 • 23 percent have used use social networking sites; and
 • 21 percent have sent email.

It is clear that many adolescents are no longer dependent on a desk-
top or laptop computer as their mobile phones can do many of the same 
things. Regardless of whether an individual takes advantage of one, some, 
or all of their capabilities, cell phones have become the most ubiquitous 
device of the 21st century thus far.

Internet-enabled devices like computers and cell phones allow ado-
lescents to engage in a host of positive activities. For example, they can 
conduct research for schoolwork online, communicate with friends in real 
time, play games, and engage in a number of other pro-social activities. 
These benefits have in part contributed to their proficiency and comfort 
with these devices and are an integral part of almost all of their day-to-day 
activities. If you are raising a teen, you know he or she seems surgically 
attached to the phone and is pretty much always checking, sending, and 
posting messages, comments, pictures, and the like—for the primary pur-
pose of socializing and keeping up to date with all that is going on.

Technology puts access to unlimited amounts of information, the abil-
ity to entertain yourself, and the ability to quickly and easily communicate 
with others at your fingertips. Online participation also teaches youth var-
ious social and emotional skills that are essential to successfully navigate 
life. For example, cyberspace provides a venue for identity formation and 
exploration, opportunities to be introduced to new and different world-
views and opinions, and moments to refine critical-thinking and decision-
making skills. Directly and indirectly, youth are reaping a number of 
extremely important educational, affective, developmental, and relational 
benefits by embracing and exploiting all that technology has to offer.

TECHNOLOGY IN SCHOOLS

Computers have long been a fixture in many American schools. Indeed, 
we had computers in our middle schools in the late 1980s. And when we 
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