
      

 

 
 

n the midst of the 2016 US presidential election, reports 
began surfacing of bullying and harassment in schools that 
could be linked to the divisive rhetoric of the presidential 
nominee, Donald Trump. In April 2016, for example, the 
Southern Poverty Law Center published the findings of a 

survey of approximately 2,000 K-12 teachers in the US. The report 
was titled Teaching the 2016 election: The Trump Effect and 
suggested direct links between Trump’s election rhetoric and the 
prevalence of school bullying and harassment in US schools 
(Costello, 2016a). A number of newspaper articles were published 
in the wake of the report that suggested that Trump was “making 
America meaner” by “mainstreaming hate” (Kristof, 2016) and that 
his rhetoric was fuelling “school bullies” across the country 
(Carroll, 2016). Indeed, numerous newspaper articles published in 
the lead up to the Presidential election suggested not only that the 
“Trump effect” was leading to more bullying in schools (e.g., CBS 
Detroit, 2016; Jones, 2016), but that Trump himself was a “bully” 
(e.g., Loeb, 2016; Schwartzmann & Miller, 2016; Washington Post 
Editorial Staff, 2016). 
 
Following Trump’s election victory, the Southern Poverty Law 
Center conducted an online survey of more than 10,000 school staff 
and found that racial targeting and harassment had “skyrocketed”, 
and that it “was most frequently reported by educators in schools 
with a majority of white students” (Costello, 2016b, p.6). Likewise, 
in a study of more than 50,000 young people between the ages of 
13 and 18, the Human Rights Campaign Foundation (2017) found 



 

that 70 percent had observed bullying, harassment or hate 
messages since the election began and that these were often 
motivated by race or immigration status. Almost two-thirds of 
those who had witnessed harassment said, “at least one incident 
was definitely because of the election” (Human Rights Campaign 
Foundation, 2017, p.6). Reports in the media likewise suggested 
that incidents of bullying and harassment increased in the wake of 
the election (e.g., Jamieson, 2016; Lanktree, 2016; McDonald, 2016; 
Miller, 2017). According to Huang and Cornell (2019), there were 
“more than 50 news reports of school bullying since the election in 
which students made statements linked to the newly elected 
president” (p.69). Highlighting the increased number of reports 
circulating in the media, Meyer (2016) pointed out in Psychology 
Today: “I have been researching and writing about biased 
harassment in schools since the early 90’s and never have I seen so 
many documented incidents covered in the media in such a short 
period of time.” It is unclear, however, whether the increase in 
reported incidents reflects an increase in bullying and harassment 
because of the “Trump effect.” As Huang and Cornell (2019) have 
pointed out, it is difficult to determine whether Trump’s election 
rhetoric influenced the prevalence of bullying in schools or 
whether it led to “a shift in the form of bullying rather than an 
increase in prevalence” (p.69).  
 
Despite some discussion of how election rhetoric may “trickle 
down” to students and influence bullying in schools (e.g., Bennett, 
2017; Johnson, 2017), there has been little analysis of the process 
through which this occurs. A few authors have suggested that 
Bandura’s social learning theory can help us better understand 
how bullying practices are modelled on the behaviour of significant 
role models, such as presidential candidates or presidents (e.g., 
Huang & Cornell, 2019; Sprague, 2016). According to social 
learning theory, aggressive behaviour is socially learned through 
modelling, mediated via cognitive processes, and reinforced, either 
directly, vicariously, or through self-reinforcement (Bandura, 
1973). In understanding aggressive behaviour, then, it is not 
enough to focus on the inner emotions of individuals. Rather, as 
Bandura (1973) suggested, it is necessary to consider how such 
behaviour is encouraged societally and socially, “by valuing 



 

aggressive accomplishments, furnishing successful aggressive 
models, and ensuring that aggressive actions secure rewarding 
effects” (p.59).  

 
One way in which to consider how bullying and harassment are 
encouraged societally and socially is by conceptualising bullying as 
a social-ecological phenomenon. While school bullying researchers 
have increasingly drawn upon Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1979) 
social-ecological model to conceptualise bullying (e.g., Espelage & 
Swearer, 2010; Hong & Espelage, 2012), studies of school bullying 
utilising the social-ecological model have tended to restrict 
themselves to the microsystem (e.g., peer relations) and, to a lesser 
extent, the mesosystem (e.g., family or school influences) 
(Bouchard & Smith, 2017; Carrera et al., 2011; Horton, 2016a; 
Huang & Cornell, 2019). Despite some commentary on the 
importance of discourse to school bullying (e.g., Horton, 2016b; 
Walton, 2011, 2015), there has been a lack of empirical 
consideration of the importance of the exosystem (e.g., the role of 
the mass media), the macrosystem (e.g., the influence of dominant 
societal norms and values), or the chronosystem (e.g., the temporal 
context) (Bouchard & Smith, 2017; Horton, 2016a; Huang & 
Cornell, 2019). Espelage and Swearer (2010) have argued that 
while the “social-ecological framework illustrates the intricacy of 
human behavior, it is more difficult to empirically examine this 
complexity, particularly at the macrosystem level” (p.62).  

 
Put another way, there is a perceived difficulty in examining the 
ways in which interactional norms at the microsystem level, or 
what Goffman (1983) termed “the interaction order”, are 
influenced by discursive norms at the macrosystem level, or what 
Foucault (1981) termed “the order of discourse”. The concept of the 
order of discourse has been used in Critical Discourse Analysis to 
refer to “a potentially conflictual configuration of discourses within 
a given social field” (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p.72). The order of 
discourse influences communication by delimiting which genres 
and discourses are available for communication within a particular 
field. However, it is also subject to change, depending on how those 
communicating use such genres and discourses, and on whether 
orders of discourse from other domains are incorporated into 



 

“communicative events” such as political speeches or election 
debates (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002, p.67). Communicative events 
are made up of three different components: text (i.e., what is said, 
written and/or portrayed), discursive practice (i.e., the practice 
through which the text is produced and consumed), and the social 
practices that influence (e.g., US border politics or the presidential 
election), and are influenced (e.g., school bullying and harassment) 
by the text and mediated by the discursive practice (Fairclough, 
2010; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). 
 
In this essay, I utilise Critical Discourse Analysis and draw on 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1979) social-ecological model in order to 
consider in more depth the relationship between Trump’s election 
rhetoric about the need for a border wall and the social practices of 
bullying and harassment in schools across the US. In doing so, I 
illustrate not only the ways in which interactional norms at the 
microsystem level are influenced by discursive norms at the 
macrosystem level, but also how dominant bullying discourses 
shift focus away from the outer layers of the social-ecological model 
and reduce the problem to one of individual behaviour at the 
microsystem level. The communicative events that I analyse 
include Trump’s announcement of his presidential bid on June 16, 
2015, a subsequent statement issued by Trump on July 6, 2015, a 
Trump rally in Anaheim, California on May 25, 2016, and the 
second and third presidential debates in Saint Louis (October 9, 
2016) and Las Vegas (October 19, 2016).  
 
The social practices that I analyse were reported in newspaper 
articles published between June 16, 2015 and June 16, 2017. The 
newspaper articles were found via a Google news search using the 
key words “students build that wall.” The search resulted in more 
than 250 newspaper articles, but I stopped considering articles 
after the first 100, due to repetition and a sharp decrease in 
relevance. Of the 100 articles, 47 were deemed relevant for the 
study. While this was by no means a comprehensive search and 
does not therefore indicate the prevalence of school bullying and 
harassment during the two-year period following Trump’s 
announcement of his candidacy, it does nevertheless provide a 
useful snapshot of the forms of social practice that occurred in 



 

schools during that time. In this essay, I focus particularly on the 
case of Royal Oak Middle School, which was the focus of more than 
a quarter of the articles, but also consider other social practices that 
occurred prior to it at other schools in order to highlight the ways 
in which social practice feeds back into discursive practice via 
media reports.    

The idea of building a wall on the US-Mexico border was reportedly 
initiated as a mnemonic device by Trump’s advisors, Roger Stone 
and Sam Nunberg, to remind Trump to talk about taking a tough 
stance on immigration (Anderson, 2019; Hirschfeld Davis & Baker, 
2019). The first time Trump discussed the idea was at the Iowa 
Freedom Summit on January 24, 2015 (Anderson, 2019). Four 
minutes into his speech, Trump pointed to the need to “build a 
fence” in order to stop people walking across the US-Mexico border, 
and suggested that if he ran for President and was elected, he would 
“start by building a very, very, powerful border” (C-Span, 2015). 
 
While Trump did not directly name Mexico or Mexicans in his Iowa 
Freedom Summit speech, when he later announced his Presidential 
bid at Trump Tower in New York City on June 16, 2015, it took him 
less than two minutes to begin pointing at Mexico as the origin of 
the “problem”: 
 



 

In this extract of his speech, Trump’s polarising rhetoric constructs 
oppositional relations between the US and Mexico, between “us” 
and “them”, with Mexico positioned as “beating” and “killing” the 
US economically. Relationally, Mexico is not the US’s “friend” and 
the Mexicans being sent are “not the right people” and not “their 
best”. They are not like the Americans in the audience. Rather, they 
have “lots of problems”, which they are bringing with them, and are 
“rapists.” Trump puts forward his statements as facts through the 
use of the relational “are”. While he hedges his comments with the 
statement “And some, I assume, are good people”, the message is 
clear: Mexico and Mexicans constitute a threat to the well-being of 
the US and Americans. Indeed, Trump follows up the comment 
about some being good people, by using “but” and providing the 
expert testimony of border guards to discredit the possibility that 
the Mexicans being sent are good people. The US is positioned 
metaphorically as a “dumping ground for everybody else’s 
problems”, suggesting that the Mexicans entering the US are human 
garbage.  
 
Later in the announcement, Trump pointed to the lack of jobs in the 
US, to Mexico’s increasingly dominant economic position, and to his 
intention to increase import taxes as a means to force car 
manufacturing companies to shift production back to the US. 
Towards the end of the announcement, Trump reiterated that he 
would “do various things very quickly” if he was elected president 
(Washington Post Staff, 2015). One of the issues at the top of his to-
do list was to build a “great wall” on the US-Mexico border and to 
get Mexico to cover the costs. As Trump put it:  
 

Trump was subsequently challenged in the media about his views 
about Mexicans (e.g., CNN, 2015). In response to what he perceived 
as his speech being “deliberately distorted by the media” (Walker, 
2015), Trump issued a statement on July 6, 2015, wherein he 
clarified his views:  
 



 

Here, Trump again attributes negative processes to Mexico, in 
terms of “forcing” and pushing their “most unwanted people” and 
“the worst elements” into the US. Once again, the US is portrayed as 
the unfortunate recipient, while Mexicans are portrayed as 
“criminals”, “drug dealers”, and “rapists” with “tremendous 
infectious disease”, which is “pouring across the border.” In order 
to emphasise the factual status of what he is saying, Trump once 
again adds expert testimony in the form of the border patrol, who 
also “know” what Trump is saying.  

 
At Trump rallies across the country, Trump repeatedly reiterated 
his intention to build a wall. At a rally in Anaheim on May 25, 2016, 
for example, Trump talked about how 16,500 border patrol agents 
had endorsed him and that he had asked “one of the top people” 
about the problem of illegal immigration and the importance of the 
wall: 
 

 
By asserting that the conversation he had was with “one of the top 
people”, Trump assures the audience that the man has the 
necessary information to comment on the problem and that what 
the man said is important. Trump then quotes the man as saying 
that the border patrol “have the equipment”, they “have 



 

everything”, but that they are told (presumably by the Obama 
administration) “to stand back and let people just flow across like 
Swiss cheese”. Even if Swiss cheese does not flow, Trump uses the 
metaphor to state that people (i.e., Mexicans), much like the 
“tremendous infectious disease” referenced in his clarificatory 
statement, are flowing across the border and that a border wall is 
thus needed to stem the tide. In contradiction to the statement that 
they already have the necessary equipment, that they have 
“everything”, Trump then quotes the man as saying the wall is 
“absolutely vital”, “an absolutely important tool”, and uses this 
contradictory assertion to justify his plans to build a wall. Trump 
finished his speech by saying, “We’re going to build the wall, we 
have no choice. We have no choice.” In response, Trump supporters 
began chanting “Build that wall!” Trump grinned, put two thumbs 
up, and then joining in, chanting “Build that wall!”, eight times, 
getting louder each time (Fox10 Phoenix, 2016). 
 
During the second presidential debate in Saint Louis on October 9, 
2016, in response to Hillary Clinton’s critique of his proposed 
Muslim ban, Trump spoke about the threat of illegal immigrants: 

 

 
Here, Trump positions himself in opposition to the supposedly 
open-door policy advocated by Clinton, stating that he will force the 
“many criminal illegal aliens” residing in the US “right back into 
their country”. Continuing the theme from his presidential 
campaign announcement, Trump states that their country does not 
want them, and hence that they are not the right kind of people. 
Using the term “aliens”, Trump reinforces the view that they are not 



 

“one of us”; that they are as different from “us” as humanly possible 
(Mehan, 1997). He initially hedges his judgement of them by stating 
“in some cases”, before painting them as “murderers”, “drug lords”, 
“drug problems”, “very bad people”, who “are going to cause 
problems and crime like you’ve never seen.” By referencing the 
drugs pouring through the southern border, Trump also makes it 
clear that he is referring particularly to those illegal immigrants 
crossing over from Mexico to the US. 

 
During the third, and final, presidential debate in Las Vegas on 
October 19, 2016, Trump again raised the issue of illegal 
immigrants, drugs, and the need for “strong borders”: 
 

 
Here, Trump engages in a form of storytelling, recounting the 
personal negative experiences of four mothers in the audience (Van 
Dijk, 1993). In doing so, he assures the audience that he has “gotten 
to know” them, and that he can thus judge their “unbelievable” 
character, before then informing the audience that the mothers’ 
children “have been killed, brutally killed” by illegal immigrants. He 
then informs the audience that it is not only these mothers 
suffering at the hands of illegal immigrants, but that there are 
“thousands of mothers and fathers and relatives all over the 
country.” Once again, he associates illegal immigrants with drugs 
and violence, and refers to them as “bad, bad people” who “have to 
go out” of the country. Trump then states that once “all of the bad 
ones” have been removed and the border secured, they will “make 
a determination as to the rest.” Here, Trump makes direct 
connections to Mexicans, and Hispanic people more generally, 
through the use of the denigrating label “bad hombres”; suggesting 



 

that a secure border would not only keep out “all of the bad ones” 
but potentially even “the rest”. 
 
In the above communicative events, Trump draws on a number of 
orders of discourse to negatively depict Mexicans, including an 
immigration discourse (e.g., “illegal aliens”), a trade war discourse 
(e.g., “killing us economically”, “beating us economically”), a war on 
drugs discourse (e.g., “drug lords”, “drug dealers”, “drug 
problems”), a war on disease discourse (e.g., “tremendous 
infectious diseases”, “rapists”), and a war on crime discourse (e.g., 
“criminals”, “crooks”, “murderers”, “rapists”). Mexicans are thus 
portrayed as embodying a raft of problems and being the “wrong” 
kind of people. Indeed, they are portrayed as “not the right people”, 
“not the best”, “the worst elements”, “bad hombres”, “bad, bad 
people”, and essentially human garbage that is being dumped into 
the US. By drawing on multiple discourses, Trump does not simply 
position Mexicans as a problem, but rather as the problem, 
incorporating the ills of American society (e.g., unemployment, 
crime, sickness, and drug abuse). He depicts an “us” vs. “them” 
relationship, with “them” positioned as the enemy, as “outside of 
society” and thus not “one of us” (Mehan, 1997, p.258).  
 
By connecting Mexicans and Mexico-US immigration to issues such 
as drugs, crime, unemployment, and disease, Trump not only draws 
on various orders of discourse but nourishes them and promotes 
them as acceptable forms of communication (Mehan, 1997). In 
doing so, he not only speaks to an adult electorate but also models 
behaviour for school-aged children across the country, reinforcing 
social difference and vicariously reinforcing negative social 
practice. 

Prior to the election, the name ‘Trump’ and variations of his call for 
the wall to be built were used to communicatively build walls at 
schools in states across the US. The Los Angeles Times reported on 
February 26, 2016, for example, that high school students from a 
high school in Des Moines, Iowa, chanted “Trump!” and “Build that 



 

wall!” at the end of a boys’ basketball match between the largely 
white high school and a more racially diverse high school (Schilken, 
2016). Similar incidents were also reported at high schools in 
Indiana and Wisconsin in March and April (e.g., CBS New York, 
2016; Cuevas, 2016). 

 
The name Trump and the words “Build that wall” (or variations of 
that) were not only the focus of chants but were also reportedly 
used as the basis for graffiti. In April 2016, for example, the words 
“Trump 2016” and “Build that wall” were spray-painted on a “spirit 
rock” at a school in Connecticut (Iannetta, 2016), while in October, 
the words “Trump”, “Trump 2016” and “Build the wall higher” were 
spray-painted on rubbish bins, doors and walls at a school in 
Windsor, California (Brinkley, 2016; Tan, 2016). In May 2016, a 
banner with the words “Build a Wall” was hung in the hallway of a 
high school in Oregon, leading to a number of student protests at 
schools throughout the state (Crombie, 2016; Fuller, 2016; Parks, 
2016). During one such protest in Portland the following week, a 
student participating in the protest was reported as saying, “They 
tell me I’m a gang member, that I’m here to deal drugs … No, I’m 
here to get an education. And to be someone in life” (Parks, 2016). 
This student highlights the links between the “build a wall” rhetoric 
and the discourse about Mexicans and Latinos being gang members 
and drug dealers, which was also utilised by Trump during his 
Presidential campaign. 
 
In June 2016, students built a wall out of boxes to block access to a 
common area in a school in North Carolina. A photo was shared on 
Instagram with the caption “We built the wall first” and other 
students shared the photo with the hashtags #buildthatwall and 
#thewallwillgoup (Donovan, 2016). In September, students at a 
high school in Colleyville, Texas, posed with a large poster of a wall 
with the words “paid for by Trinity” during a “Make Colleyville 
Great Again” pep rally. The poster was referencing Trinity High 
School, a rival school with a large number of Latino students, and 
Trump’s claim that Mexico would pay for the wall (Latimer, 2016). 
Students from a high school cheer block in Warsaw, Indiana were 
also forced to shut down their Twitter account in September after 



 

posting tweets with the hashtags #buildthatwall and 
#redwhiteandbetter[than]you (Seltzer, 2016).  

 
The day after Trump’s election victory, numerous incidents were 
reported in the media. For example, a chalk drawing of a wall was 
drawn on the ground at a school in Plano, Texas, with the words 
“Build that Wall”, “Can’t stop Trump” and “Hilary for Prison” 
written in chalk next to it (Mansoor, 2016). In New Braunfels, 
Texas, students chanted “build a wall” on a school bus (Santos, 
2016). In DeWitt, Michigan, students at a junior high school formed 
a human wall to stop minority students from passing by and getting 
to their lockers (Durr, 2016), while in Royal Oak, Michigan, seventh 
grade (12-13-year-olds) students were video-recorded chanting 
“Build a wall!” in the school cafeteria of Royal Oak Middle School 
(Jacobo, 2016; Wallace & LaMotte, 2016). The video footage was 
recorded on a phone by a 12-year-old Mexican American girl, who 
explained in an interview with CNN: 
 

 
The girl said this was not the first time that she had experienced 
racism at the school and that she had reported earlier incidents to 
school staff but felt that no-one had listened to her, so she decided 
to record the chanting to have some evidence, “so it wouldn’t be my 
word against theirs” (Wallace & LaMotte, 2016). She also texted the 
video to her mother, who then sent the video to some other parents, 
one of whom then shared the video on Facebook (Wallace & 
LaMotte, 2016). The mother who posted the video on Facebook 
captioned it with the words: 
 

 
This caption reflects not only the ways in which incidents of 
harassment may be conflated with bullying, but also how bullying 



 

behaviour is commonly reduced to the supposedly hateful 
behaviour of individuals or groups of individuals. This focus on the 
negative behaviour of individuals and calls for disciplinary 
sanctions was also illustrated by a Facebook user, who wrote, “All 
those kids need to be disciplined. I would be so disappointed if I 
found out my daughter was part of that group” (Stafford, 2016). 
However, highlighting that “hateful” behaviour is something that is 
socially learned another Facebook user wrote:  
 

 
What is notable in the above comment is that while this user points 
to behaviour being socially learned, they also state that it is not the 
result of the election.  
 
The school principal posted a video message to students, wherein 
he referred to the cafeteria “incident”, which he said caused 
classmates and members of the Royal Oak community to “feel 
alienated and unwelcome” (Jacobo, 2016). He stated that because 
“this incident, brief though it may have been, made people feel 
unsafe, it was an incident that requires an unequivocal response 
from all of us” (Jacobo, 2016). In doing so, he reduced the issue of 
racial harassment to a singular, “brief” “incident”, and subsequently 
suggested that it did not reflect the character of students at Royal 
Oak Middle School (ROMS). As he put it, “ROMS, this is not who we 
are” (Jacobo, 2016). He called on teachers and staff to go to lunch 
that day and “sit down, grab a bite with kids, and talk to them. 
Engage in meaningful dialogue”, because as he put it, “Our students 
are awesome, and I want you to see that they’re awesome all day 
long” (Jacobo, 2016). Here the focus is on the character of the 
students, who made a “brief” mistake, but are otherwise “awesome 
all day long” (Jacobo, 2016).  
 
The Superintendent of Royal Oak Schools also made a statement 
that day about a “small group of students” involved in an “incident” 
in the cafeteria. He stated that the school “addressed this incident 



 

when it occurred” and that they are working with their students “to 
help them understand the impact of their words and actions on 
others in their school community” (Stafford, 2016). Once again, the 
social practice was reduced to a brief “incident” involving a “small 
group of students”, with the emphasis on teaching students to 
“understand the impact of their words and actions”.  
 
The following week, a noose was found hanging in a boys’ 
bathroom of the same school (Wallace & LaMotte, 2016). The police 
were called to the school, because as the superintendent stated, “an 
incident of that magnitude goes beyond just school discipline”. The 
student responsible was subsequently expelled and a school 
assembly was held (Wallace & LaMotte, 2016). While the noose 
“incident” was swiftly dealt with, there appears to have been little 
or no discussion of how the noose was connected to the cafeteria 
“incident”, to the election rhetoric of Trump, whereby he 
repeatedly referred to Mexicans as “criminals”, “crooks”, and 
“rapists”, or to anti-Clinton chants of “hang the bitch” at Trump 
rallies (e.g., Crowley, 2016). Such links were alluded to when the 
girl who filmed the chanting spoke about the fear she felt when the 
noose was found. As she put it, “I was terrified. I was so scared that 
they were going to hurt me or [my friend]” (Wallace & LaMotte, 
2016).  
 
Rather than focusing on the discursive practice being drawn upon 
in the social practices, some parents instead reportedly blamed the 
girl for causing the ensuing controversy around the issue and called 
for her to be suspended or expelled for filming the incident 
involving their children (Herman, 2016; Wallace & LaMotte, 2016). 
As the girl’s friend said in the interview with CNN, “They’re saying 
that it’s [her] fault for taking the video, that this never would have 
happened if she didn’t take it” (Wallace & LaMotte, 2016). The 
friend’s mother, who worked at the school, explained that “People 
were pointing the finger and saying she should be expelled, and she 
should be prosecuted for endangering children” (Wallace & 
LaMotte, 2016). The girl subsequently moved to a private school 
because of her experiences. As she explained:   

 



 

 
Here, the girl highlights the ways in which an “incident” of racial 
harassment in the school cafeteria developed into a bullying 
situation, whereby she was blamed for recording the harassment, 
glared at and excluded by her peers, and subjected to a form of 
dehumanisation, to the extent that she “felt like an animal.” 

At the macrosystem level, discourses related to anti-immigration, 
international trade, and wars on drugs, disease and crime provided 
the referential backdrop for Trump’s speeches about Mexicans, 
Mexico-US immigration, and the need for a wall. Since Trump first 
announced he was running for president on June 16, 2015, he 
repeatedly associated Mexicans and other immigrant groups with 
negative processes and referred to them in terms of illegality and 
badness (as in “bad, bad people” and “bad hombres”). He positioned 
them as “not the right people” and referred to them as drug dealers, 
gang members, criminals, rapists, murderers, and the carriers of 
“tremendous infectious disease”. In doing so, he drew upon 
supposed expert testimony and personal experiences to strengthen 
the perceived truthfulness of his assertions.  
 
Trump did not invent these discourses about Mexicans but rather 
engaged in a discursive practice based on stereotypical depictions 
of Mexicans in his pursuit of political power. When politicians 
speak negatively about minority groups, they do not necessarily do 
so in order to simply speak their mind, but rather do so with the 
aim of manipulating public opinion (Van Dijk, 1993). As McLeod 
(1999, p.360) has pointed out, presidential elections can be 
understood as “sociodramas” involving “symbolic manipulation by 
design, playing on deeply held beliefs in the electorate.” Put another 
way, Trump’s rhetoric provided a “smoke screen” to hide the 
political ends being forwarded (Johnson, 2010, p.987).  



 

 
While it is unclear to what extent Trump’s rhetoric directly 
influenced the prevalence of racial harassment and bullying in 
schools across the US (Huang & Cornell, 2019), Trump nonetheless 
modelled negative behaviour by reinforcing racialised social 
difference. This is evident through the use of the words “Trump”, 
“Trump 2016”, and variations on the phrase “build that wall”. 
However, as Huang and Cornell (2019) have pointed out, it is 
unlikely that large numbers of school-aged children were closely 
following Trump’s statements. Rather, these statements were 
filtered through the news media and social media in the exosystem, 
and the views expressed by parents, teachers, siblings and peers in 
the mesosystem and microsystem. The ways in which this was done 
will have provided signals about the appropriateness of Trump’s 
rhetoric and influenced the likelihood of this rhetoric being 
reproduced in the microsystem of the school. 

 
The social practices discussed in this essay demonstrate not only 
the ways in which Trump’s divisive rhetoric influenced the content 
of the social practice, but also how these social practices fed into 
the order of discourse and perpetuated the use of such divisive 
rhetoric. Not only did Trump’s name come to signify anti-Mexican 
and anti-immigrant sentiment, but his calls for a wall to be built 
found their way into daily discourse in varying forms. The 
reporting of social practices of bullying and harassment in the 
media most likely also served to perpetuate the pro-wall discourse 
which was referenced in the chanting that took place in the 
cafeteria of Royal Oak Middle School. Such connections highlight 
the importance of the macrosystem and suggest that rather than 
focusing on race and ethnicity as individual level predictors of 
bullying behaviour (e.g., Hong & Espelage, 2012), it is necessary to 
consider the importance of discourse and the ways in which racial 
harassment and bullying are contextually and historically situated 
at the macrosystem and chronosystem levels.   

 
The statements of the principal and the superintendent highlight 
how the dominant bullying discourse places focus on the behaviour 
and character of individuals rather than a more extensive 
consideration of the ways in which social practices are influenced 



 

by discursive practices (Horton, 2016b; Walton, 2011, 2015). The 
statements also illustrate how bullying and harassment are often 
treated in terms of individual incidents that need to be dealt with, 
rather than as part of broader power relations. The girl’s recording 
of the chanting, her sharing of the video with her mother, her 
mother’s sharing of the video with other parents, the sharing of the 
video on Facebook, the hangman’s noose, the calls for the girl to be 
expelled, and her bullying by her peers, highlight the ways in which 
the social-ecological systems are interconnected and how, rather 
than bullying simply trickling down from the macrosystem to the 
microsystem, what happens at the microsystem level can also 
influence what happens at the mesosystem, exosystem, and 
potentially even the macrosystem level.  

 
The girl’s experiences of harassment and bullying highlight 
Walton’s (2011, p.140) argument that school safety issues are often 
dealt with in terms of individual behavioural issues, rather than in 
relation to the “collective social, cultural, and political anxieties” 
they reflect. As Walton (2011, p.140) notes, “Bullying often reflects 
larger social and political battles, moral panics, and collective 
anxieties”, and it is thus important to critically address the ways in 
which norms and values at the macrosystem level are reinforced 
through the discursive and social practices of presidents, 
politicians, parents, teachers, siblings, peers and others. Indeed, it 
is necessary to consider the importance of discourse to destructive 
social practices of harassment and bullying in schools. The walls 
that were rhetorically constructed through chanting in the 
cafeteria of Royal Oak Middle School were built on a foundation of 
anti-immigrant sentiment and commissioned by a presidential 
candidate who himself chanted “build that wall” and used the 
discourse of the wall in his pursuit of presidential office.  
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