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Introduction  

Overview and Objectives  

It’s sometimes hard to determine what’s bullying behavior and what’s a simple conflict between 

students. That’s why we need to clearly define what bullying is and what it isn’t. You need to 

understand how to properly identify bullying behavior if you want to determine how to prevent it. 

This course looks at how to identify bullying, and the steps you should take when you encounter 

it.  

In addition, modern anti-bullying strategies focus on stopping bullying before it starts. Therefore, 

this course focuses on effective prevention strategies.  

An important first step in preventing bullying is to familiarize yourself and follow your school’s 

policies regarding bullying. Not doing so may result in harm to students or legal action against 

you or your school. That’s why school staff members are responsible for knowing the school’s 

stance on bullying and carefully following those procedures.  

Ask your supervisor or principal for more information if you are unaware of your responsibilities 

in the event of student bullying. 

In addition to violating the school’s code of student conduct, bullying may breach state law. 

Bullying behaviors are often illegal when bullies target fellow students based on race, skin color, 

religion, ancestry, national origin, gender, gender identity and expression, sexual orientation, 

disability (whether mental, physical, or sensory) or by any other distinguishing characteristic. 

This course aims to ensure school staff members understand bullying behavior and their 

obligations in preventing it. Targeted students may think adult intervention will do nothing or 

may fear revenge if the bully is punished. That’s why most students don't report when they are 

bullied. It is our hope that by learning more about bullying and how to prevent it, students will 

feel empowered to come to you if they are in trouble.  

After successfully completing this course, you should be able to: 

● Identify the three common elements of bullying behavior.  

● Describe bullying’s harmful effects, including the likelihood of suicide.  

● Identify the primary types of bullying. 

● Describe the people involved in bullying. 

● Describe bullying prevention tactics to combat each of the conditions for bullying. 

Fundamentals of Bullying  

Bullying: A Roadblock to Learning 

Bullying can be a roadblock to students’ success. Specifically, bullying behavior: 

● distracts students from their lessons 

● causes fear  
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● diminishes the effectiveness of teachers   

● has negative psychological effects—such as bringing about violence and suicidal 

tendencies—and thus affects the entire school community in addition to the students 

involved 

Because bullying has such profound effects on students, everyone in education is accountable 

for providing a safe learning environment. That includes teachers, administrators, support staff, 

and boards of education.  

A Basic Definition of Bullying  

Bullying is behavior that happens “repeatedly” and involves “harm” done to someone “unfairly 

matched.” 

● Harm done to an unfairly matched victim must be repeated over time in order to be 

defined as bullying. 

● Someone who inflicts physical, social, or emotional wounds on someone else has 

caused harm.  

● The targeted student or group of students is said to be unfairly matched when they do 

not have the physical, verbal, or social skills to effectively resist the bullying behavior.  

When these three factors are present in situations with school-age children, there is great 

potential for disaster. Because their self-esteem is still developing, bullying is especially 

detrimental to young people. 

But what if you only witness one bullying instance? Can it be bullying if you only see it happen 

once?  

Just because you didn’t witness the behavior happening over and over doesn’t mean further 

incidents didn’t happen. Remember that this could have been repeated regularly when you 

weren’t looking.  

For example, online bullying, referred to as cyberbullying, is often unseen by teachers and 

school administrators, but it still counts as bullying behavior. 

When It’s Not Bullying: Other Bad Behaviors  

There are a few behaviors that may not strictly meet the definition of bullying but should still be 

reported. These include: 

● verbal, physical, or sexual harassment 

● child abuse or neglect 

● dating violence 

● discrimination 

● intimidation 

● assault 

● hazing 
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Whether or not these instances are classified as bullying behavior, it is important to carefully 

follow your school and district reporting policies if these situations arise. 

Bullying Causes Damage  

The Damages of Bullying 

Bullying behavior causes a lot of damage. It’s destructive to individual students and the overall 

learning environment. Bullying can be destructive to the school and its administrators as well. 

When students violate the law, there can be grounds for lawsuits. Parents may sue the district, 

the school, or individual staff members, claiming they did not meet the legal responsibility to 

protect students. 

First and foremost, though, bullying is destructive to young people who become targets. 

Whether the torment is physical, verbal, or sexual, bullies often harp on the perceived defects of 

their victims. This can be psychologically damaging to adolescents who sometimes begin to 

internalize the insults and come to believe they are worthless.  

As bullying becomes a pattern, it causes more pain. Repeated harassment can make students 

feel helpless against these attacks, and students can lose hope that the bullying will end. They 

may feel that no one cares. It is common at this point for the student to become a “victim,” which 

often leads to destructive feelings. Some may lash out at others, feeling they have nothing to 

lose. Others feel inadequate for being unable to control the situation and may turn those 

destructive feelings inward. This can result in depression, which can lead to self-destructive 

behaviors, including: 

● skipping school 

● bad grades 

● anger outbursts 

● substance abuse 

● self-injury 

● violent behavior 

● suicide 

When bullying leads to suicidal thoughts and behaviors, special care must be taken. Always 

take students who threaten suicide seriously. Never leave them alone. Listen attentively to them 

so they feel heard. Remember not to judge. 

It’s important to notify your principal and to follow your school’s procedures in this matter. 

Suicide prevention programs offered by schools provide support to anyone who may be feeling 

hopeless or depressed, whether or not these feelings result from bullying. 

It’s important to recognize that bullying behavior can damage bullies as well as their victims. 

Bullies who don’t learn the error of their ways often progress to more violent acts. School bullies 

are likely to become aggressive in their home lives as adults, hurting their spouses or harshly 

disciplining their kids. Childhood bullying can be a predictor of criminal behavior, such as 

harassment, assault, or murder.  
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To stop societal violence before it starts, we can take a harsher line on bullying when it starts 

with school-age children. 

What Does Bullying Look Like?  

Recognizing Bullying 

Accurately spotting bullying behavior is the first step in halting the cycle of violence. Before 

intervening, we must be able to correctly recognize the patterns of bullying. 

For example, it can be difficult to determine if an incident is bullying or a conflict between 

students. Recall that bullying involves an unfair match (the victim does not have the physical, 

verbal or social skills to effectively deter the bully); harm (someone is wounded physically, 

socially or emotionally); and the incident is repeated over time. 

You can’t see students at all times, so you may not witness repeated incidents. 

It’s often enough, though, to establish a violation of the conduct code if you witness harm and 

an unfair match. Often students can be disciplined even if you have only seen one bullying 

occurrence. The school may later have enough evidence to ascertain whether the incidents 

have been repeated. 

Types of Bullying  

Bullying can take many forms. Types of bullying include: 

● physical  

● emotional, including verbal taunts and insults 

● sexual harassment or assault  

● social harm, such as excluding a student from a social group or ruining his or her 

reputation 

● cyberbullying 

Let’s take a closer look at each type of bullying—what it entails and why it occurs. 

Physical bullying, the easiest type to spot, occurs when a larger student or group of students 

violently targets a smaller or weaker student. Frequently the stronger student becomes a bully 

to demonstrate his or her power to others. Physical bullying disempowers the victim.  

Physical bullying can sometimes be mistaken for fighting. While fighting is negative and 

aggressive, it is not as repetitive in nature or based on an imbalance of power as is physical 

bullying. 

Younger students are especially vulnerable to emotional bullying. Associated with social bullying 

behavior, emotional bullying usually involves insults or taunts.  

Constant onslaughts of emotional bullying can wear on the targeted individual, damaging his or 

her self-esteem and leading to feelings of inadequacy. 
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Though some harsh insults are clear instances of verbal bullying, other forms of mockery may 

be merely harmless teasing between close friends. That makes accurately spotting verbal 

attacks challenging for school staff. 

Remember: what seems like joking may be verbal bullying if an unfair match exists between the 

speaker and the object of teasing, and if the verbal abuse happens repeatedly. Unlike emotional 

bullying, teasing is something that occurs between friends and reflects a bond or special 

relationship. You may need to watch closely to be able to distinguish the two. 

A student who asserts power over another by using sexual body language or sexually oriented 

statements is exhibiting sexual bullying behavior. 

Students are often reluctant to report sexual bullying because they fear the bully or because 

they are ashamed about the incidents. Some targets deny the bullying, worried they’ll be 

socially branded by any revelations.  

Social bullying sometimes takes the form of excluding students from social groups. Other times, 

bullies spread rumors about a particular student to damage his or her reputation.  

Since school staff cannot monitor every student conversation, social bullying is hard for 

administrators to detect. Because feeling like they belong is important to adolescents, isolation 

from social cliques can be more hurtful than physical violence. 

Cyberbullying is the use of electronic communication (texts, social media, email, etc.) to harass 

or threaten someone else. This type of bullying happens frequently among preteens and teens, 

since they often communicate electronically. Because the messages may be forwarded or 

shared with a wide audience, a single incident may count as “repeated” bullying.  

Cyberbullying commonly happens through social media. That’s not surprising considering 80% 

of American students between the ages of 12 and 17 use social media.  

Cyberbullying can also happen through email, video chats, and instant messaging. Bullies often 

share incriminating or embarrassing photos and videos to attack their victims. Students also use 

these channels to spread rumors or lies or victimize students with cutting insults.  

Cyberbullying is more common than you may think. More than half of U.S. fifth graders report 

either being a victim of cyberbullying or knowing someone who has been a victim of 

cyberbullying. 

Because students most often use mobile apps to communicate with each other, cyberbullying 

has exploded. Apps allow students to share messages, photos and videos instantly. These apps 

are popular among teens because they feel a sense of privacy, free from the prying eyes of 

adults. This tends to embolden them into saying or sharing things they wouldn’t dare to make 

public otherwise. Apps also give bullies an avenue for doling out cruel, immediate harassment 

on their victims.  

Most apps have a minimum age requirement for users, which is typically 18 years old (or 13 

years old with parental permission). But parents and school administrators should know that 
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students often ignore this requirement. Many schools now have an Acceptable Use Policy 

(AUP) concerning students’ electronic communications, and you must familiarize yourself with 

its rules. Cyberbullying may also break criminal laws in your state. 

School staff members must be prepared to identify and respond to cyberbullying occurrences. 

Cyberbullying can cause disruptions to class, truancy, violence between students, and even 

suicide. It creates a tense learning climate, which can negatively affect academic achievement. 

The People Involved in Bullying  

The People Involved in Bullying--Overview 

There are several people involved in bullying incidents. Bullying behavior always involves: 

• an offender, or bully, who causes the harm  

• a target, who the offender has chosen to be the subject of the harm 

Many cases of bullying also involve people who are not directly involved but rather witness the 

bullying. 

This lesson takes a closer look at each of these people, so you can better understand the 

dynamics of bullying.   

Bullying Targets: Vulnerable Groups  

Bullies choose their targets for different reasons. Often the targeted students differ from the 

bully or the bully’s friends in some clear way. The bullied student may dress differently, have a 

different socio-economic background, or be new to the school. 

Sometimes students are picked on because of race, religion, ancestry, national origin, gender 

identity and expression, sexual orientation, or a mental, physical, or sensory disability. Many 

state laws criminalize bullying when it is based on these characteristics. 

When bullies choose their targets based on race, the tormentor dehumanizes another student, 

seeing him or her through negative ethnic stereotypes rather than as an individual. Highly 

charged situations often result from this type of bullying. 

Research shows that students who have disabilities are more likely than other students to be 

targeted by bullies. Staff members should be aware that other students may attempt to exploit 

these students’ vulnerabilities.  

Students with disabilities may also display bullying behaviors themselves. A student with a 

behavioral disorder, for example, may react rudely in a conflict with another student. 

Students who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or questioning (also known as LGBTQ) 

are often targeted by bullies. The statistics are startling: 

● Truancy rates among bullied LGBTQ students is as high as 50%. 
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● LGBTQ students are three times more likely to drop out of school before graduation than 

heterosexual students.  

● The suicide attempt rate among LGBTQ students is four times higher than that of 

heterosexual students. The rate of those who merely contemplate the act is 5.6 times 

higher. 

 

All staff members should take note of the heightened risks LGBTQ youth face and work to 

create a safe learning environment for all students, regardless of their sexual orientation or 

identity. 

Bullies: Lacking in Empathy  

Students who display bullying behavior often struggle to see a situation from another’s 

perspective. They exhibit a lack of empathy for others. Void of a regard for others’ feelings, 

these students see nothing wrong with exercising power, whether physical, psychological, or 

social, to their advantage.  

When we hear the word “bully,” we often imagine an inhumane character who picks on others 

for no discernable reason. But there’s usually a motive behind this bullying behavior. A student 

may, for example, have a diagnosed or undiagnosed emotional behavior disorder (EBD) that 

could play a part in his or her behavior and can be addressed.  

Focusing on the root of the behavior, rather than the behavior itself, can give us greater insight 

into misbehaving students. The student may require observation and evaluation by a qualified 

professional in addition to disciplinary action. 

Bystanders to Bullying: Empowered or Guilty  

One way to stop bullying is to empower the bystanders. Often those witnessing the bullying 

incidents can take away the offender’s power if they intervene or refuse to laugh at the victim’s 

expense. 

However, all too often, instead of reporting the incidents or intervening, onlookers record the 

bullying and later post videos of incidents online, spreading the target’s humiliation. This sharing 

is considered another form of bullying, making the onlookers just as guilty of bullying as the 

offender himself. 

Onlookers should immediately report any bullying they witness to school authorities. It’s okay for 

students to document bullying, if they are doing so to prove the occurrences to school staff, 

rather than to further embarrass the target. Students should stand up for fellow students and 

refuse to tolerate bullying as a regular part of life.  

The PBIS Model  

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (or PBIS) is a strategy schools use to foster a 

culture of respect in which students and staff treat bullying behavior as completely 
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unacceptable. School-wide student engagement with PBIS empowers onlookers, reducing the 

number of students who support and encourage bullies’ abusive behavior. 

What You Can Do to Stop Bullying  

Prevention: The Most Effective Strategy  

The most effective strategy for reducing bullying behavior is preventing it from happening 

altogether. You can do that by fostering a culture of positivity where bullying is not tolerated. All 

staff and parents need to be on board for this approach to work well.  

Federal law requires all schools to have an anti-bullying policy in place. The policy should be in 

your employee handbook or school code of conduct. As a staff member, you need to familiarize 

yourself with the expectations of your school district and the appropriate procedures for 

documenting and responding to incidents of bullying behavior.  

Follow these policies and procedures to address any bullying instances you may encounter. If 

you aren’t familiar with the fine points of anti-bullying programs at your school, seek out your 

principal or the employee handbook. You are obligated to know the policies and adhere to the 

procedures. 

In addition, be sure that your students and their parents completely understand your school’s 

bullying prevention policy and review it with them periodically throughout the year. 

The goal in your response to bullying behavior should be to foster a respectful learning 

environment that is conducive to student achievement and growth. 

To achieve this goal, it’s important to be proactive. All school staff members need to play a role 

in stopping bullying behavior.  

Here is what you can do: 

●  Keep your eyes open for bullying behavior. 

●  Keep your ears open; don’t block out students’ conversations. 

●  Look for signs that a student needs help. 

●  Regularly monitor locations where bullying occurs. 

Set the tone for students from day one that bullying behavior is unacceptable, illegal, and will 

not be tolerated. Be aware of everything that happens in your classroom, as well as in the 

hallways, in activities, and elsewhere on school grounds. Foster an environment in your school 

where kids feel comfortable coming to staff for help and support. 

All staff members should work toward understanding how widespread bullying is and where it is 

happening. That will make your responses more effective. 

School personnel can combat bullying by: 

● knowing the causes of bullying behavior 
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● creating a culture of positive behaviors, interventions, and supports 

● implementing effective policies  

● spreading awareness 

All of this will work toward disrupting the patterns of bullying that exist in your school 

environment.  

Disrupting Patterns of Bullying  

Bullying behavior thrives in certain atmospheres. Bullies maintain control of the situation by 

ensuring these circumstances exist.  

An atmosphere ripe for bullying would include: 

● Segregation – keeping a student separated from his or her means of support 

● Insensitivity – removing onlookers’ sense of empathy toward the target 

● Lack of control – preventing the targeted student from being able to respond 

● Inability to escape – making the targeted student feel as though there is no choice but 

to submit to the bullying 

To effectively intervene, it’s important to disrupt the circumstances that foster bullying behavior. 

There is an intervention technique for each of the four conditions that promote bullying.  

Combat Segregation: Reduce Student Isolation 

The effective way to combat segregation is to provide the targeted student with additional 

connections of support to reduce student isolation. 

You can reduce the isolation of the victim in many ways.  

Some strategies include: 

● being watchful in places where bullying behavior frequently happens 

● making the student feel comfortable talking to other staff members  

● ensuring the student builds quality friendships  

● ensuring the student’s friends are near him or her in places where bullying behavior is 

more likely to take place 

Having more connections and stronger connections to others can disrupt students’ feelings of 

isolation. Bullying behavior patterns are often broken when friends and supportive bystanders 

are present. The presence of these allies can reduce the perceived power of the bullying 

student. 

Combat Insensitivity: An Environment of Empathy 

The effective way to combat insensitivity is to foster an environment of empathy for all students. 

Empathetic onlookers are more likely to intervene in situations involving bullying. Building 

empathy for targeted students reminds bystanders that the target is a human being, spurring 
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them to show concern for someone who reminds them of themselves. This reduces the 

frequency of bullying behavior. 

Some strategies for building empathy for targeted students include: 

● recommending books and movies featuring characters who bravely stand up for one 

another   

● sharing news stories about peers being hurt 

● speaking about emotions 

● discussing what students’ lives are like outside the classroom  

● displaying strong negative emotions about bullying behavior 

Combat Lack of Control: Empower Targeted Students and Bystanders 

The effective way to combat lack of control is to empower targeted students and bystanders to 

act quickly and seek help. 

Students act confidently and assertively when they feel empowered, and empowered onlookers 

are more likely to act supportively in defense of the targeted student. In addition, when faced 

with an assertive student, the offender is unable to maintain control of a situation.  

 Ways to build confidence in your students include: 

● Encouraging students to keep their heads up and to make and maintain eye contact with 

others. 

● Offering students opportunities to participate in activities that bolster their verbal and 

social skills, like debate team, student council, or leadership roles within other sports or 

clubs. 

● Providing targeted students with classroom activities that model assertiveness or that 

build self-esteem.  

● Promoting activities in which students help others. 

Combat No Means of Escape: Change Something 

The effective way to combat students feeling there is no means of escape is to change 

something in the situation. 

There are many ways to promote changes that disrupt bullying behavior: 

● Counsel the student to try different methods if the ones he or she is using are not 

working. 

● Encourage the targeted student to change the way he or she thinks about the situation. 

● Encourage onlookers to change how they behave toward the student who is exhibiting 

bullying behavior, the victim, and/or other onlookers.  

● Follow any procedures in your school’s anti-bullying policy for reporting any incidents 

you witness. 
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Bullying students often rely on consistency from others to maintain their abusive behavioral 

patterns. But when bystanders or targeted students do something unexpected, the behavior is 

disrupted. Seeing that change is possible builds hope in targeted students. They know that only 

when situations change can they begin to get better.  

Education Is Key  

When we teach students scientific procedures, we give them the tools to master immediate 

problems while preparing them for approaching larger projects.  

Likewise, anti-bullying education gives students the methods for diffusing difficult situations, 

while teaching them a larger positive framework for becoming nonviolent and socially 

responsible individuals. 

If not already part of your school’s bullying prevention plan, consider adding a specific program 

of anti-bullying education to help protect your students and provide them with valuable skills. 

Conclusion  

Course Conclusion 

Bullying behavior harms students, as well as teachers and staff. It creates a climate of tension 

and stunts your school’s academic achievement. 

It can be difficult to determine the difference between fighting and bullying behavior. Remember: 

bullying is when harm is done, the behavior is repeated, and students are unfairly matched. 

The following are necessary for preventing bullying: 

● fostering a student-centered culture of positivity, with no tolerance toward bullying 

behavior  

● staff members who understand, are aware of, and respond to bullying incidents  

● school staff members who work together to create a respectful and safe learning 

environment 

What you do to stop bullying behavior can make a serious difference in the lives of students, 

both inside the classroom and outside in real world.  

Summary  

Resources 

1. U. S. Department of Health and Human Services – Stop Bullying Resources –  

http://www.stopbullying.gov 

2. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention – http://www.cdc.gov 

3. National Suicide Prevention Lifeline –  http://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/# 

4. Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports – OSEP Technical Assistance Center – 

https://www.pbis.org 



School Bullying  

Page 14 of 14  © Vector Solutions 

Author 

Vector Solutions 


