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The Bullying Prevention 
Problem

Message

The approach U.S. Schools are 
using to address bullying is not 
showing signs of effectiveness



About the Presenter
• M.S. Special Education U of Oregon

- Taught students with behavior problems

• J.D. Willamette University
- Practiced in computer law

• Education Technology Consultant
- Implementing Internet in schools

About the Presenter
• Focus on Internet safety

• Wrote first book ever published                    
on cyberbullying
- Realized approach being recommended to 

schools and incorporated into statutes was not 
going to work in the digital age

- Ultimately, the research has documented that 
this approach is also not working generally



Articles and Presentations
• Website with resources 

for schools

• Program for students

• Professional 
presentations

• Articles in magazines 
for school professionals

The Problem



Lack of Effectiveness
• Efforts to reduce bullying and harassment 

over the last decade are having no positive 
impact

CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Survey

Increased Harassment
• The concerns of students harassment have 

significantly increased



Scaled Back Response

Underlying 
Source of the 

Problem



Important Question
• Why is it that what schools are doing does 

not appear to be having a positive impact?
- Educators are overwhelmed, underfunded, being 

unfairly blamed for not being able to single-
handedly remedy the harmful impact of poverty

- AND what is required under state laws 
‣ Will not be effective

‣ Is in conflict with other obligations

State Statutes

- Purpose Statement
- Statement of Scope
- Specification of 

Prohibited Conduct
- Enumeration of Specific 

Characteristics
- Development and 

Implementation of LEA 
Policies

- Components of LEA 
Policies

- Review of Local Policies
- Communication Plan
- Training and Prevention 

Education
- Transparency and 

Monitoring
- Statement of Rights to 

Other Legal Recourse
- Model Policy



LEA Policies
• Key Components in LEA Policies

- Definitions

- How students should report bullying

- Investigating and responding to bullying

- Written records

- Sanctions

- Referrals

“Zero Tolerance”
• Schools say “We have zero tolerance to 

bullying”
• Which means they

- Have rules against bullying

- Have a report system and tell students to report

- Investigate and, if appropriate, punish

- Keep records



Research Insight
• The “rules and punishment” based 

approach will not achieve effectiveness in 
reducing harassment and creating a 
positive school climate, it is necessary to
- Fully investigate and implement an intervention 

to address concerns of targets and perpetrators

- Correct aspects of the overall environment that 
are supporting the ongoing harmful conduct

Required Public Reports
• In some states, schools are required to 

make public reports of “bullying incidents”
- Reports of bullying are considered a “black 

mark” on the school, so ...
‣ Staff are told to never label behavior “bullying”

‣ Principals apply strict criteria in line with statutory 
definition of “bullying” 

‣ Most often principals find that incidents are not 
“bullying”



Required Reports

• Address the School-to-Prison Pipeline
- Huge problem of suspensions and expulsions

‣ Especially minority students

- ED and DOJ initiative to pressure schools to 
reduce exclusionary practices

- All schools required to report discipline incidents

Conflicting Expectations

- Tell students to 
report if they are 
bullied

- Investigate and 
discipline those   
who bully

- Don’t suspend 
students

- If it is “bullying,”  
make a public report 
that will reflect badly 
on the school

• Schools face conflicting expectations



So We Are Getting This

New York

Telling or Tattling
• Students also receive mixed messages



Due Process Concerns
• Students accused of 

violating the 
disciplinary code 
have significant due 
process rights 

• Far easier to sue a 
school for violation 
of due process than 
for harassment

• Creates disincentive to determine 
an incident is a violation of the 
disciplinary code without clear, 
objective, independent evidence

End Result
• Most principals appear to rely on a strict 

interpretation of the statutory definition 
- Many incidents are not, in and of themselves, 

significantly aggressive
- Targeted students or parents often fail to 

document and report all required elements
- Staff did not see or interpret correctly
- So principals can easily avoid creating a report 

of  a violation of the disciplinary code



Bullying v Harassment
• Many principals appear to assess reports  

of harassment solely in the context of  a 
violation of their disciplinary code
- They ask: Did student’s behavior violate terms  

of the disciplinary code and can we suspend?

- They are not asking: Is this targeted student (or 
students) experiencing a hostile environment?

Reminder
• State statutes and district policies do not 

obviate requirements to be in compliance 
with federal civil rights laws
- Which require that schools engage in diligent 

actions to effectively respond  to the specific 
incidents AND actions to correct the hostile 
environment

- Which is what research also indicates is necessary



Bullying and 
Harassment 

Research Insight

Definitions
• “Bullying”

- Severe, persistent, or pervasive hurtful acts that 
have caused distress that is resulting in an 
interference with the targeted student’s ability to 
fully participate in learning or school activities

• “Harassment” 
- “Bullying” that is grounded in the targeted 

student’s protected class status  



Well Documented Harms
• Significant life-

long health 
consequences 
- Traumatic distress

- Depression

- Anxiety

- Suicidal ideation

• Loss of access to 
education
- Less engaged in 

school

- Chronically absent 

- Grades and test 
scores decline

- Drop-out

Ineffective Approaches
• Despite almost four decades of research on 

bullying, ranging from prevalence studies, 
etiological investigations, and systematic 
reviews and evaluations of prevention and 
intervention programs, the evidence 
indicates that current “bullying 
prevention” approaches are only 
marginally helpful.



One Source of the Problem
• 2016 National Research Council Report

There is a stereotype held by the general 
public about individuals who bully. 

This stereotype casts children and youth who 
bully others as being high on psychopathology, 
low on social skills, and possessing few assets 
and competencies that the peer group values.

Primary Source
• Most youth who bully others ...

considerable power … high-status ... 
popular … socially skilled … leaders …  
high on assets and competencies …             
low on psychopathology …  attractive … 
good athletes … use aggression 
instrumentally to achieve and maintain 
hegemony



Ethological Based                   

• Deviant • Rivals or 
coupling

Two Targets

• Because “leadership” students are the primary 
source of bullying, principals may be inclined 
to look the other way 

 

Retaliation
• Bullied or harassed students may retaliate 

- An effort to get the hurtful incidents to stop

- Positive social messages about appropriateness 
of retaliation

- Frustration because interventions by staff or 
leadership are not effective

- A predictable consequence of traumatic distress



Retaliation
• The fact that a harassed student engaged in 

retaliation does not take away the fact that 
this student is experiencing harassment
- Retaliation is a predictable response to an 

inadequate response and deliberate indifference 
by the school

- Over 70% of school shooters reported they had 
been relentlessly bullied!

Authoritarian
• When school staff use authoritarian 

practices to address student misbehavior, 
these result in an increase in aggression
- Use of authoritative power over students 

reinforces the idea that those who have power 
are able to dominate others 

- Authoritarian approaches model bullying 
behavior!



Staff Helpfulness
• Students overwhelmingly believe teachers

- Ignore or do not recognize hurtful activities

- Are not prepared to intervene if asked

- Are incapable of doing anything effective

Where Bullying Occurs
• Highest reported prevalence 

rates of bullying occurred in 
classroom, hallways, and 
lunchroom
- Places where staff are expected 

to supervise

- The failure of staff to intervene 
increased distress



Staff v Student Perspectives

0%

23%

45%

68%

90%

Have effective strategies Not doing enough

Staff v Student Perspectives

0%

15%

30%

45%

60%

Staff make things worse when they intervene



Staff v Student Perspectives

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Will intervene Saw and did nothing

Targeted Students
• More Vulnerable students reported staff 

was present at a significant recent hurtful 
incident 65% of the time and ...
- 13% Things got better 
- 47% Things stayed same 
- 40% Things got worse



Not the Fault of Teachers

• Needed:
- School-wide approach to restorative practices

- Staff development and student instruction

“Tell an Adult”
• National Crime 

Victimization Study 
School Crimes 
Supplement found that 
only 43% of students 
bullied at school told 
school staff



“Tell an Adult”
• Studies reveal reasons students do not tell

- Nothing was ever done and therefore it was a waste of 
time to report.

- Fear of being accused of “tattling” 

- Belief that school staff would make it worse

- Did not trust staff to keep secrets in confidence

- Might not be believed 

- Telling might result in retaliation

Does “Tell an Adult” Work?

-

0%

20.0%

40.0%

60.0%

80.0%

Grade 5 Grades 6 to 8 Grades 9 to 12

Did not tell Told and got better
Told and stayed same Told and got worse

Students who were bullied and distressed

Youth Voice 
Project



Did You Tell Staff?
• Only 36% of More Vulnerable students 

told a staff member about a recent 
significant hurtful incident and ...
- 30% Things got better
- 45% Things stayed same
- 25% Things got worse

Overall Effectiveness
• 64% did not tell a 

school staff member
- 11% told and things   

got better

- 16% told and things 
stayed the same

- 9% told and things   
got worse

0

17.50

35.00

52.50

70.00

Did Not Tell
Told and Got Better
Told and Stayed Same
Told and Got Worse



Why Did Not Tell
• Reasons given

- Did not think a school staff member would do 
anything to help

- Thought that a school staff member might make 
things worse

- Thought I would be blamed
- I probably deserved it
- The student being hurtful would likely have 

retaliated

Apparent Effectiveness

Effectiveness of the 
approach districts 

argue is NOT 
deliberately 
indifferent 

About 10%



Challenge
• Many incidents are minor and verbal

• Cumulative effect causes the harm

• Incidents are not detected by staff and are 
not reported

• Staff not alerted to larger-picture problem

Documentation Challenge
• Students and parents do not know the 

importance of 
- Documentation of incidents

- Documentation of school response and 
outcomes

- Taking concerns to a higher level



School Defenses
• Schools will defend: 

- “Every time he/she reported, we investigated 
and responded”
‣ We were not deliberately indifferent

- “If the student had only reported, we would  
have responded and made things better”
‣ We lacked knowledge

Moral Disengagement
• Moral Disengagement interferes with 

restoration efforts
- Mechanism by which those who engage in 

wrong doing seek to rationalize their actions to 
preserve their perspective that they are ethical

- Students who are hurtful do this

- So do school staff and principals who fail to 
effectively intervene or correct a hostile 
environment



Recognize Excuses

Spin It

Deny Personal 
Responsibility

Blame 
the 

Other

Deny the 
Harm

School Rationalizations
• Spin it

- “Kids will be kids.” “It was just locker room talk.”                
“The student was just making a bad choice.”                

• Deny personal responsibility
- “Every time your child reported, I investigated 

and responded.” “He said, she said, nothing we 
can do.” “This doesn’t meet our definition of 
bullying.”  “Off-campus, not our job.”



School Rationalizations
• Deny the harm

- “Your child is overreacting.” “What happened 
was not that bad.” “Things like this happen all 
the time.” “No big deal.”

• Blame the victim
- “If your child would just stop doing ___, this 

would not happen.” “Your child just needs to 
become stronger.” “Your child provoked it.”

Zero Tolerance
• Exclusion through suspension or expulsion 

is NOT effective intervention!
- Does not get to the root cause

- Does not effectively hold students accountable to 
remedy the harm

- Often leads to retaliation

- Will not be imposed on socially powerful students



Staff Bullying
• A pattern of conduct, rooted 

in a power differential, that 
threatens, harms, humiliates, 
induces fear, or causes 
students substantial 
emotional distress

Staff Bullying
• Usually no negative consequences for staff

• Students bullied or denigrated by staff are 
- Vulnerable and devalued

- Unable to stand up for themselves

- Not defended by others

- Also become targeted by peers



Staff Bullying
• Research identified targets of staff bullying

- Minority sexual orientation or identity

- Weight problems

- Disabilities

- Minority religion

- Minority race or national origin

A student was 
also hurtful to 

them

“Ever” 
witnessed 
staff being 

hurtful

“Never” 
witnessed 
staff being 

hurtful 

Also witnessed 
students be 

hurtful

Also was 
hurtful

42% of students had witnessed staff be hurtful!



Conclusion
• The defense that every time the harassed 

student reported, the principal responded 
ignores clear evidence ...
- Many harassment incidents are witnessed by 

staff who do not respond effectively

- Most students do not report 

- Reporting often does not resolve the problem

- Staff also may be hurtful to students

Conclusion
• And this is just in 

relation to 
responding to 
specific hurtful 
situations

• Under civil rights 
laws, it is also 
necessary to 
correct the hostile 
environment that 
appears to be 
supporting such 
harassment



Thank You for 
Your Attention


