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American Educational Research Association

The American Educational Research Association (AERA) is the na-
tional interdisciplinary research association for approximately 25,000 
scholars who undertake research on education and learning. Founded 
in 1916, AERA aims to advance knowledge about education, to en-
courage scholarly inquiry related to education, and to promote the use 
of research to improve education and serve the public good. AERA is 
dedicated to strengthening education research by promoting research 
of the highest quality, undertaking education and training programs, 
and advancing sound research and science policy. The Association 
publishes six peer-reviewed journals and research and methodology 
books central to the field. It also offers courses, small grants, and dis-
sertation and postdoctoral training initiatives supported by federal 
research agencies and private foundations.
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Introduction

Bullying presents one of the greatest health risks to children, 
youth, and young adults in U.S. society. It is pernicious in its 
impact even if often less visible and less readily identifiable 
than other public health concerns. Its effects on victims, per-
petrators, and even bystanders are both immediate and long 
term and can affect the development and functioning of indi-
viduals across generations. 

The epicenter for bullying is schools, colleges, and universi-
ties, where vast numbers of children, youth, and young adults 
spend much of their time. Bullying—a form of harassment 
and violence—needs to be understood from a developmental, 
social, and educational perspective. The educational settings 
in which it occurs and where prevention and intervention are 
possible need to be studied and understood as potential con-
texts for positive change. Yet many administrators, teachers, 
and related personnel lack training to address bullying and do 
not know how to intervene to reduce it.1 

These circumstances drove the decision by the American 
Educational Research Association (AERA) to undertake 
this report. As a scientific association, AERA seeks to bring 
research to bear on significant issues related to education, 
teaching, and learning. In addition to encouraging science 

1. This point was set forth as part of the original charge to the Task 
Force crafted by William G. Tierney, 2012–2013 AERA President. 
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and scholarship in the field and supporting its wide dissem-
ination, AERA pursues projects to make research accessible 
on issues vital to the public good. This report is one example. 

Background of This Report

Prevention of Bullying in Schools, Colleges, and Universities con-
tinues a line of research led by AERA to address challenging 
issues in human behavior, development, and interaction in 
educational environments. In 2010, AERA published a special 
issue of the Educational Researcher titled “New Perspectives 
on School Safety and Violence Prevention” and held a Capitol 
Hill briefing on the subject. Also in 2010, AERA created an 
online research bibliography on lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gendered, queer (LGBTQ) issues in education and held an 
intensive research workshop on the topic, bringing together 
diverse scholars in the field. A major volume representing the 
state of the knowledge on LGBTQ issues and research needs 
and directions will be published in 2013. 

In February 2012, at the recommendation of AERA’s then 
president-elect William G. Tierney, the AERA Council estab-
lished a Task Force on the Prevention of Bullying in Schools, 
Colleges, and Universities.2 Comprising a small group of di-
verse experts, the Task Force examined the state of the re-
search knowledge about bullying across K–16 and addressed 
implications for practice and policy aimed at evidence-based 
prevention. The AERA Task Force differed from others that 
have focused on psychological skills, psychological processes, 
and program interventions; instead, it focused on the social 
context of bullying in educational settings. This Task Force 
was also unique in examining bullying research and potential 
interventions as they relate to school reform, teacher educa-
tion, administrator education, special education, and cultural 

2.  Special acknowledgement is due to 2012–2013 President Tierney, Task 
Force Co-Chairs Dorothy Espelage and Ron Astor, and the entire Task 
Force for their commitment to this effort and for effectively defining the 
scope of the work and accomplishing it in less than one year. 
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diversity in postsecondary schools, departments, and pro-
grams of education. 

The Task Force Charge

The mandate of the Task Force was to prepare and present to 
the AERA Council practical short-term and long-term rec-
ommendations to address bullying among children, youth, 
and young adults. The goal was to develop research-based 
recommendations for ensuring safe, respectful, and produc-
tive educational environments, where optimal learning can 
occur and where individuals take responsibility for their own 
behavior and its impact on others. Accordingly, the Task 
Force received the following charge: 

(1) To identify the causes and consequences of bullying in 
schools, colleges, and universities; 

(2) To highlight training and technical assistance oppor-
tunities so that faculty and staff at all types of educational 
institutions may effectively address bullying;

(3) To evaluate the effectiveness of current anti-bullying 
policies and bullying prevention programs; and 

(4) To assess the connections between bullying research and 
interventions and current and pending legislation. 

Preparation, Review, and Adoption of the Report

The Task Force identified key issues and responded to the charge 
by developing a series of accessible research briefs that focus on 
practical strategies and policies while providing access to the 
underlying scientific, peer-reviewed studies and related books 
and reports that were foundational to the recommendations. 
The briefs are not intended to be an exhaustive review of the re-
search literature but rather to capture the state of the research 
knowledge, translate empirical findings for diverse audiences 
of users, and identify gaps in research and data that need to 
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be addressed to best serve policy and practice in the future.  
Members of the Task Force took the lead in preparing these 
briefs based on their expertise. All members, and in partic-
ular the co-chairs, provided critique and comment on each 
brief and on the entire set of briefs. Prior to completion, the 
briefs were reviewed favorably by an independent peer group 
of experts.3 There were then final revisions based on feedback. 

In February 2013, the AERA Council reviewed the report 
and unanimously approved its adoption and wide dissemina-
tion to relevant communities engaged day-to-day in address-
ing bullying or charting the course of prevention programs, 
professional development, or research investment in educa-
tion at all levels. 

Format of the Report 

The report is presented as a series of 11 briefs. All but one 
present research and set forth conclusions and implications.4 
In offering short and accessible briefs, AERA intends to pro-
vide an overview of the knowledge that can be relied on and 
to signal to those in policy and practice this association’s 
commitment to working with knowledge users and produc-
ers in the prevention of bullying in our schools, colleges, and 
universities.

Felice J. Levine
AERA Executive Director

3.  AERA wishes to thank Rami Benbenishty, Bar-Ilan University; Mi-
chael J. Furlong, University of California, Santa Barbara; Nancy G. Guer-
ra, University of Delaware; Etta Hollins, University of Missouri, Kansas 
City; Cynthia Hudley, University of California, Santa Barbara; and Robert 
S. Rueda, University of Southern California, for serving as a review group 
for the draft bullying briefs. 

4.  Brief 9, “Using Evidence-Based Programs in Schools to Take on Bully-
ing,” focuses entirely on applications that follow from the research.
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Brief 1

Looking Beyond the Traditional 
Definition of Bullying

Bullying is a highly varied form of aggression where there is 
systematic use and abuse of power. Bullying can include phys-
ical aggression such as hitting and shoving, and verbal ag-
gression, such as name-calling (Espelage, 2012; Vaillancourt 
et al., 2008). It can also include social or relational forms of 
bullying in which a victim is excluded by peers or subjected to 
humiliation. Bullying can occur face-to-face or through dig-
ital media such as text messages, social media, and websites. 
There are mild, moderate, and severe levels of bullying. 

Definitions of Bullying

Traditionally, bullying has been defined as:

●● Unwanted, intentional, aggressive behavior that in-
volves a real or perceived power imbalance that is often 
repeated over time (Olweus, 1993).

●● Actions of verbal and physical aggression that range in 
severity from making threats and spreading rumors to 
isolating or excluding others, to physical attacks caus-
ing injury. The formal definition of bullying includes 
all behaviors that fit the stated criteria. Therefore, even  
severe acts involving weapon use, gang activity, or 
crimes could fit the formal definition of bullying if they 

Task Force members Dorothy L. Espelage and Ron Avi Astor took the lead 
in drafting this brief.
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involve a power imbalance. Some researchers include 
these behaviors and some do not.

With few exceptions, researchers have not used the traditional 
definition. Instead, they have proceeded in various ways:

●● Some researchers provide students with the tradition-
al definition and then assess prevalence in small (not 
representative) samples. This practice ignores research 
showing that the use of a definition influences preva-
lence rates, and it does not consider findings that youth 
identify bullying with these components (Vaillancourt 
et al., 2008).

●● National epidemiological studies provide a definition 
and simply ask students if they have been bullied or if 
they have bullied another student within a specific time 
frame provided. For example, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (2012) assessed two items of 
lifetime victimization (bullied on school property and 
bullied electronically; see http://www.cdc.gov/). Sim-
ilarly, Nansel, Overpeck, Pilla, Ruan, Simons-Morton, 
and Scheidt (2001) assessed victimization or perpetra-
tion at school or away from school since last term/se-
mester with a total of four items.

●● Other researchers simply provide youth with a list of 
behavioral descriptors of aggressive behaviors (e.g., 
name-calling, hitting, excluding), assess frequency 
within a specific time frame, and sum these experiences. 
Higher scores on these victimization and perpetration 
scales are considered a marker of severity, and the scales 
are used to study predictors of the phenomena, but no 
direct assessment of intentionality or power differential 
is assessed (Espelage, Holt, & Henkel, 2003; Espelage, 
Basile, & Hamburger, 2012; Espelage, Green, & Polanin, 
2012).
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●● Researchers typically assume intentionality, equate fre-
quency reflecting the actions of many students with rep-
etition from the same bully, and rarely assess the power 
imbalance directly (for an exception, see Rodkin, Espe-
lage, & Hanish, in press). Some have argued that repeti-
tion is an index of severity but does not define bullying 
(Rodkin et al., in press).

Some bullying behaviors may overlap with aggression that 
meets the legal definition of harassment, assault, or school 
crime, but not all incidents of harassment or assault are bul-
lying. Without the components of intentionality, repetition, 
and power combined in the behavior of the same person, bul-
lying victimization is the same as school victimization. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Bullying is part of the larger phenomenon of violence in 
schools and communities. Educators and scholars should not 
limit themselves to the traditional definition. Since it is not 
fully clear to what extent victimization and bullying overlap, 
the public and researchers should assess both victimization 
and bullying behaviors. Further, the examination of victim-
ization should involve interactions among all community 
members, including youth, teachers, school staff, parents, 
and so forth. As a result of differences in definition, there is 
no consensus on the incidence of bullying or on trends over 
time. There is a need for researchers to agree upon how best 
to define and measure bullying and to reach consensus on 
comparable use. Research that distinguishes more carefully 
among types of bullying and levels of severity would make it 
possible to monitor levels of bullying and evaluate interven-
tion efforts in a more standardized manner. 
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Brief 2

Bullying as a Pervasive Problem

Bullying is pervasive in all grades and all schools nationwide. 
It is observed across gender, race, ethnicity, and socioeco-
nomic status. The percentages of students involved in bully-
ing vary widely according to the definition of bullying that 
is used; however, one nationally representative survey found 
that approximately 28% of students ages 12 to 18 reported be-
ing bullied at school during the school year (Robers, Zhang, 
Truman, & Snyder, 2012). Other studies have found compa-
rably high percentages of students who admit bullying their 
peers (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009). When the impact of 
bullying on bystanders is considered along with the impact 
on victims and aggressors, it is likely that bullying affects 
most students at some time during a typical school year. 

Measurable Negative Consequences of Bullying

●● Bullied students experience higher rates of anxiety, 
depression, physical health problems, and social ad-
justment problems. These problems can persist into 
adulthood (Carlisle & Rofes, 2007; Espelage, Low, &  
De La Rue, 2012; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009; Ttofi, Farrington, 
Lösel, & Loeber, 2011). 

Task Force members Dewey Cornell, Dorothy L. Espelage, Matthew J. 
Mayer, Brendesha Tynes, and Ron Avi Astor took the lead in drafting this 
brief.
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●● Bullying students become less engaged in school, and 
their grades and test scores decline (Cornell, Gregory, 
Huang, & Fan, 2013; Juvonen, Wang, & Espinoza, 2011; 
Robers et al., 2012).

●● In high schools where bullying and teasing are preva-
lent, the student body is less involved in school activ-
ities, performs lower on standardized tests, and has a 
lower graduation rate (Espelage & De La Rue, in press; 
Mehta, Cornell, Fan, & Gregory, in press).

●● Students who engage in bullying are at elevated risk for 
poor school adjustment and delinquency. They are at 
increased risk for higher rates of criminal behavior and 
social maladjustment in adulthood (Bender & Lösel, 
2011; Farrington & Ttofi, 2011). 

●● Students who are bullied but also engage in bullying 
have more negative outcomes than students in bul-
ly-only or victim-only groups (Espelage & De La Rue, in 
press; Ttofi et al., 2011). 

●● Cyberbullying has become more prevalent and raises 
concern because of its potential for widespread dissemi-
nation and intensified humiliation of targeted students. 
On average, a large proportion of students say they have 
been cyberbullied in their lifetimes. Rates can vary 
widely depending on the time frame and type of study 
(Schneider, O’Donnell, Stueve, & Coulter, 2012; Tokun-
aga, 2010; Wade & Beran, 2011; Wang et al., 2009).

●● Cyberbullied students experience negative outcomes 
similar to those experienced by their traditional coun-
terparts, including depression, poor academic perfor-
mance, and problem behavior. Cyber-victimization is 
also linked to suicidal ideation, and students with these 
thoughts are more likely to attempt suicide (Hinduja & 
Patchin, 2010; Tokunaga, 2010). 
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Victimization Trends and the Inclusion of Other 
School Violence Indicators 

Monitoring of trends in victimization needs to include other 
school violence indicators (Robers et al., 2012). Examining 
total victimization on school grounds, including physical 
violence and serious physical violence, reveals that between 
1995 and 2009 there has been more than a 50% reduction 
for student groups across gender and age and in public and 
private schools. Even with these national reductions over-
all, some forms of violent victimization on school grounds 
have not changed over time. For example, the percentage of 
students being threatened by a weapon on school grounds 
remained fairly stable during this period—between 7% and 
9%—whereas the percentage of students in Grades 9–12 who 
reported being in a physical fight decreased from 16% to 11% 
between 1993 and 2009. 

Bullying may encompass these forms of violence but also 
extends to a wide array of behaviors that include social exclu-
sion, cyber bullying, verbal hate language, and public humilia-
tion. In 2009, about 28% of U.S. students aged 12–18 reported 
being bullied at school during the school year. However, the 
rates of bullying vary widely by type of bullying behavior, by 
region, and by age, gender, and ethnicity. Therefore, accurate 
epidemiological estimates require that each type of bullying 
behavior be  carefully examined within each age, geographic, 
and behavioral context. 

Conclusions and Implications

Bullying embraces a range of behaviors that vary in type and 
severity. It is difficult to reach a consensus on the incidence 
of bullying or trends over time because of both the variabil-
ity in how bullying is defined across studies and the broad 
classification of bullying behavior, with little disaggregation 
by the nature of the incident or the use of power by the perpe-
trator(s). Research that distinguishes more carefully between 
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different types of bullying, types of co-occurrence with other 
forms of school violence, and levels of severity would improve 
the assessment of bullying and general victimization rates 
and improve the sensitivity of measures of effects of interven-
tion efforts. 
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Brief 3

Bullying and Peer Victimization 
Among Vulnerable Populations

Research on bullying dynamics shows that bullying is often 
aimed at specific groups. Findings from three groups have 
become prominent in the research literature: children with 
disabilities, African American youth, and LGBTQ youth. 
Historically, the research literature has omitted, distorted, or 
underresearched these three populations. There needs to be 
much more investment in research that examines the unique 
bullying dynamics surrounding vulnerable populations.

Bullying Among Students With Disabilities

Overall Prevalence of Bullying Among  
Students With Disabilities

●● Students with disabilities are twice as likely to be iden-
tified as perpetrators and victims as are students with-
out disabilities (Rose, Espelage, Aragon, & Elliott, 2011; 
Rose & Espelage, 2012).

●● Students with disabilities that are characterized by, or 
have diagnostic criteria associated with, low social skills 
and low communication skills have a higher likeli-
hood of involvement in bullying incidents (Rose, Mon-
da-Amaya, & Espelage, 2011). 

Task Force members Dorothy L. Espelage and Brendesha Tynes took the 
lead in drafting this brief.
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●● A meta-analysis of 152 studies found that 8 of 10 chil-
dren with a learning disability (LD) were peer-rated 
as rejected; that 8 of 10 were rated as deficient in social 
competence and social problem solving; and that LD 
students were less often selected as friends by their peers 
(Baumeister, Storch, & Geffken, 2008).

The Importance of Type of Disability in Bullying

●● Recent empirical investigations suggest that victimiza-
tion may be predicted by the severity of the disability 
(Rose, 2010). 

●● For example, students with autism may be victimized 
more (Bejerot & Mörtberg, 2009), and students with 
learning disabilities may be victimized less, than other 
subgroups of students with disabilities (Wallace, An-
derson, Bartholomay, & Hupp, 2002; White & Loeber, 
2008).

●● Unfortunately, much of the extant literature varies on 
victimization rates of individual subgroups of students 
with disabilities, making direct subgroup comparisons 
difficult (Rose, 2010). 

African Americans in Bullying,  
Victimization, and Harassment Research

Prevalence Rates and Measurement  
Issues for African American Youth

●● Research indicates that prevalence rates of bullying 
victimization vary considerably for African American 
youth based on the wording in measures. For exam-
ple, both girls and middle school boys who are Afri-
can American may report being a victim with behav-
ior-based measures (including various types of bullying 
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behaviors), but may be less likely to report that these ex-
periences are frequent with definition-based measures 
(Sawyer, Bradshaw, & O’Brennan, 2008). This suggests 
that African American youth may have differing con-
ceptions of bullying victimization and therefore may 
underreport their victimization experiences.

●● When considering six types of victimization in school 
and neighborhood contexts, including peer physical 
assault (being hit, kicked, punched, or attacked with 
or without a weapon), physical intimidation (being 
grabbed, chased, or forced to do something against one’s 
will), and relational victimization, researchers found 
that African American youth experience more physi-
cal assaults than their White and Latino counterparts 
(31.5% as opposed to 20.7% and 19.1%, respectively) 
(Turner, Finkelhor, Hamby, Shattuck, & Ormrod, 2011). 
Although most of these incidents occur in school, 41.5% 
of assaults in the sample occurred outside of school.

●● With regard to bullying and harassment perpetration, 
several reports show that African American youth are 
overrepresented (Carlyle & Steinman, 2007; Espelage, 
Basile, & Hamburger, 2012; Low & Espelage, 2012). 
However, these reports utilize race-comparative designs 
that may privilege one cultural perspective over another 
and often yield small effect sizes between groups. In a 
study using a sample that included 100% African Amer-
ican youth, bullying perpetration rates were similar to 
those found in nationally representative samples (Fitz-
patrick, Dulin, & Piko, 2010).

●● Measurement concerns similar to those found in vic-
timization research have emerged in studies of bullying 
perpetration. For example, when Carlyle and Steinman 
(2007) tested the validity of their bullying measures, 
they found the most inconsistencies in bullying classifi-
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cation of African American youth and males. They also 
found that any racial differences in bullying perpetra-
tion disappear by 12th grade. 

Outcomes Associated With Victimization  
and Harassment for African American Youth

●● Victimization and harassment experiences are related 
to poorer social and emotional development, including 
depressive symptoms, greater difficulty making friends, 
poor relationships with classmates, peer rejection, nega-
tive self-appraisals, substance use, loneliness, below-av-
erage grades, and truancy (Cook, Williams, Guerra, 
Kim, & Sadek, 2010; Fitzpatrick et al., 2010; Nansel, 
Overpeck, Pilla, Ruan, Simons-Morton, & Scheidt, 
2001; Russell, Sinclair, Poteat, & Koenig, 2012).

●● In studies conducted in Wisconsin and California, the 
percentages of youth who reported harassment were 
35.8% and 40.3%, respectively. Of the reported inci-
dents, 15.8% in Wisconsin and 17.7% in California were 
race based. This is cause for concern as those who expe-
rience bias-based harassment have worse mental health 
status and substance use levels than those who experi-
ence non-bias-based harassment (Russell et al., 2012).

A growing body of literature documenting racial differences 
in bullying, victimization, and harassment points to an urgent 
need to better understand the experiences of African Amer-
ican youth. Findings from research on African American 
youth highlight a need for additional research, particularly 
related to the strengths (individual, cultural, and contextual) 
that youth possess that may buffer against the negative out-
comes typically associated with bullying, victimization, and 
harassment. There is also a great need for researchers who are 
from diverse backgrounds and trained in African American 
youth culture and child development. Discrepancies in the 
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literature highlight the fact that bullying, victimization, and 
harassment are major problems for this community and war-
rant culturally specific intervention and prevention strategies. 

Bullying and the Lesbian, Gay,  
Bisexual (LGB) Community

State of the Knowledge About Bullying  
Among LGB Students

●● A large percentage of bullying among students involves 
the use of homophobic teasing and slurs (Espelage et al., 
2012; Poteat & Espelage, 2005; Poteat & Rivers, 2010). 

●● Bullying and homophobic victimization occur more 
frequently among LGB youth in American schools than 
among students who identify as heterosexual (Espelage, 
Aragon, Birkett, & Koenig, 2008; Kosciw, Greytak, & 
Diaz, 2009). 

●● Some LGB youth report greater depression, anxiety, sui-
cidal behaviors, and truancy than their straight-identi-
fied peers (Espelage et al., 2008; Robinson & Espelage, 
2011).

●● However, peer victimization does not appear to explain 
all of the mental health disparities between LGB and 
heterosexual youth (Robinson & Espelage, 2012).

Effective Services and Programs for Preventing  
and Intervening in Bullying for LGB Students

Russell, Kosciw, Horn, and Saewyc (2010), in their Social Pol-
icy Report article “Safe Schools Policy for LGBTQ Students,” 
highlight four practices that have been shown to promote 
safety and well-being for LGBTQ youth in schools: 

●● School nondiscrimination and anti-bullying policies 
that specifically include actual or perceived sexual ori-
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entation, gender identity, or expression (Russell & Mc-
Guire, 2008)

●● Teacher training and ongoing professional development 
on how to intervene when homophobic teasing occurs 

●● Presence of school-based support groups or clubs (e.g., 
gay-straight alliances) 

●● Inclusion of LGBTQ role models or issues in school 
curricula, including bullying-prevention programming 
and access to information and resources through the 
library, school-based health centers, and other sources

Conclusions and Implications

Research should be conducted to identify groups of individ-
uals who are particularly vulnerable to bullying, harassment, 
and victimization, including individuals with disabilities, 
those who are gender-nonconforming or identify as LGBTQ, 
and African-American individuals. Although three groups are 
highlighted in this brief, research should include participants 
from other potentially vulnerable groups as well, including 
but not limited to those who identify as Native American, 
Latino/a, and/or Hispanic. Immigrant populations should 
also be included in future research studies. Race and ethnicity 
should be considered across class and socioeconomic status.
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Brief 4

Gender-Related Bullying  
and Harassment:  
A Growing Trend

Although research on bullying has grown since the 1970s, the 
research literature has generally ignored important influences 
related to gender and sexuality (Meyer, 2007). Bullying, sex-
ual harassment, and homophobic and transphobic behaviors 
co-occur and need to be addressed to make schools safer and 
more inclusive. Gendered harassment is any unwanted behav-
ior that enforces traditional, heterosexual gender norms. It 
is related to, and can overlap with, bullying. Forms of gen-
dered harassment include sexual harassment; homophobic, 
biphobic, or transphobic harassment; and harassment for 
gender-nonconformity (Meyer, 2008, 2009).

State of the Knowledge

●● The first study that used the same instruments to com-
pare rates and impacts of bullying and sexual harass-
ment showed that students experience high rates of both 
bullying (52%) and sexual harassment (34%) (Gruber & 
Fineran, 2008).

●● Gay, lesbian, bisexual, and questioning students experi-
enced more bullying (79% versus 50%) and more sexual 
harassment than heterosexual students (Coker, Austin, 

Task Force members Elizabeth J. Meyer and V. Paul Poteat took the lead 
in drafting this brief.
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& Schuster, 2010; Gruber & Fineran, 2008; Poteat, Mere-
ish, DiGiovanni, & Koenig, 2011).

●● Both girls and boys experience sexual harassment (Hill 
& Kearl, 2011).

●● Calling a student “gay” or “lesbian” is the one form of 
sexual harassment that has increased since 1993 (for 
boys, 9% in 1993, 19% in 2001 and 2011; for girls, 5% 
in 1993, 13% in 2001, 18% in 2011) (Harris Interactive, 
2001; Hill & Kearl, 2011). 

●● Boys report increases in how frequently they are called 
gay epithets as they progress through high school (Po-
teat, O’Dwyer, & Mereish, 2012). 

●● Teachers are less likely to intervene in harassment relat-
ed to sexual orientation, gender presentation, and body 
size than in that related to other forms of bias (race, 
religion, disability; California Safe Schools Coalition, 
2004). 

●● Research indicates that students feel safer and report 
less harassment in schools where specific groups are list-
ed as protected by anti-bullying laws and policies (Hat-
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zenbuehler, 2011; Kosciw, Greytak, Diaz, & Bartkiewicz, 
2010).

Legal Issues

The distinctions between bullying and harassment are im-
portant because they have different legal implications (see 
brief 5 for additional information). Gendered harassment 
must be addressed in accordance with federal guidelines that 
are part of Title IX. In October 2010, the U.S. Department 
of Education’s Office for Civil Rights issued guidance to all 
school districts in the form of a “Dear Colleague” letter. In 
this letter there is clear wording regarding how Title IX ap-
plies in such cases: 

Title IX prohibits harassment of both male and female students 
regardless of the sex of the harasser—i.e., even if the harasser 
and target are members of the same sex. It also prohibits gen-
der-based harassment, which may include acts of verbal, non-
verbal, or physical aggression, intimidation, or hostility based 
on sex or sex-stereotyping. Thus, it can be sex discrimination if 
students are harassed either for exhibiting what is perceived as a 
stereotypical characteristic for their sex, or for failing to conform to 
stereotypical notions of masculinity and femininity. Title IX also 
prohibits sexual harassment and gender-based harassment of all 
students, regardless of the actual or perceived sexual orientation 
or gender identity of the harasser or target. (Office for Civil 
Rights, U.S. Department of Education, 2010, pp. 7–8)

Conclusions and Implications

Studies make clear that awareness about gender-related bul-
lying and broad-based knowledge of what is protected can 
increase students’ sense of safety and student reports of less 
harassment. Policy and research implications follow from this 
knowledge.
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Policy

●● Local: School districts need to revise their bullying and 
harassment policies to explicitly include all forms of 
gendered harassment (sexual, sexual orientation, and 
gender identity/expression). Policies need to have clear 
implementation, reporting, and response mechanisms 
and align with federal laws, specifically Title IX. Educat-
ing staff, students, and families about policy revisions is 
an essential step for successful implementation. 

●● Local: Intervention programs need specifically to iden-
tify and teach about different forms of harassment and 
how these can be addressed along with general anti-bul-
lying initiatives.

●● Federal: Passage of federal bills that explicitly set forth 
specific groups covered under harassment, such as the 
Safe Schools Improvement Act (H.R. 1648) and the 
Student Non-Discrimination Act (H.R. 998), can have 
observable and meaningful benefits for the well-being 
of those vulnerable to gender-based harassment. 

Research

●● Survey items should allow for reporting forms of sexual, 
homophobic, gender-nonconforming, and transphobic 
harassment, as well as permit students to self-identify 
their gender identity (e.g., male, female, transgender, 
genderqueer, or other preferred gender identity) and 
sexual orientation (e.g., gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, 
questioning, or other preferred sexual orientation iden-
tity). Inclusion of these items (e.g., sexual orientation 
as a demographic item and homophobic harassment 
indices) should constitute standard practice in bullying 
research, and analyses of these items should be reported 
in scholarly papers.
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●● Evaluation of anti-bullying programs should specifical-
ly track rates of different forms of harassment and staff 
interventions.
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Brief 5

Legal Rights Related to Bullying 
and Discriminatory Harassment

Youth often express discrimination through behaviors typ-
ically labeled as bullying (Pascoe, 2007; Phoenix, Frosh, & 
Pattman, 2003). Failure to recognize that certain forms of 
bullying can constitute harassment can carry significant le-
gal implications (Office for Civil Rights, U.S. Department 
of Education, 2010). Also, harassment based on one’s social 
identity (e.g., gender, sexual orientation, race, religion), when 
compared with bullying, can have significantly more harm-
ful mental health and social effects for targeted youth (Poteat, 
Mereish, DiGiovanni, & Koenig, 2011; Russell, Sinclair, Po-
teat, & Koenig, 2012).Thus, it is important for schools at all 
level to be vigilant about such behaviors, aware of the legal 
context, and transparent about their procedures for investi-
gating and addressing such circumstances. 

Determinations of Bullying and Harassment 

When schools investigate potential bullying incidents, they 
should assess whether such incidents constitute harassment. 
Court decisions since Davis v. Monroe County Board of Educa-
tion (1999) indicate that schools have an obligation to protect 
children from sexual harassment, and 49 states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia have laws requiring schools to address bul-

Task Force members V. Paul Poteat and Elizabeth J. Meyer took the lead 
in drafting this brief.
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lying (Montana does not). Several implications follow from 
past cases and current legislation.

●● Investigations by schools of possible harassment must 
be conducted expediently, thoroughly, and consistently. 

●● Schools should make known to students and parents 
specific procedures for reporting bullying and harass-
ment, as well as whom to contact if cases are not han-
dled expediently. 

●● Schools should advise students and parents of alterna-
tive reporting mechanisms (e.g., police) in cases of vio-
lence or other criminal activity. 

●● Schools should assess whether bullying experiences 
constitute a potential civil rights violation. 

●● Schools should be aware there is consistent evidence 
that zero-tolerance policies, originally applied to cases 
of school violence and weapon possession on campuses, 
but sometimes extended to bullying and harassment, 
are not effective. 

●● Knowledge of legal, procedural, and policy issues is cen-
tral for schools in the effort to prevent bullying.

●● Most legislation focuses on reporting, investigating, and 
intervening when bullying has occurred, but prevention 
efforts should be a key focus for school-based anti-bul-
lying and harassment efforts.

Legislation at the State and Federal Levels 

Many state anti-bullying laws also cover electronic forms of 
bullying and note the responsibilities of schools even when 
bullying occurs beyond school property. Policies vary in 
scope, definitions, mandates for training, and procedures for 
reporting, investigating, and intervening. And districts vary 
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in how they implement these policies. Several resources pro-
vide overviews of state laws and pending legislation, includ-
ing the 2011 U.S. Department of Education’s Analysis of State 
Bullying Laws and Policies and a report by the Kinder and 
Braver World Project Research Series titled An Overview of 
State Anti-Bullying Legislation and Other Related Laws (Sacco, 
Silbaugh, Corredor, Casey, & Doherty, 2012). The National 
Association of State Boards of Education maintains a compi-
lation of laws for each state. 

When bullying behaviors constitute harassment or dis-
crimination against a protected class (e.g., one defined by 
religion or race), the U.S. Department of Education Office of 
Civil Rights (OCR) and the U.S. Department of Justice Civil 
Rights Division may become involved. The Department of 
Health and Human Services maintains a website to educate 
the public about types of discriminatory behavior and the ob-
ligations of schools to address them (www.stopbullying.gov). 
When schools do not adequately address harassment, they 
may be in violation of civil rights laws, such as Title IV and 
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964; Title IX of the Educa-
tion Amendments of 1972; Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973; Titles II and III of the Americans with Disabili-
ties Act; and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. 

Although sexual orientation is not a protected class at the 
federal level at present, it is a protected class in certain state 
laws. The Student Non-Discrimination Act of 2011, currently 
under consideration, would extend federal protection against 
discrimination and harassment based on actual or perceived 
sexual orientation or gender identity.

Conclusions and Implications

Research is needed about how laws and legal policies relat-
ed to bullying and harassment are understood or perceived. 
Also, little is known about how such policies affect students, 
whether victim or perpetrator. Understanding the impact 
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and implementation of law and the role and relevance of a 
supportive legal context is fundamental to addressing bul-
lying and harassment and making changes where necessary. 
Research should address such questions as: 

●● What components of anti-bullying policies actually 
produce reductions in bullying and harassment? 

●● How do educators, students, and parents perceive and 
react to these policies, and how does that affect the im-
plementation and success of the policies? 

●● How do these policies and other systems-level factors 
operate in combination and with other individual-level 
factors to promote safer and more welcoming schools? 
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Brief 6

Improving School Climate: A 
Critical Tool in  

Combating Bullying

Thousands of school climate surveys undertaken across Amer-
ica by the National School Climate Center (Bully Prevention, 
n.d.; School Climate, n.d.) consistently show a discrepancy be-
tween adult and student perceptions of school safety. Adults 
often report that school safety is a mild or moderate problem, 
while students often report that it is a severe problem.

Benefits of a Positive School Climate

School climate encompasses many factors, but there is sub-
stantial evidence that a positive school climate engages stu-
dents in learning and promotes academic achievement and 
success. A study of 276 Virginia high schools found that a 
school climate characterized by lower rates of bullying and 
teasing was predictive of higher graduation rates four years 
later (Cornell, Gregory, Huang, & Fan, 2013). Schools with 
high levels of bullying and teasing had dropout rates 29% 
above the state average, compared with schools with a low 
level of bullying and teasing, which had a dropout rate 28% 
below average. The association between school climate and 
graduation rates was just as strong as the association between 
student poverty and graduation rates.

Task Force members Dewey Cornell and Dorothy L. Espelage took the lead 
in drafting this brief.
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Characteristics of Schools With Less Bullying

Schools with both fair discipline and a supportive atmo-
sphere have less bullying. Research shows that high schools 
with an authoritative school climate, characterized by high 
levels of both disciplinary structure and adult support for stu-
dents have lower levels of bullying and other forms of student 
victimization (Gregory, Cornell, Fan, Sheras, Shih, & Huang, 
2010). High schools with low structure and low support had 
higher levels of bullying and other forms of student victim-
ization (e.g., fights among peers, theft) that ranked them  
between the 60th and 66th percentiles among high schools, 
whereas high schools with high structure and high support 
had much lower levels of bullying and other student victim-
ization (see figure).

Conclusions and Implications

A positive school climate is essential to bullying reduction 
and to student retention in school. There are research-based 
steps that educators can take to improve school climate, such 
as the following strategies:

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

Low Structure and
Low Support

Low Structure and
High Support

High Structure and
Low Support

High Structure and
High Support

Type of School

Sc
ho

ol
 

Pe
rc

en
ti

le

Student Victimization

Student-reported Bullying

Teacher-reported Bullying

Victimization and bullying as a function of school structure and support.



improving school climate: a critical tool 39 

●● Develop a shared vision among educational leaders and 
the entire school community about what kind of school 
they want their school to be. 

●● Assess the school’s strengths and needs in a comprehen-
sive, reliable, and valid manner. 

●● Teach prosocial skills in regular classes, advisory class-
es, and other small-group experiences with opportuni-
ties for practice.

●● Engage in prevention efforts that range from on-the-
spot teaching with students who engage in teasing or 
bullying behavior to formal school-wide programs.

●● Support partnerships among parents, educators, and 
mental health professionals who seek to interrupt the 
bully-victim-bystander cycle and encourage bystanders 
to be upstanders who do not allow bullying to continue. 

References

Cornell, D., Gregory, A., Huang, F., & Fan, X. (2013). Perceived prev-
alence of bullying and teasing predicts high school dropout rates. 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 105(1), 138–149. doi:10.1037/
a0030416

Gregory, A., Cornell, D., Fan, X., Sheras, P., Shih, T., & Huang, F. 
(2010). Authoritative school discipline: High school practices as-
sociated with lower student bullying and victimization. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 102, 483–496. 

National School Climate Center. (n.d.). Bully prevention. New York: 
Author. Retrieved from https://schoolclimate.org/prevention

National School Climate Center. (n.d.). School Climate. New York: Au-
thor. Retrieved from http://www.schoolclimate.org/climate





41

Brief 7

Students, Teachers, Support 
Staff, Administrators, and 

Parents Working Together to 
Prevent and Reduce Bullying

School personnel and bystander students can make a sig-
nificant difference in rates of bullying. Schools where staff, 
parents, and students create common norms and ways of 
dealing with bullying can achieve sustainable reductions in 
victimization. 

Identifying the Need for  
Comprehensive Prevention Programs

There is a compelling need for schools to strengthen their 
delivery of social-behavioral prevention programs to achieve 
a well-coordinated, efficient, and comprehensive school-wide 
approach (Mayer & Furlong, 2010). 

●● Theory and applied research have repeatedly stressed 
the importance of involving the individual, peer groups, 
school, family, and the community in preventing bully-
ing (Benbenishty & Astor, 2005). 

●● Research has established that bullying is a social phe-
nomenon that goes beyond the bully-victim interaction 
and depends greatly on peer group dynamics and the 

Task Force members Ron Avi Astor and Matthew J. Mayer took the lead in 
drafting this brief.
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critical role of bystanders (Benbenishty & Astor, 2012; 
Espelage, 2012). 

Taking a Diversified Intervention Approach  
in Concert With Bullying Programs 

●● Social and emotional learning can help students become 
more respectful and considerate of others (Espelage & 
Low, 2012).

●● There is a range of universal and more focused inter-
ventions that can improve student behavior (Ttofi & 
Farrington, 2011). 

●● Studies have identified more effective discipline prac-
tices and determined that the widespread emphasis 
on school suspension is ineffective (American Psycho-
logical Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; 
Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 
2011). 

Targeting Social Dynamic Change in  
Hot-Spot Locations and Times

While some bullying occurs in classrooms, most occurs in 
situations involving a large proportion of students and few or 
no school staff members, for example in the hallways during 
transitions, on playgrounds and routes to and from schools, 
and in buses, restrooms, and cafeterias.

●● School efforts must focus on a wide array of peer group 
contexts, with particular attention to empowering peer 
and staff bystanders to prevent bullying. 

●● It is possible to greatly reduce bullying by directly ad-
dressing bystander peer norms, behaviors, and dynam-
ics so that peers deter bullies, support victims, recog-
nize the harm they may cause with rumors or gossiping, 
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and are committed to reporting severe acts to teachers 
or administrators (Astor, Benbenishty & Estrada, 2009). 

●● The peer group and staff witnessing bullying events 
need to be trained in how to respond in hot-spot lo-
cations (Astor, Meyer, & Behre, 1999). A wide array of 
school support staff, including bus monitors, security 
personnel, cafeteria workers, janitorial workers, sec-
retaries, and substitute teachers can also contribute to 
bullying reduction. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Schools and communities should consider a well-coordinat-
ed approach to developing strong home-school partnerships, 
coupled with wider community-level efforts to teach young 
people appropriate social-emotional skills, concern for oth-
ers, and an appreciation for civility, which are essential to 
the well-being of our society. School, parent, and community 
stakeholders can work together to significantly lower rates of 
bullying. Necessary actions to promote such change include 
the following (Astor, Guerra, & Van Acker, 2010): 

●● Create a “living” and dynamic school policy on bullying 
that all embrace; 

●● Provide training for students, staff, and parents on cre-
ating common norms and ways to deal with bullying 
incidents; 

●● Emphasize the social and emotional mission of the 
school in communications with all constituents and in-
tegrate it into the curriculum; 

●● Create and maintain open lines of communication to 
report and respond to incidents; 
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●● Facilitate opportunities for staff, students, and parents 
to discuss the topic and its solutions across academic 
and social contexts; 

●● Address mental health needs linked to persistent or ex-
treme bullying situations; 

●● Educate and involve parents and other community 
members in the identification of bullying behaviors and 
responses that reduce such behaviors; and 

●● Establish clear and developmentally appropriate con-
sequences for peer groups that encourage or instigate 
bullying behaviors. 

Bridging the research-to-practice gap, scholars can provide 
resources to help stakeholders to: 

●● Empower bystanders to prevent bullying; 

●● Change peer-group and school staff norms regarding 
bystander behavior; 

●● Respond more efficiently to the local cultural context; 

●● Create next-generation approaches to meet the specific 
needs of school communities (e.g., combining elements 
of Social-Emotional Learning and School-wide Positive 
Behavioral Supports); and 

●● Improve efficiency of prevention and intervention ap-
proaches (www.stopbullying.gov).
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Brief 8

Bullying and Harassment 
on College Campuses: 

Misunderstood and 
Underaddressed

Bullying and harassment in various forms are familiar as-
pects of higher education settings. The victims and perpetra-
tors include multiple constituent groups: university employ-
ees, including faculty, administrators, and staff; and students, 
whose bullying and harassment experiences are qualitatively 
different from those of their paid counterparts. 

Bullying in higher education is different from that in K–12 
educational settings and other organizations. Higher educa-
tion institutions have a diverse set of employee contracts, for 
part-time and full-time faculty, professional staff, nonprofes-
sional staff, administrators, and student employees (graduate 
assistants, for example). The presence of varying types of em-
ployees alongside tuition-paying students results in unique 
power dynamics, which, in turn, lead to complexity regarding 
who is defined as victim or perpetrator; for example, students 
may bully or harass faculty despite faculty’s relative power in 
the institutional hierarchy. Colleges and universities also have 
unique structural aspects, such as tenure, that play a role in 
how bullying occurs.

Task Force members Jaime Lester and Elizabeth J. Meyer took the lead in 
drafting this brief.
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University Employees and  
Their Experiences With Bullying

While specific forms of harassment (i.e., sexual harassment) 
and discrimination have a strong empirical record and legal 
protections under Title IX, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964, and the Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 
1967, university workplace bullying has only recently received 
attention by researchers. Studies reveal that:

●● The rates of bullying among faculty and staff range from 
32% to 52% in the United States and Canada (McKay, 
Arnold, Fratzl, & Thomas, 2008).

●● Among university employees, the victim-to-perpetrator 
relationship is strongly influenced by organizational 
structure. Faculty members are more likely to be bullied 
by other faculty, and academic managers are likely to 
be bullied by frontline staff (Keashly & Neuman, 2008). 

●● The duration of bullying among faculty and staff typi-
cally is three to more than five years (Hoel, Einarsen, & 
Cooper, 2003). 

●● Workplace bullying, defined as bullying among employ-
ees, including faculty and staff, has a broad impact, in-
cluding the following (Hoel, Einarsen, & Cooper, 2003): 

●● Reducing organizational learning and creativity

●● Imperiling financial efficiency by reducing productivity

●● Creating an unhealthy and revolving workforce that re-
duces student retention and success

●● In extreme and rare cases, acting as a precursor to 
violence 
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University Students and  
Their Experiences With Bullying

Among students in colleges and universities, bullying and 
harassment take the form of sexual harassment, hazing, vi-
olence, and cyberbullying. Robust national studies indicate 
that: 

●● 70% of students who have been bullied in elementary 
or high school are also bullied in college (Chapell et al., 
2006).

●● 62% of female college students and 61% of male college 
students report having been sexually harassed at their 
university (Hill & Silva, 2006).

●● 55% of students involved in clubs, teams, and organiza-
tions experience hazing (Allan & Madden, 2008).

New types of bullying, such as cyberbullying, are only begin-
ning to emerge in the research:

●● One study found that 11% of students have experienced 
cyberbullying at college (Walker, Sockman, & Koehn, 
2011).

●● More than half of hazing incidents among college stu-
dents result in public pictures on the Internet. 

Bullying in higher education among students cannot be ig-
nored. A 2008 national study of hazing in college (Allan & 
Madden, 2008) found that:

●● The vast majority (95%) of students did not report haz-
ing to campus officials. 

●● Hazing occurs across a variety of student activities, in-
cluding but not limited to Greek-letter organizations, 
student groups, athletics, and honors clubs.

●● Students report limited exposure to hazing prevention 
programs on college campuses. 
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Neglect of Bullying in Higher Education 

Several major issues complicate the understanding of bully-
ing and harassment in higher education, including the lack of 
clear definitions, the structural differentiation of the academ-
ic environment, and localized social and cultural norms that 
accept, or even reinforce, bullying.

●● Structurally and culturally separate units across college 
campuses use different terms (incivility, harassment, 
hazing, bullying, etc.), definitions, and techniques to ad-
dress bullying. 

●● Human resource departments and ombudsmen may 
use mediators to address bullying among faculty and 
staff, while judicial review committees apply specific 
sanctions (i.e., suspension or expulsion) for students 
who bully or harass their peers. Fraternities and soror-
ities also have separate anti-hazing policies and various 
accountability mechanisms that are external to univer-
sities. Coordination across these internal and external 
units is limited.

●● Colleges and universities have limited legal standing to 
address bullying that does not involve a legally protected 
category or documented threats of violence. 

There is an absence of systematic research on bullying in 
higher education:

●● The research on workplace bullying among staff and 
faculty has used varying definitions of bullying, focused 
on campus case studies, and relied on small samples 
that do not provide comparative statistics. 

●● Only a few studies in the past 15 years have tracked the 
prevalence of bullying among university employees in 
higher education, and their findings vary widely, from 
approximately 30% to 50%. There is a need for data 
about the prevalence and nature of bullying and harass-
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ment among university employees in higher education 
and how these behaviors differ across institutional types 
(i.e., community colleges, public universities, and pri-
vate liberal arts colleges). 

●● Studies that include university employees as well as stu-
dents are limited primarily to dated research on student 
course evaluations and behaviors in classroom settings. 
Little is known about the potential cumulative cultural 
impact of bullying and harassment across constituent 
groups on college campuses. 

Conclusions and Implications

Research has begun to shed light on how the structure and 
context of academe can promote bullying and harassment 
behaviors (Twale & DeLuca, 2008), but much more needs to 
be done to understand how often these behaviors occur, why 
they occur, and the effective means to combat their prevalence 
on campus. Future research to address the gaps in knowledge 
should include: 

●● A national study of bullying and harassment in higher 
education that includes students, faculty, and staff. This 
study would provide the data that national and state 
policy makers and individual institutional leaders need 
to understand the necessity of addressing bullying and 
harassment behaviors beyond the existing protect-
ed-category legislation in Title IX. The study could 
include sexual harassment and assault but would also 
move beyond protected categories to address bullying 
behaviors that do not fall under Title IX legislation. The 
data could serve as a call for anti-bullying legislation to 
extend beyond the K–12 system to include higher edu-
cation institutions. 

●● Institutional research that systematically examines bully-
ing and harassment on campuses. The data from this re-
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search could be used to promote anti-bullying cultures 
through honor codes and civility campaigns addressing 
all campus constituent groups: faculty, staff, leaders, 
and students. 

Such research could help foster clear, evidence-based policies 
that cut across institutional structural silos separating groups 
within higher education that play a role in the prevention 
of bullying and harassment (such as college departments; 
offices of student affairs, of academic affairs, of equity and 
diversity; and fraternities and sororities). Such research can 
also contribute to a national conversation across higher ed-
ucation associations, research associations, federal agencies, 
and private foundations about the conditions in higher edu-
cation that foster bullying and harassment and steps that can 
be taken to reduce risk and lead to better prevention. Training 
on bullying separate from or in addition to training on sexual 
harassment, and campus-wide campaigns to educate campus 
communities on the legal, ethical, cultural, and policy impli-
cations of bullying, could follow from such efforts.
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Brief 9

Using Evidence-Based Programs 
in Schools to Take on Bullying

Bullying often goes undetected by adults. Bullying can cov-
er a wide array of actions, such as name-calling, sexual ha-
rassment, hate crimes, weapon threats, social exclusion, and 
public humiliation. These diverse forms of bullying may re-
quire different intervention approaches (Benbenishty & As-
tor, 2005). That is why assessment strategies for recognizing 
potential problems (listed below) are so vital. 

Anti-bullying programs should begin with a schoolwide 
assessment of how much bullying is taking place, followed by 
the implementation of an evidence-based program. Schools 
should regularly monitor their level of bullying to make sure 
their anti-bullying efforts are effective. 

How Should Schools Assess Bullying? 

●● Surveys and focus groups with students are a good way 
to begin when assessing the nature and extent of peer 
victimization in a school. This baseline assessment can 
raise awareness of bullying, as well as provide a bench-
mark for measuring progress after a program is initiated. 

Task Force members Ron Avi Astor and Dewey Cornell took the lead in 
drafting this brief.
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●● Schools should use reliable and valid surveys (http://
stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/5994) rather than create their 
own.

●● Focus groups can be used to gather multiple perspectives 
about student needs and school policies and practices. 

●● Information collected from students should be supple-
mented with other sources of information, such as staff 
observations and surveys, disciplinary records, and par-
ent perceptions.

What Kinds of Information  
Should Be Collected? 

●● Who is being bullied? What groups are being targeted 
(e.g., by age, gender, ethnicity, language, sexual orienta-
tion, or social cliques)? 

●● When and where is bullying taking place (Astor, Meyer, 
& Behre, 1999)? 

●● How are students and staff members responding to bul-
lying events?

●● Does the overall school climate prevent bullying (Greg-
ory, Cornell, & Fan, 2011)? For example, do students feel 
supported and respected by teachers, and are they will-
ing to seek help for bullying? Do students regard school 
discipline as strict but fair?

How Should Schools Use  
Their Assessment Results?

●● Feedback to the school community sends a strong mes-
sage of concern that can help change the school culture.
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●● The presentation of results to groups of stakeholders can 
elicit dialogue and exchange of views leading to consen-
sus and a plan of action.

●● A careful and comprehensive assessment will help 
match school needs with appropriate evidence-based 
programs. (All the recommendations in this section are 
from Benbenishty & Astor, 2012.)

Why Use an Evidence-Based Program?

It is not easy to reduce bullying. Many programs marketed to 
schools are not supported by scientific evidence of effective-
ness. A program that seems compelling may nevertheless have 
no sustained impact on student behavior. An evidence-based 
program, on the other hand, has a certain amount of research 
supporting its effectiveness in school settings.

How Should Schools Select an  
Evidence-Based Program?

There are good resources to identify anti-bullying programs 
that have been rigorously tested and found to be effective. 
Among them are the National Registry of Evidence-based 
Programs and Practices (http://www.nrepp.samhsa.gov/), 
Blueprints for Healthy Youth Development (http://www. 
colorado.edu/cspv/blueprints/), and the Model Programs 
Guide (http://www.ojjdp.gov/mpg/). 

Important Points to Consider in  
Selecting an Evidence-Based Program

●● Evidence-based programs vary in effectiveness.

●● They are designed for different student populations (e.g., 
different age groups and racial/ethnic populations) and 
different forms of bullying.
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●● No evidence-based program is likely to be effective 
without high-quality implementation (Astor, Guerra, & 
Van Acker, 2010). 
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Brief 10

Putting School Safety Education 
at the Core of Professional 

Preparation Programs

University schools of education and social work, as well as ad-
ministrator preparation programs at the principal and super-
intendent levels, should integrate instruction in harassment, 
intimidation, and bullying (HIB) prevention and school safe-
ty education into their preservice and preparation programs 
for K–12 education, which include degree curricula, certifica-
tion training programs, and continuing education programs.

Assessing Prevention Training Needs

Virtually all states have enacted school bullying prevention 
laws, and most state laws require some form of bullying pre-
vention training for teachers, administrators, and allied pro-
fessional staff (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, O’Brennan, Gulemeto-
va, & Henderson, 2011). 

The laws, while important for acknowledging the role of 
training and school climate in HIB prevention, place the re-
sponsibility of developing training on individual schools or 
school districts, some of which have limited knowledge of 
HIB prevention. These mandates are often unfunded, requir-
ing schools and school districts to find sufficient funds to es-
tablish training programs and evaluation mechanisms.

Task Force members Jaime Lester and Matthew J. Mayer took the lead in 
drafting this brief.
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●● A recent national study found that only half of school 
employees—professional staff and teachers—had re-
ceived training related to a bullying prevention policy, 
and over half of all teachers and professional staff felt a 
need for additional HIB training (Bradshaw et al., 2011). 

●● School teachers and staff have demonstrated percep-
tions that are strikingly different from the perceptions 
of students regarding student bullying victimization 
experiences in school (e.g., 58% of students versus 25% 
of teachers and staff reported that students push, shove, 
or trip weaker students) (Low, Brown, & Smith, 2011). 

●● Communication between students and school person-
nel about bullying incidents is problematic. Among stu-
dents between the ages of 12 and 18 in 2009, only 36% 
who reported being bullied at school had notified an 
adult at school (Robers, Zhang, Truman, Snyder, 2012).

Serious disconnects exist in schools with regard to bul-
lying in the areas of accurate perception of environment, 
functional communication between students and staff, and 
training. This situation points to an unmet need for preser-
vice university training on HIB prevention for future teach-
ers, administrators, and school social workers. Colleges and 
universities—primary sources of professional training and 
knowledge dissemination—should integrate bullying preven-
tion into curricula to meet this need.

Taking a Balanced Approach

HIB training programs at the university level need to balance 
the following:

●● Leveraging the empirical research base

●● Establishing key focus areas in training, such as the prev-
alence of bullying, social-psychological factors linked to 
bullying, harm resulting from school violence and HIB, 
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approaches to data collection and analysis, approaches 
to prevention, roles of professionals, integration of bul-
lying prevention with existing school programming, 
extension of bullying prevention beyond the school to 
the local community, and state-specific training on state 
bullying laws and local context

●● Ensuring adequate distributed training across and with-
in specific courses, avoiding a mass training approach 
(e.g., all-day workshops)

●● Linking appropriately to established major program-
matic approaches (e.g., School-wide Positive Behavior 
Support and Social-Emotional Learning) and major 
bullying prevention packages (e.g., Steps to Respect) for 
fostering research-to-practice connections

●● Examining approaches to continuing professional de-
velopment for practitioners

Conclusions and Implications

There is considerable value to building on research and the 
knowledge of experts in devising professional development 
programs. One cost-effective approach is to convene relevant 
stakeholders to produce a guidance document. A national 
panel that includes representatives from major professional 
groups in education research, psychology, counseling, and 
social work (e.g., the American Educational Research As-
sociation, the American Psychological Association, the Na-
tional Association of Student Personnel Administrators, and 
the National Association of Social Workers); from universi-
ty training programs; from accreditation agencies (e.g., the 
Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation), and 
from other key stakeholders would be well situated to develop 
and disseminate a national-level guidance document. Also, 
representatives from major federal agencies, including the 
Departments of Education, Justice, and Health and Human 
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Services, should be included. A guidance document should 
include specific recommendations for school safety and 
HIB-related university training of preservice personnel pre-
paring to work in schools and related educational settings.
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Brief 11

Reinvigorated Data Collection 
and Analysis: A Charge 

for National and Federal 
Stakeholders

More rigorous, standardized, and efficient measures of school 
climate and bullying are needed to monitor and improve 
school conditions in K–16 settings. National safety programs 
and federal agencies should come to an agreement about 
which data collection approaches to use with bullying pre-
vention. Common data standards and measures are import-
ant so that state and national surveillance systems can track 
progress effectively over time. 

Assessing the Current Situation 

Current national assessments and data collection methods 
constitute a fragmented approach.

●● There are varying definitional and measurement ap-
proaches to constructs such as bullying. 

●● Prevention and intervention policies and programs re-
quire use of a common language to consistently mea-
sure and analyze variables of interest and for cohesive 
program evaluation. 

Task Force members Matthew J. Mayer and V. Paul Poteat took the lead 
in drafting this brief.
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Key areas of bullying prevention require further study, 
including: 

●● Bystander behaviors 

●● Group norms 

●● Social-organizational factors (e.g., inadequate teacher 
training)

●● Interactions across settings and situations

Research is needed to better adapt interventions to unique 
needs across schools. 

Taking a Broad and Multilayered Approach

Multiple school climate models and measurement approach-
es are currently under study. Researchers, policy makers, and 
practitioners need to base their work and policies on well-con-
ceived models of school climate and school safety. 

●● Specific attention should be given to factors such as by-
stander behaviors, group norms, systemic organization-
al factors (e.g., teacher training), and risk and protective 
factors.

●● Federal and state agencies should fund and support tech-
nical assistance centers to provide organizations with 
current knowledge, strategies, and tools for successfully 
implementing prevention and intervention programs.

Conclusions and Implications

States, school districts, and schools should employ scientifi-
cally sound instruments and seek expert guidance about their 
proper use at the local level. Also, there needs to be increased 
research support from federal funding agencies for longitudi-
nal and experimental studies. In addition, basic research on 
the causes of bullying and harassment should receive greater 



reinvigorated data collection and analysis  65 

attention in setting R&D priorities. Investing resources in 
data collection and the production of useful knowledge is, in 
the long run, key to understanding and reducing bullying and 
enhancing school climate. 

Suggested Readings

Astor, R. A., Guerra, N. G., & Van Acker, R. (2010). How can we im-
prove school safety research? Educational Researcher, 39, 68–79.

Espelage, D. L., & Holt, M. K. (2012). Understanding and prevent-
ing bullying and sexual harassment in school. In K. R. Harris, S. 
Graham, T. Urdan, S. Graham, J. M. Royer, & M. Zeidner (Eds.), 
APA educational psychology handbook, Vol 2. Individual differences 
and cultural and contextual factors (pp. 391–416). Washington, DC: 
American Psychological Association.

Espelage, D. L., & Poteat, V. P. (2012). School-based prevention of peer 
relationship problems. In B. Altmaier & J. Hansen (Eds.), The Ox-
ford handbook of counseling psychology (pp.703–722). New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

Espelage, D. L., & Swearer, S. M. (Eds.). (2011). Bullying in North Amer-
ican schools (2nd ed.). New York: Routledge.

Jimerson, S. R., Swearer, S. M., & Espelage, D. L. (Eds.). (2010). The 
handbook of bullying in schools: An international perspective. New 
York: Routledge.

Mayer, M. J., & Furlong, M. J. (2010). How safe are our schools? Educa-
tional Researcher, 39, 16–26.





67

Biographical Sketches of  
AERA Task Force Members

Co-Chairs

Dorothy L. Espelage is a Professor in the Department of Educational 
Psychology at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. She has 
conducted research on bullying, homophobic teasing, sexual harass-
ment, and dating violence for the last 20 years. She has more than 100 
research publications and four books. Espelage is Associate Editor of 
the Journal of Counseling Psychology and 2010–2013 Vice-President 
of AERA’s Division E. She is Principal Investigator on a Centers for 
Disease Control–funded randomized clinical trial of a prevention 
program in 36 middle schools to reduce bullying and sexual violence. 
The National Science Foundation has funded her work to develop bet-
ter observational methods to assess bullying among adolescents. The 
National Institute of Justice is funding a longitudinal study on bul-
lying and dating violence among adolescents, and Espelage serves as 
co-Principal Investigator on that study with RAND colleagues.

Ron Avi Astor is the Thor Professor in Urban Social Development at 
the University of Southern California School of Social Work and Rossi-
er School of Education. His research documents the ecological influ-
ences of family, community, school, and culture on school violence. 
With colleagues he has authored more than 150 scientific publications. 
An AERA fellow, Astor is also a recipient of AERA’s Palmer O. John-
son Memorial Award and Outstanding Book Award (School Violence in 
Context, Oxford University Press). From AERA’s Division E he twice re-
ceived the Distinguished Research Award, and from its Conflict Reso-
lution SIG, the Promise Award.  Astor is currently working to improve 
school safety in public schools that have large numbers of military 
students. Four of his guides for educators, counselors, administrators, 
and parents in public, military-connected schools were recently pub-
lished by Teachers College Press. 

Members

Dewey Cornell is the Bunker Professor of Education in the Cur-
ry School of Education at the University of Virginia. He directs the 
Virginia Youth Violence Project and serves as a program director for 
Youth-Nex, the Center to Promote Effective Youth Development. His 



68 aera task force members

interest in bullying grew from work as a forensic clinical psychologist, 
where he observed that bullying played a substantial role in several 
school shootings. His research includes the development of the Virgin-
ia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines, which provides schools with 
an effective alternative to zero tolerance disciplinary practices. He is 
currently directing a National Institute of Justice–funded statewide 
assessment of school climate and bullying in more than 700 Virginia 
secondary schools.

Jaime Lester is an Associate Professor of Higher Education at George 
Mason University. Her research applies organizational and feminist 
theories to examine inequitable workplace practice in colleges and 
universities. She has received numerous awards from national asso-
ciations for her research and teaching and has over 50 publications. 
She also has had four books on gendered perspectives in community 
colleges, family-friendly policies in higher education, ways to restruc-
ture higher education to promote collaboration, and grassroots leader-
ship for organizational change published by Stanford University Press. 
Her latest book is on workplace bullying in higher education. Lester 
received her Ph.D. and M.Ed. in higher education from the Rossier 
School of Education at the University of Southern California. She 
also holds a dual B.A. from the University of Michigan in English and 
women’s studies.

Matthew J. Mayer is a Professor and the Coordinator of Special Educa-
tion Programs in the Graduate School of Education at Rutgers Univer-
sity. Before entering higher education, Mayer was a special education 
teacher, with several years of educational case management work in 
foster care and educational outreach with at-risk children. He has pub-
lished on school violence prevention, cognitive-behavioral interven-
tions, and methodological issues in evidence-based research. Mayer 
is on the editorial boards of Behavioral Disorders, School Psychology 
Quarterly, and the Journal of School Violence and is coeditor of the 
Handbook of School Violence and School Safety (2nd ed.). In addition 
to his research, Mayer maintains an active agenda of graduate-level 
training, addressing special education topics and issues such as ra-
cial disproportionality in special education classification and student 
discipline.



aera task force members  69 

Elizabeth J. Meyer is an Assistant Professor in the School of Educa-
tion at California Polytechnic State University in San Luis Obispo. She 
is the author of Gender, Bullying, and Harassment: Strategies to End 
Sexism and Homophobia in Schools (Teachers College Press, 2009) and 
Gender and Sexual Diversity in Schools (Springer, 2010). She is a former 
high school teacher and Fulbright Teacher Exchange Program grantee. 
Meyer completed her M.A. at the University of Colorado, Boulder, and 
her Ph.D. at McGill University in Montreal, Quebec. Her research has 
been published in academic journals such as Gender and Education, 
the McGill Journal of Education, The Clearinghouse, Computers and Ed-
ucation, and the Journal of LGBT Youth. She blogs for Psychology Today 
and is also on Twitter: @lizjmeyer.

V. Paul Poteat is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Coun-
seling, Developmental, and Educational Psychology at Boston College. 
His research examines individual attributes and broader peer group 
norms that contribute to engagement in homophobic bullying, as well 
as the mental health outcomes and resilience of youth who are tar-
gets of this form of victimization. He has published over 40 papers on 
bullying, prejudice, and systems of oppression across the fields of de-
velopmental, social, counseling, and educational psychology. Recently, 
he received funding to identify components of gay-straight alliances 
that contribute to healthy development among LGBT youth. He has 
also received funding to examine bias in exclusionary and punitive 
discipline (e.g., suspension) against LGBT youth and the mechanisms 
by which this occurs. His work has been used to inform school-based 
protective policies for LGBT youth and youth from other marginalized 
populations.

Brendesha Tynes is an Associate Professor of Education and Psychol-
ogy at the University of Southern California Rossier School of Educa-
tion. Her research focuses on online victimization and meeting ado-
lescents’ developmental needs in blended learning environments. She 
is the principal investigator of a National Institutes of Health–funded 
longitudinal study of online racial discrimination and its impact on 
academic performance, mental health, and behavior. Tynes received 
her Ph.D. from the University of California, Los Angeles, and was a 
research fellow in the Department of Society, Human Development 
and Health at Harvard University. Her awards include the 2012 AERA 



70 aera task force members

Early Career Award for significant scholarly contributions to issues 
affecting minority populations. She has been quoted on bullying and 
new media–related issues in the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, 
the Huffington Post, and on CNN and numerous other outlets.


