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It’s 12:32 pm; do you know what your 
students are (or are not) up to?

“Reports that say that something 
hasn't happened are always 
interesting to me, because as we 
know, there are known knowns; there 
are things we know we know. We also 
know there are known unknowns; that 
is to say, we know there are some 
things we do not know. But there are 
also unknown unknowns: the ones 
we don't know we don't know.”

—Donald Rumsfeld
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Meet Your Presenter

Matt Pearsall
Senior Educational Designer,

Committee for Children, Seattle, WA
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Session Overview

1. Exploring adolescent bullying
2. Intervention challenges
3. Practical SEL-based bullying 

reduction strategies 



© 2018 Committee for Children

Exploring 
Adolescent Bullying
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“Official” Definition of Bullying

“Any unwanted aggressive behavior(s) by another 
youth or group of youths, who are not siblings or current 
dating partners, involving an observed or perceived power 
imbalance. These behaviors are repeated multiple times or 
are highly likely to be repeated. Bullying may inflict harm 
or distress on the targeted youth, including physical, 
psychological, social, or educational harm.”

(Gladden et al., 2013)



© 2018 Committee for Children© 2018 Committee for Children

Elementary vs. Adolescent Bullying

“Our school isn't like any school in the movies. 
Jocks don't throw freshmen into the trashcan, or 
dunk nerds' heads into the toilet. Bullies aren't 
people who punish physically, but are mostly 
just people who ignore and exclude others.”

(Yeager et al., 2015)
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Elementary vs. Adolescent Bullying

(Guerra, Williams, & Sadek, 2011; Faris and Felmlee, 2012)

Elementary

• Direct bullying
• Physical (pushing/hitting)
• Name calling
• Damaging property

• Sign of poor social skills
• Engaged in by relatively 

few students

Adolescent

• Indirect bullying
• Exclusion
• Rumors
• Minimizing adult recognition

• Requires strong social skills
• Engaged in by many students
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Elementary vs. Adolescent Bullying

(Yeager et al., 2015)
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Role of Social Skills

Bullying is indirect

Goals are social

Strategies are social
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Eddie Haskell Syndrome
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Bullying and Harassment

Bullying

Gender 
Harassment

Sexual 
Harassment
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Gender Harassment

65% of LGBT youth frequently hear homophobic remarks.

71% of all students report regularly hearing “gay” used 
in a negative way.

85% of LGBT youth are verbally harassed.

56% of all students report hearing negative remarks 
about gender nonconformity.

(Espelage et al., 2017)
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Sexual Harassment

(Pepler, 2006; Espelage et al., 2017)

Bullying

Dating 
Violence

Sexual 
Harassment
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Bullying and Transitions

• Bullying peaks around the 
transition to ninth grade.
• Bullying declines significantly 

by 12th grade, BUT
• Harassment continues to increase.

(Guerra, Williams, & Sadek, 2011)
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What’s Your Experience?

Talk with your neighbor: 
• What are the bullying behaviors 

you see in your context? How do 
they differ between grades? 
• What are the harassment 

behaviors?
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Intervention 
Challenges
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Iatrogenic Effects of Traditional 
Interventions

Predicted Within-Study Anti-Bullying Effect

(Yeager et al., 2015)
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Elementary ≠ Adolescent Bullying

(Yeager et al., 2015)

We talk about it wrong

• Define it wrong
• Give inauthentic examples
• Ignore harassment
• Ignore race

We teach it wrong

• Direct instruction
• Role-plays
• Assemblies
• Threaten autonomy
• Focus on specific behaviors
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No more doom and gloom, I promise!

Practical Strategies
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Three SEL-Based Strategies That Work

Positive School Climate

Bystander-Focused 
Anti-Bullying Intervention

Addressing Harassment
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Positive School Climate

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979)
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School Climate: Defined

“School climate is broadly 
defined as the values, 
relationships, practices, and 
structures that contribute to 
students’ experiences at school.”
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How to Build a Positive Climate
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Climate, SEL, and Bullying

Social-emotional learning:
• Fosters empathy and 

compassionate action
• Teaches perspective-taking
• Builds social skills
• Establishes positive 

social norms
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School Climate and Advisory

Advisory programs are 
an effective tool for building 
peer relationships and 
student-teacher relationships.

http://www.amle.org/ServicesEvents/Web
inars/091218/tabid/1104/Default.aspx

(Shulkind & Foote, 2009; Galassi, Gulledge, & Cox, 1997)

http://www.amle.org/ServicesEvents/Webinars/091218/tabid/1104/Default.aspx
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Reporting Bullying

A positive school climate also 
encourages the reporting of bullying.

SNITCHING
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REPORTING

Reporting Bullying

A positive school climate also 
encourages the reporting of bullying.
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Bystander-Focused Bullying Prevention

Adolescents have a lot of influence 
over each other.

Empower them to take the lead.
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Developmentally Appropriate Delivery

Common features of 
traditional interventions

An intervention that lessens 
the influence of a threat to 

status or respect

What they 
say

• Bullying and aggression are not allowed
• You should not be mean, call people names, 

hit people, exclude people, or start rumors 
about people

• If those things happen to you, you should think 
positively and use positive coping skills

• People have the potential to change 
themselves or their social places in life

• Therefore people are not stuck being one 
kind of person—a loser or a bully

How they 
say it

• Classroom lectures from teachers
• Online activities to reinforce the message
• Whole-school assemblies
• Token economies for good behavior
• Skits and role plays
• Parent training, so kids get the message at home
• Homework

• Stories of formerly aggressive people or shy 
people who learned other ways to be

• Scientific evidence for how this was possible, 
drawing on neuroscience and field 
experimentation

• Stories from peers who found this 
information helpful

• Self-persuasion writing exercises

(Yeager, Dahl, & Dweck, 2018)
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Addressing Harassment

Middle school is the best time
to address gender and sexual 
harassment.

(Pepler, 2006; Espelage et al., 2017)
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How to address harassment?

• Start by addressing homophobic 
name-calling.
• Focus on being a positive bystander.
• Integrate anti-harassment and 

anti-bullying initiatives.
• Highlight legal responsibility.
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What’s Your Plan?

Think for a moment about one new thing you 
can do right away to help stop bullying.

Share your ideas with your neighbors.
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Questions?

Matt Pearsall

mpearsall@cfchildren.org
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ED School Climate Survey

National Center for Education Statistics School Climate Survey
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/edscls/questionnaires.asp

Topics

Cultural and linguistic 
competence

Relationships

School participation

Topics

Emotional safety

Physical safety

Bullying/cyberbullying

Substance abuse

Emergency 
readiness/management

Topics

Physical environment

Instructional environment

Physical health

Mental health

Discipline

Domain: Engagement Domain: Safety Domain: Environment

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/edscls/questionnaires.asp


Please fill out the session evaluation in your 
conference app

Evaluation form can be found by clicking on the Session icon, selecting 
the session and scrolling down to select 
Evaluation Form.

Username is your email address
Password is IBPA2018

@IBPAworld #IBPA2018
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Handouts
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SecondStep Advisory Guide
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Anti-Defamation League Ally Guide
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SecondStep Advisory Activities


