What Every School Administrator
Should Know About Bullying
A companion publication to the Pennsylvania Bullying Prevention Toolkit

School administrators are pivotal
players in bullying prevention
and intervention. This guide is
designed to provide basic
information for school leaders on
their legal responsibilities and
their role in preventing and
intervening in bullying situations.
In addition, this publication
provides tips for administrators
on how to work with parents and
how to support children in the
aftermath of bullying incidents.

Defining Bullying

The literature on bullying prevention
suggests that bullying is a form of negative
and hurtful behavior that is distinguished
by an imbalance of power. The child who
bullies may be stronger, more popular or
hold some type of power over the child who
is bullied. This power imbalance could also
be represented by a group of students
targeting one student.
According to the Pennsylvania School Code
(24 P.S. § 13-1303.1-A), “Bullying” shall
mean an intentional electronic, written,
verbal or physical act, or a series of acts:
1) Directed at another student or students;
2) Which occurs in a school setting;
3) That is severe, persistent or pervasive;
and
4) That has the effect of doing any of the
following:
i. Substantially interfering with a student’s education;
ii. Creating a threatening environment; or

iii. Substantially disrupting the orderly
operation of the school; and “school
setting” shall mean in the school,
on school grounds, in school vehicles,
at a designated bus stop or at
any activity sponsored, supervised
or sanctioned by the school.
This statute also requires schools to:
• Establish a bullying prevention policy
• Make the policy available
• Review the policy every three years
• Report acts of bullying to the Pennsylvania Department of Education annually
Additional information is available on the
Center for Safe Schools website under
Resources-Legislation.

Is Bullying Illegal?

Bullying behaviors may violate civil, civil
rights or criminal laws, depending on the
type and extent of the activities. Educators
and school administrators have a legal
mandate to keep students safe at school.
They are mandated to take steps to ensure
that the school environment is free of
harassment. Further, schools are obligated
to protect students from third-party
harms, such as mistreatment of student(s)
by other student(s). Federal legislation
outlines schools’ duty to protect students
from harassment.

Federal Civil Rights Statutes
• Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964,
prohibits discrimination on the basis
of race, color or national origin.
• Title IX of the Education Amendments
of 1972, prohibits discrimination on
the basis of sex.
• Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act
of 1973 and Title II of the Americans
with Disabilities Act of 1990 prohibit
discrimination on the basis of
disability.

The U.S. Department of Education, Office
of Civil Rights (US ED OCR) issued a series
of “Dear Colleague” letters designed to provide school officials with guidance relative
to their obligations under these statutes.
Letters address:
•
•
•
•

Disability harassment
Bullying relative to all protected classes
Sexual harassment and sexual violence
Gender-based violence

In its letter dated October 26, 2010, US ED
OCR states, “Bullying fosters a climate of
fear and disrespect that can seriously impair
the physical and psychological health of
its victims and create conditions that negatively affect learning, thereby undermining
the ability of students to achieve their full
potential.” For this reason, US ED OCR
provided various letters and tools to make
schools more aware of their increased
obligation to respond to bullying and
harassment based on students’ protected
class(es).
The Pennsylvania Human Relations Act also
provides these same protections, in addition to other protected classes (ethnicity,
ancestry, etc.). More information is available
at the Education Discrimination tab on the
Pennsylvania Human Relations Commission’s website.
When bullying behaviors are of a physical
nature, criminal charges may be appropriate. The Pennsylvania Criminal Code
includes such things as: harassment,
terroristic threats, disorderly conduct,
simple and aggravated assault. If a child is
a victim of a crime, the school can play a
role in referring the parents to police and
the Pennsylvania Office of Victim Services
for support.

What is the Administrator’s
Role in Building-Level Bullying
Prevention and Intervention?
Set the Tone for Your Building/District
School leaders play a critical role in establishing bullying prevention as a priority.
Principals can support a school’s bullying
prevention efforts by articulating their
support for bullying prevention, identifying
prevention strategies that emphasize bystander responsiveness and serving as an
active participant on school climate leadership teams. Principals are also responsible
for overseeing investigation processes,
ensuring bullying policies are consistently
applied and that students are free from
harassment and retaliation.
Ensure Bullying Prevention Policies
Are Understood, Communicated and
Sufficiently Address All Aspects of
Prevention and Intervention
A policy will only be effective when the content sufficiently protects students; it is understood by all stakeholders (administration,
faculty, staff, parents and students); and it
establishes clearly defined roles for all
stakeholders. Pennsylvania law has defined
bullying and given policy guidelines as noted above under 24 P.S. § 13-1303.1-A.

Additional information on recommendations
for inclusion in bullying prevention policies
is located on the Prevention at School and
Set Policies and Rules sections on the
StopBullying.gov website.
Appoint a Compliance Coordinator
to Receive Complaints of Bullying and
Harassment
Although every adult in the building
should be trained on the proper procedures
to follow if a student reports bullying or
harassment, each building should have a
point person responsible for tracking, investigating and responding to these incidents.
In addition to being a best practice, this
recommendation is mandated by Title IX
(gender harassment) and the Americans
with Disabilities Act (disability harassment).
It is important that the Compliance Coordinator make the responsibilities listed above
a primary focus, therefore it is recommended that the administrator of a building
not be designated as the Compliance
Coordinator.
Use Appropriate Data to Guide
Decision-Making
In order to inform bullying prevention efforts,
leadership teams should understand how
bullying manifests among their students,

where it occurs, how bystanders respond
and the quality of students’ school relationships. Disciplinary reports provide a limited
picture of students’ bullying experience,
because research suggests that many
cases of bullying go unreported or are not
properly identified by adults.1, 2 Bullying
prevention plans should be based upon
data from diverse sources, including student
and parent surveys, and behavioral
observations.
Provide Ongoing Professional
Development
It is important that schools provide ongoing
training and staff development in methods
and programs that promote a safe and caring learning environment, prevent anti-social
behaviors and support student engagement. Research has shown that students’
academic and life success can be enhanced through school-based strategies
aimed at improving learning climate and
supporting social and emotional learning.3
Information about this research and the
most effective SEL strategies can be
accessed at Collaborative for Academic,
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
website.

Adult Intervention Matters
To reduce bullying in school,
adults must take an active role in
intervening in bullying situations
and supporting students who
are bullied.
This graphic shows examples of

Helpful
Adult Strategies

what students report are helpful
adult responses.4

Adapted from www.YouthVoiceProject.com

Supporting Children in the Aftermath of Bullying
After bullying has been reported and procedural steps
initiated, administrators should consider implementing
responsive strategies to promote student safety.
These may include:
• Increasing supervision of involved students by teachers and
other responsible adults.
• Conducting separate follow-up meetings with the target
and aggressor to ensure the issue is resolved.
• Scheduling follow-up conversations with parents to promote
ongoing communication.
• Identifying an adult to serve as a formal or silent mentor for
involved students. Silent mentors make deliberate attempts
to notice, connect with and encourage students, without the
student recognizing that the adult is their “mentor.”

What is the Administrator’s Role
in Student-Level Bullying
Prevention and Intervention?
Learn to Differentiate Bullying from
Other Behaviors
In order to effectively lead bullying prevention efforts, principals need to understand
what constitutes bullying, how to prevent it
and how to effectively intervene in potential
bullying situations. By understanding the
difference between bullying and other
negative behaviors, principals are able to
intervene more appropriately across the
spectrum of these behaviors.
Ensure Follow-Up and Support
In order for students to continue to report
incidents, feel safe and minimize retaliation
behavior, follow-up and support are critical.
Administrators, teachers and other adults in
the building must be vigilant in continued
support of students involved in bullying
incidents. The Pennsylvania School Code
requires schools to create policies governing student discipline. Schools may wish
to look beyond typical discipline methods
when providing follow-up and support to
ensure students have a safe learning
environment.

If bullying issues continue, administrators in collaboration
with students, parents and support personnel may
develop:
• Individual Safety Plans – These plans should delineate
steps targets of bullying and school personnel will take to
prevent bullying or limit the student’s exposure to peer
aggression. It may include strategies such as walking/sitting
with supportive peers, identifying and accessing safe places
in the school or community, and expectations regarding
communication and follow-up.
• Stay Away Agreements – If there is reason to believe that
bullying is disrupting student learning, school administrators
may choose to require the student(s) who are the aggressor(s) to sign a stay-away agreement, thereby limiting
contact with the targeted child during the school day. These
agreements should also define the steps that will be taken if
the agreement is violated. It is important that the targeted
child feels safe, supported and there is as little disruption to
their normal routine and activities at school as possible.

What is the Administrator’s
Role in Parent and Community
Bullying Prevention and
Intervention Supports?
Engage the Community
Community leaders and organizations can
be important partners in bullying prevention.
They may provide material support to enhance a school’s bullying prevention efforts,
organize bullying awareness campaigns
or work to align strategies and practices in
bullying prevention across the community.
Youth sports leagues, in particular, are
critical partners in the prevention of bullying
and hazing. Additional information is
located on the Working in the Community
section on the StopBullying.Gov website.
An administrator plays a pivotal role in
setting the tone for bullying prevention and
intervention. The degree to which an administrator is invested in bullying prevention
and intervention directly impacts the investment made by staff, parents and the community. A safer learning environment for all
students can be achieved when bullying
prevention and intervention are intentionally
integrated into the fabric of a school.

Best Practices for Responding
to Parents About Bullying
Concerns
• Listen to parents
• Consider parents’ needs
• Express concern for the child, “I’m sorry
this happened to your child”
• Discuss actions that can be taken by
school personnel
• Involve parents in developing a support
plan for their child
• Follow policy and procedures of the
school district
• Establish follow-up meeting with teachers
and other relevant staff to assess
effectiveness of interventions and
supports
• Establish follow-up meeting with parents
• Maintain focus on supporting child’s
success, regardless of whether or not
bullying is confirmed

Cautions in Bullying Prevention
and Intervention
Avoid any strategy or program that
offers a “quick fix” to bullying. Bullying is
a social ecological problem that requires
a comprehensive approach to prevention
and intervention.5 It is recommended
that schools use a universal framework to
organize their bullying prevention and
social-emotional learning efforts. If the
framework is not specifically informed
by research on bullying, schools should
provide staff training and implement
additional strategies to address bullying,
specifically.
Avoid programs that promote a “one
size fits all” approach to bullying
prevention. While it can be useful to adopt
a framework for bullying prevention across
a school district, the educational strategies
and interventions applied in each school
should be tailored to the developmental
needs and characteristics of the students
in the school.
Avoid strategies that place the blame
on the victim. Make sure that students
know that bullying is unfair, undeserved and
unacceptable. More importantly, assure

Recommended Resources

Center for Safe Schools
www.SafeSchools.info/bullying-prevention
Collaborative for Academic,
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
www.CASEL.org
Companion Bibliography (for OBPP),
Grades K-12
www.bullyingpreventioninstitute.org
Dear Colleague Letter – Bullying Relative
to All Protected Classes
www.SafeSchools.info/ColleagueLetter
BullyingProtectedClasses.pdf
Dear Colleague Letter – Disability
Harassment
www.SafeSchools.info/ColleagueLetter
DisabilityHarassment.pdf
Dear Colleague Letter – Gender-Based
Violence
www.SafeSchools.info/ColleagueLetter
GenderBasedViolence.pdf
Dear Colleague Letter – Office of Special
Education and Rehabilitative Services
& Effective Practices
www.SafeSchools.info/ColleagueLetterDisability.pdf
www.safeschools.info/images/stories/BullyingPrevention/EffectiveEvidenceBasedPracticesForPreventingAndAddressingBullying.pdf

the victim that all adults in the building take
bullying seriously and will do everything
possible to put an end to the harassment.

About this Guide
The Administrator Guide to
Bullying Prevention, produced by
the Center for Safe Schools
through funding provided by the
Highmark Foundation, was
created with input from school
administrators and bullying
prevention trainers. It represents
the Highmark Foundation’s
commitment to improve children’s
health and well-being. An online
version of this guide is available at
www.SafeSchools.info/BP_Admin
Guide.pdf.

Limit the use of strategies that encourage kids to “talk it out.” Face-to-face
meetings between students involved in bullying frequently do not stop the behavior
and can sometimes cause additional harm
to students that are already hurting. If the
bullied student requests a meeting with the
offender, schools should consider engaging
the services of a professional credentialed
in victim-offender processes.
Recognize the limitations of “zero
tolerance” and sanction-focused
strategies. Policies and strategies that
severely punish all students involved in bullying instances with no contextual investigation may result in punishment of the victim
as well as the perpetrator. These strategies
may also result in students being less likely
to report bullying and harassment, for fear
of discipline.
Be suspect of any program or expert
that suggests that “bullying” is a toxic
or useless term. Although adolescents
and others may wish to eliminate the word
“bullying” and replace it with “drama”

Dear Colleague Letter – Sexual
Harassment and Violence
www.SafeSchools.info/ColleagueLetter
SexualHarassmentViolence.pdf
Misdirections in Bullying Prevention
and Intervention
www.SafeSchools.info/Misdirections.pdf
Pennsylvania Human Relations
Commission
www.PHRC.state.pa.us
Pennsylvania Office of Victim Services
www.pacrimevictims.com
StopBullying.gov
Teasing, Fighting, Bullying ...What’s the
difference?
www.SafeSchools.info/
TeasingFightingBullying.pdf
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