
Locale

Rate of bullying
as a  

discipline problem
(per 1000)

Rate of gang 
activities as a 

discipline problem 
(per 1000)

Rate of racial and 
ethnic tensions as a 
discipline problem 

(per 1000)

Student verbal
abuse

of teachers
(per 1000)

City 27.0 28.3 5.3 9.1

Suburban 19.9 14.6 2.7 4.7

Rural 21.2 9.1 1.6 1.9
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• Provide active adult supervision,  
particularly in areas where bullying is 
known to occur

• Train and provide ongoing support for 
staff and students

• Develop and implement clear policies to 
address bullying

• Monitor and track bullying behaviors
• Notify parents when bullying occurs
• Address ongoing concerns
• Sustain bullying prevention efforts  

over time

All nine recommended practices should  
be implemented on an ongoing basis and  
integrated with other school climate 
improvement efforts. Yet comprehensive 
strategies, such as these, can be difficult to 
implement with consistency. Research in 
Philadelphia, for example, found that less 
than 50 percent of urban schools that 
attempted to implement an evidence-based 
bullying prevention program were success-
ful in implementing the program as it was 
designed.8,9 Schools that did not implement 
the program as designed did not see 
improvements in bullying issues.

This guide highlights four strategies known 
to support bullying prevention and school  
climate efforts in urban communities. These 

Bullying is prevalent among youth in  
all communities; however, urban school 
administrators report higher rates of  
bullying-related discipline problems, racial 
and ethnic tensions and perceived gang 
activity than nonurban school administra-
tors (see Table A).1 Issues such as these 
can contribute to a negative school climate 
and interfere with student learning.2,3 This is 
why it is critical that all schools adopt a 
comprehensive approach to dealing with 
school climate and bullying, which includes 
strategies aimed at reducing discipline 
problems and peer aggression, while 
improving relationships among students 
and between students and teachers.4,5,6 

Comprehensive strategies that align  
policies, procedures and practices across 
the school setting are most effective in 
improving school climate. In 2013, the U.S. 
Department of Education released nine  
evidence-based practices for addressing 
bullying in schools.7 

• Use a comprehensive multi-tiered  
behavioral framework

• Teach students and staff what bullying is 
and how they should respond to it

strategies were identified by urban educa-
tors who participated in a year-long work-
group convened by the Highmark Founda-
tion. After reviewing available research and  
discussing their experiences with bullying 
prevention, the workgroup concluded that 
bullying prevention can be strengthened  
in urban schools through efforts that:

• Improve the capacity of schools to attend 
to diversity-related issues

• Mitigate the effects of student and staff 
mobility 

• Address issues that impact bystander 
behaviors

• Engage families and community-based 
organizations in bullying prevention efforts

 

Urban schools are often impacted 
by a range of complex social  
issues, which can complicate 
school improvement efforts. This 
guide was designed to address 
factors known to impact the  
success of bullying prevention  
efforts in urban schools by  
drawing from research on bullying 
prevention and the experiences  
of professionals who have played  
a role in supporting bullying  
prevention efforts in urban settings.

Table A
Discipline Issues Effecting School Climate/Bullying Prevention

Table A: Discipline Issues Effecting School Climate/Bullying Prevention, Statistics drawn from the 2012 Indicators of School Crime and Safety Report 
(Tables 7.1: Percentage of Public Schools Reporting Selected Discipline Problems that Occurred at School, by Locale: School Year 2009–10, p. 33)1



Approach 1: Address Diversity 
Issues as Part of School Climate 
and Bullying Prevention Efforts
Diversity is an asset. Yet, issues associated 
with religious, racial, language and cultural 
diversity can present challenges to schools. 
It is recommended that urban schools 
adopt a proactive stance in dealing with the 
issue of diversity in order to ensure that all 
students feel safe at school and students 
are not bullied or harassed because of  
perceived differences.

• Examine discipline, bullying and 
harassment data. Attend to patterns 
that may be occurring among subgroups 
of students.

• Provide professional development. 
Ensure all staff is sensitized to issues  
of diversity and they are able to facilitate 
effective conversations about diversity 
with youth.

• Check in with students. Ensure all  
religious, racial, language and cultural 
groups feel respected and valued by 
adults and peers in the school.

• Talk about diversity. Integrate discus-
sion about cultural norms and practices 
into daily lesson plans and impromptu 
discussions of current events. 

• Select representative materials. Post-
ers, books and resources should repre-
sent the diversity present in the school  
(languages, images, rituals, appearances, 
etc.).

• Translate or interpret bullying terms. 
The terms “bully,” “bullying” or “bystand-
er” may not be understood by all cultural 
or language groups in the school. Spend 
time working with diverse groups to  
convey the meaning of the term and ways 
that make sense to them.

Approach 2: Plan for Student 
and Staff Mobility
Frequent student and staff turn-over is a 
reality in many urban schools. As a result, 
schools may face challenges in ensuring 
that all educators and students have a  
common understanding of what bullying  
is and how they should respond. In  
anticipation of these challenges, districts  
are encouraged to:

• Adhere to district-wide rules and  
procedures. Ensure that a consistent set 
of rules and expectations, reflective of  
the district’s bullying prevention policy, are 
used in every building within the district.

• Provide information in writing. Bullying 
policies and procedures should be com-
municated to students and staff in writing 
each year and should be included in  
orientation packets for new teachers and 
students. 

• Train staff and students on how to 
respond to suspected bullying. Review 
expectations and include bullying preven-
tion in new staff orientation training. 

• Assist new teachers with class  
management. Assign “mentor teachers” 
to support teachers in class management, 
bullying prevention and discipline.

• Help new students connect with  
supportive peers. Assist new students 
in establishing social connections by 
developing a “buddy” or “ambassador” 
program. 

• Keep talking about bullying and 
school climate. Provide time at monthly 
staff meetings for teachers and adminis-
trators to discuss school climate improve-
ment efforts, including bullying prevention.

• Work collaboratively with teacher 
unions to ensure they are supporting bul-
lying prevention and intervention activities.

Approach 3: Understand and 
Address Issues That Impact 
Bystander Behaviors
If school discipline problems are pervasive 
or violence is common in the community, 
students may be reluctant to intervene in or 
report bullying behaviors for fear of retalia-
tion. According to the U.S. Department of 
Justice, 86 percent of respondents indi-
cated that their communities experienced 
some form of silence code, “with 47 per-
cent identifying the stop snitching phenom-
enon, specifically” (p. 12).10 In areas where 
gang or street violence is prevalent, the fear 
of retaliation from criminals on individuals 
who report crime can translate into fear of 
retribution from students reported for 
bullying.
 
To address students’ reluctance to report, 
urban schools are encouraged to:

• Implement positive approaches to 
discipline and supervision which rec-
ognize students for positive behaviors 
and minimize opportunities for disruption 
or aggression (e.g., well-defined proce-
dures, organized play during recess, etc.).

• Refrain from using terms like “snitch” 
and “tattletale” when students report 
concerns. These phrases reinforce the 
idea that students should not discuss 
their concerns with adults at school or 
other helpers.

• Employ safe ways for students to 
report bullying. Adopt procedures to 
protect those who report incidents from 
retaliation (e.g. tip lines, anonymous 
reporting and safety planning for students 
who provide information).

• Cultivate positive relationships with 
law enforcement (e.g., local or state 
police, school resource officers and 
school police officers) and school security 
officers to encourage a proactive partner-
ship that supports school safety and 
youth violence prevention efforts while 
creating a positive, nurturing school 
climate. 

• Educate families and students about 
how to prevent, recognize and respond to  
bullying behaviors.

Engaging Urban Parents in Bullying Prevention 

Parental communication and outreach is critical to successful bullying prevention 
and intervention. Urban administrators and teachers may or may not live in the 
neighborhoods where they work or may not reflect the cultural diversity present in 
their school. Adults at schools should come to an understanding that:

• Cultural norms and beliefs may differ from their own
• Behavioral expectations in school may differ from those in an individual home  

or neighborhood
• Value is found in understanding these differences and bridging them as much  

as possible during practice



Approach 4: Engage Families 
and Community Organizations 
in Bullying Prevention Efforts
Many urban schools are neighborhood 
schools, closely surrounded by the homes 
and community organizations that serve 
their students and families. Some urban 
schools have deep, well-established rela-
tionships with these organizations and may 
already partner with them on multiple proj-
ects and initiatives. Urban schools should 
also include these partners in bullying  
prevention and positive school climate 
activities, which will provide consistency for 
students both in and out of school. By 
sharing rules and behavioral expectations, 
schools and their community partners  
provide support and reinforcement to their 
students. Schools may use the following 
strategies to promote optimal family, school 
and community engagement in bullying  
prevention efforts:

• Include parents and community  
representatives on leadership teams 
that address school climate and bullying. 

• Engage community partners in family  
outreach, education and support 
efforts. Offer bullying prevention and 
intervention training to families and com-
munity partners. Partner with community-
based organizations to align their bullying  
prevention messages and supportive 
activities with those of the school.

• Introduce and reinforce bullying pre-
vention efforts regularly, such as dur-
ing school open houses and parent/
teacher conferences. Consider offering 
incentives to increase parental atten-
dance at these events.

• Recognize that students may be 
exposed to violence outside of 
school. Work with families to understand 
the strategies they use to keep students 
safe outside of school. Reinforce school 
expectations regarding students’ re-
sponses to violence in school.

• Keep lines of communication open to 
address issues as they arise.

• Link bullying prevention principles to 
existing community safety efforts, 
such as Safe Corridors, Neighborhood 
Watch and afterschool programs.

Conclusion
The strategies described in this report have 
been used by urban schools to support  
their ongoing bullying prevention efforts. 
Rather than approach these strategies as 
additional activities, successful schools  
integrate bullying prevention strategies into 
these approaches.

While not addressed as a specific approach 
within this guide, individual factors can  
play a role in bullying issues.11 For example, 
some students’ social, emotional and  
behavioral characteristics can place them at 
risk for involvement in bullying and other 
risky activities. To prevent problem behavior 
and ensure students have the skills to deal 
with challenging social situations, urban  
educators should dedicate some class time 
to teaching important social and emotional 
skills. In addition, schools should link bully-
ing prevention efforts with existing referral 
systems and supports, such as the Student 
Assistance Program (SAP) and Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS). 
Given the prevalence of violence in some 
urban communities, trauma-informed  

practices and interventions may also be 
relevant to bullying prevention and interven-
tion. Information about social emotional 
learning (SEL), SAP, PBIS and trauma  
information practices can be found in the 
resources section of this guide.

Recognizing High Stressors 
in Urban Settings
 
Urban educators must prioritize self-
care to ensure their ability to deal with 
various job-related stressors, including:
 
• Larger class size
• Higher staff/administration turn-over
• Limited funding and resources
• Higher rate of staff assaults
• Adult/workplace bullying



Resources
Center for Safe Schools
www.SafeSchools.info/bullying-prevention

Collaborative for Academic, Social and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL)
www.CASEL.org

Emotional Regulation and Display in 
Classroom Victims of Bullying: 
Characteristic Expressions of Affect, 
Coping Styles and Relevant Contextual 
Factors
www.SafeSchools.info/content/
EmotionalRegAndDisplayClassroom 
VictimsBullying.pdf

Pennsylvania Department of Public 
Welfare, Office of Mental Health and 
Substance Abuse Services
www.dpw.state.pa.us/dpworganization/
officeofmentalhealthand 
substanceabuseservices/index.htm

Pennsylvania Human Relations 
Commission
www.phrc.state.pa.us

Pennsylvania Positive Behavior Support
www.PaPBS.org 

Pennsylvania Student Assistance 
Programs (SAP)
www.sap.state.pa.us 

Responding to Childhood Trauma:  
The Promise and Practice of Trauma 
Informed Care
www.SafeSchools.info/content/
RespondingToChildhoodTrauma.pdf
 
Social and Emotional Learning and 
Bullying Prevention
www.SafeSchools.info/content/SELAnd 
BP.pdf

Teaching Tolerance
www.TeachingTolerance.org 

U.S. Department of Health & Human 
Services
www.StopBullying.gov 

Windber Research Institute’s Center  
for Health Promotion and Disease 
Prevention 
www.chpdp.org

References
1 Robers, S., Kemp, J., & Truman, J. (2013). 
Indicators of school crime and safety: 2012. 
(NCES 2013-036/NCJ 241446). 
Washington, DC: National Center for 
Education Statistics, U.S. Department of 
Education, and Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
Office of Justice Programs, U.S. 
Department of Justice.

2 Nansel, T. R., Overpeck, M., Pilla, R. S., 
Ruan, W. J., Simons-Morton, B., & Scheidt, 
P. (2001). Bullying behaviors among US 
youth: Prevalence and association with 
psychosocial adjustment. Journal of 
American Medical Association, 285, 2094–
2100.

3 Lacey, A., & Cornell, D. (2013). The impact 
of teasing and bullying on schoolwide 
academic performance. Journal of Applied 
School Psychology, 29, 262-283. doi:10.10
80/15377903.2013.806883

4 Cohen, J., McCabe, L., Michelli, N. M., & 
Pickeral, T. (2009). School climate: 
Research, policy, practice, and teacher 
education. Teachers College Record, 111, 
180-213.

5 Bedell, R., & Horne, A. M. (2005). Bully 
prevention in schools: A United States 
experience. Journal of Social Sciences, 8, 
59-69.

6 Mishna, F. (2009). An overview of the 
evidence on bullying prevention and 
intervention programs. Brief Treatment and 
Crisis Intervention, 8, 327-341. 
doi:10.1093/brief-treatment/mhn020

7 Musgrove, M., & Yudin, M. (2013). 
Effective evidence-based practices for 
preventing and addressing bullying 
(guidance document). Washington, DC: 
Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitative Services. Retrieved from 
http://www2.ed.gov/policy/speced/guid/
idea/memosdcltrs/bullyingdcl-
enclosure-8-20-13.pdf

8 Hong, J. S. (2009). Feasibility of the 
Olweus bullying prevention program in  
low-income schools. Journal of School 
Violence, 8, 81-97. doi:10.1080/1538 
8220802067953

9 Black, S., & Washington, E. (2008). 
Evaluation of the Olweus bullying prevention 
program in nine urban schools: Effective 
practices and next steps. ERS Spectrum, 
26, 7-19.

10 Police Executive Research Forum. (2009). 
The stop snitching phenomenon: Breaking 
the code of silence (Report No. NCJ 
226881). Washington, DC: U.S. 
Department of Justice, Office of Community 
Oriented Policing Services. Retrieved from 
http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/Publications/
e030919195-Stop-Snitiching.pdf

11 Farrington, D. P., & Baldry, A. C. (2010). 
Individual risk factors for school bullying. 
Journal of Aggression, Conflict and Peace 
Research, 2, 4-16. doi: 10.5042/
jacpr.2010.0001

About this Guide
This guide, produced by the Center 
for Safe Schools and the Center  
for Health Promotion and Disease 
Prevention at Windber Research 
Institute, was developed with 
funding provided by the Highmark 
Foundation. It was informed by 
research and the perspectives of 
urban educators from around the 
United States. It represents the 
Highmark Foundation’s commit-
ment to improve children’s health 
and well-being. The Pennsylvania 
Bullying Prevention Toolkit, a 
companion piece to this publication 
is available at www.SafeSchools.
info/BP_Toolkit.pdf. 
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