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not done by accident.  They are negative 
and hurtful.  These negative actions have 
been repeated or are highly likely to be 
repeated.  There is a power imbalance 
involved.  In some way or for some 
reason, the aggressor has some real or 
imagined control over the targeted student, 
and the targeted student feels, in some 
sense, powerless to defend against the 
aggression.  An additional factor, which is 
often built into the equation, is a lack of 
empathy on the part of the more powerful 
aggressor.  

Within Washington, as in many states, 
bullying is included with the state HIB 
regulations (see RCW, 28A.300.285).  
HIB is shorthand for “harassment, 
intimidation or bullying.”  These three 
behaviors are closely related, but they 
are different.  They are all acknowledged 
with the HIB definition as any act 
which physically harms a student or the 
student’s property, or which substantially 
interferes with the student’s education, 
which is so severe, persistent or pervasive 
that it creates an intimidating or 
threatening school environment, or which 
substantially disrupts the operation of the 
school, itself.   It should also be noted that 
Washington was one of the first states to 
include cyberbullying in its definition of 
harassment, intimidation, and bullying. 
The definition speaks to electronic as well 
as written, verbal, or physical acts.

The behaviors themselves take many 
forms.  They can be physical: think of the 
stereotypical picture of throwing someone 

School safety is fundamental to 
school success.  When talking about 
a multi-tiered system of supports, I 
often show the familiar pyramid, and 
then create a foundation of safety on 
which it sits.  As noted in the ASCD 
Whole Child Approach, “Feeling safe at 
school translates into higher academic 
achievement, increased student well-being, 
and greater engagement” (The Whole 
Child, 2015, para 1).  In fact, the AWSP 
Leadership Framework calls out school 
safety as its second criterion forming 
the foundation of principal evaluations 
(AWSP, 2014).  There are any number of 
factors which impact a student’s sense 
of safety at school; one which very often 
rises to the top is school climate—and 
within school climate, there is bullying.

I often start trainings and 
presentations with a few caveats.  The 
first one is a reminder that not all negative 
or socially unacceptable behavior is 
“bullying.”  There are all manner of things 
which people say or do which might be 
interpreted as mean or hurtful.  That alone 
does not constitute bullying.

Likewise, “bullying” is not an 
epidemic.  It is not raging out of control.  
Numbers, surveys, counts, and other 
data-gathering methods remain relatively 
constant.  That is not to say that the 
numbers are good or acceptable; however, 
they do not constitute an epidemic.

Finally, “bullying” is not illegal.  
People are not arrested and they do not go 
to jail for bullying.

So if it is not illegal, not sweeping 
across the country, and not doing hurtful 
things, just what is bullying—and why 
should we care?

First things first: what is bullying?  
The Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC, 2014) recently asked 
that very question.  They asked it after 
seeing and hearing a variety of similar but 
different definitions and uses for the word.  
They noted that the lack of a consistent 
definition of “bullying” negatively impacts 
our ability to understand the magnitude, 
scope, and impact of the problem.  A 
consistent, standardized definition 
would greatly improve our general 
understandings and help inform efforts 
to address the behavior.  After gathering 
a group of researchers and practitioners 
from the field, the CDC arrived at a 
uniform definition of bullying. Limiting 
their definition to the K-12 world: 

Bullying is any unwanted aggressive 
behavior(s) by another youth or 
group of youths . . . that involves 
an observed or perceived power 
imbalance and is repeated multiple 
times or is highly likely to be 
repeated. Bullying may inflict harm 
or distress on the targeted youth 
including physical, psychological, 
social, or educational harm. [bold 
text in original]. (CDC, 2014, p. 7)

There are several key components 
within this definition.  The behaviors must 
be intentional or deliberate.  They are 
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to survey, but they generally average 
about 20% of students reporting a bullying 
incident.  That is not good!  However, 
we also know that in Washington, the 
numbers of students disciplined for 
“bullying” has decreased over the last 
several years.  In addition, results of the 
Healthy Youth Survey report that the vast 
majority of students feel fairly safe at 
school.  That is very good!  

What else can we do?  It is of interest 
to note that the training requirement 
centers around policy and procedures.  
Best practice suggests implementation of 
effective practices to address bullying.  
Just as a book of baseball rules does not 
guarantee the skills needed to play the 
game, so too, policy and procedures do 
not necessarily guarantee that staff and 
students have developed the skills needed 
to address HIB behaviors. 

There are additional actions which 
districts and schools can take to help 
address bullying behaviors.  Topping the 
list: focus on the social environment.  As 
we said above, bullying is a community 
event. A strong, supportive school climate 
is absolutely necessary for prevention, 
mitigation, and response to bullying.  
Recognize problematic behaviors.  
Consider a multi-tiered system of supports. 
Coordinate existing actions, curricula, 
and resources with an eye to bullying 
prevention.  Know the physical hot spots 
around your building and campus.  Add 
additional supervision, if necessary, 
and train your staff—your entire school 
community—to intervene immediately 
and appropriately.

I began this article by saying that I 
often start trainings and presentations with 
a few caveats.  I often close with a piece 
of advice.  It is one of the very bullying 
prevention-intervention techniques.  It is 
both very easy and very difficult.  It is also 
applicable to digital/cyber situations.  It 
is this: talk to your kids.  Talk and listen.  
Let them know you are there, available, 
non-judgmental.  Let them know you take 
them seriously, especially if they have 
something serious to share.  (Realize 
that ‘serious’ is relative.)  Listen and do 
something if they report harassment, 
intimidation, or bullying.  Then do 
something about it.  That something 
might be observing, or privately talking to 
others, or creating teachable moments for 
the classroom. It might involve something 
more in-depth—like developing a safety 

into a locker.  They can be verbal: things 
like spreading rumors or posting negative 
comments on social media.  They can also 
be relational: activities such as constantly 
avoiding someone or repeatedly leaving 
them out of conversations.  

All of this leads directly to the second 
question: why should we care?  We care 
because there is harm done.  There is harm 
done to individuals and to the overall 
climate of the school. These questions 
and definitions speak directly to a young 
person’s ability to feel safe at school and 
function to his or her best ability.  

Bullying is both a learned behavior 
and a community event.  Young people 
learn to bully from others.  Sometimes 
this happens within a family; sometimes 
it happens among others in a group.  And, 
in one way or another, we are all involved.  
We all play a role in the bullying process.  
In talking about those roles, we avoid 
using terms like “bully” and “victim” 
which tend to apply labels to the youth 
which may be hard to overcome.  “Once 
a bully, always a bully” perpetuates a 
stereotype. 

 Since bullying is a learned behavior, 
it can be unlearned.  Rather than call 
someone the bully, it is better to talk about 
the aggressor or even the perpetrator.  
These then become behaviors which we 
can work on and change.  Rather than 
call someone a poor, helpless victim, it is 
more helpful to think of them as a moving 
target.  That way, we can learn how to 
avoid potentially hurtful situations or build 
skills to respond to the aggressor.

All of us play supporting roles around 
the negative behavior.  We are bystanders 
who can overtly or quietly help the 
aggressor, or stand by and do nothing.  Or 
we can actively support the target and 
become “upstanders.”

There is another reason to care.  We 
have been looking specifically at bullying.  
As noted above, harassment, intimidation, 
and bullying are closely related, often 
overlapping with one leading to another.  
Bullying is not illegal; however, there is 
the potential that bullying activity might, 
in some instances, cross a boundary 
and become sexual harassment, assault, 
or some other potentially more serious 
behavior like a hate crime.

By way of example, the tradition 
of hazing comes to mind.  Although the 
word is not included within our legislated 

definition of HIB, the act of hazing is 
included within the definition.  It is also 
included within the CDC components of 
bullying.  Not all forms of initiation into 
a club, team, class, or other group rise 
to the level of prohibited activity, hazing 
often involves alcohol, physical abuse, and 
sometimes sexual abuse.  All are likely to 
cause physical, mental, or emotional harm, 
and may definitely cross legal boundaries.

So what are we doing about bullying?  
We are doing a lot.  Are our efforts 
working?  And yes, our efforts are having 
an impact.  What else can we do?  We can 
do more.  

What are we doing?  State law 
requires several actions by all school 
districts.  Some of these include the 
requirement that all districts adopt the 
same HIB model policy and procedures.  
This is an unusual requirement of the 
state.  In most cases, districts develop 
their own policies and procedures based 
on guidance and models from both the 
Office of the Superintendent of Public 
Instruction (OSPI) and the Washington 
State School Directors’ Association 
(WSSDA).  However, for HIB models, the 
legislature created a group of stakeholders 
which was tasked with developing a model 
policy and procedures for all to adopt.  
Those model policy and procedures can be 
found on the OSPI and the WSSDA web 
sites.  In addition, districts are required to 
ensure they are available to their school 
communities.

Each school district is also required 
to identify an HIB contact person, a 
Compliance Officer, who would be that 
district’s expert to ensure that the policy 
and procedures were fully implemented.  
That person would act as the single point-
of-contact for the community if questions 
or issues arose.  The Compliance Officer 
would ensure that training on policy and 
procedures was annually provided for all 
staff and students.  Districts must also 
decide on ways to report HIB incidents, 
and how to investigate those incidents 
which are so severe, persistent, or 
pervasive that they cannot be adequately 
handled locally.

Are our efforts working?  Earlier, we 
noted that bullying is not an epidemic.  
State, national, and even international 
survey data report approximately the 
same numbers of bullying reports.  These 
numbers vary somewhat from grade level 
to grade level, location to location, survey 
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plan for a targeted student, or having a 
difficult conversation with another adult. 
But talk. Listen. Do something.  

That is some of the most powerful 
work we can do to reduce bullying.  It 
will go a long way in supporting a young 
person’s sense of safety and in providing a 
safe and secure learning environment for 
all.

For more information and resources 
on HIB, please visit our School 
Safety Center (http://www.k12.wa.us/
Safetycenter) and the School Safety 
Center’s Bullying and Harassment 
(HIB) Toolkit (http://www.k12.wa.us/
safetycenter/BullyingHarassment/default.
aspx) 

Resources

http://www.wholechildeducation.org/
about/safe 
http://www.awsp.org/FrameworkCriteria 
http://www.cdc.gov/ViolencePrevention/
pub/yv_bullyingsurveillance.html 
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.
aspx?cite=28A.300.285 
http://www.wssda.org 
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