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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Educators’ Perceptions of the Factors Influencing the Implementation 
of Bullying Prevention Efforts in U.S. Schools 

 
Over the last decade, school bullying has received considerable media and policy 

attention; however, attempts to reduce the unwanted behavior through the 

implementation of numerous bullying prevention programs have been only marginally 

successful. The issue is not if and why bullying should be stopped in our schools, but 

how to reduce bullying successfully and systematically across different schools—schools 

that may substantially differ in terms of resources, student populations, teachers, poverty, 

and violence levels. Using a sample of 21 educators who over the years worked in 33 

different school districts and over 100 schools, this qualitative study examined how 

educators across different contexts perceived implementation of bullying prevention 

programs and the factors that facilitate or constrain this implementation. Educators 

worked in public and private schools from the elementary to high school level, with 

substantially different poverty levels and student populations. The study was designed as 

a basic interview study and collected data from district and school administrators, 

counselors, teachers, and mental health and social workers. 

The findings indicate that the phenomenon of bullying is beyond the scope of any 

single program, and there is no silver bullet that can successfully tackle the problem of 

school bullying. Rather than creating programs that target bullying and focusing solely on 

bullies and bully-victims, policymakers should consider broader policies that focus on 

creating a safe, positive, and stress-free school environment where bullying is not the 

norm, while promoting students’ academic, social-emotional, and character skills. The 
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findings suggest that several factors influence implementation, such as financial and 

personnel resources, training, district and school leadership, social media, high-stakes 

testing, student socioeconomic background, and stakeholder commitment. The findings 

also show that these factors not only vary substantially across as well as within states and 

districts, but also facilitate or hinder stakeholders’ ability and commitment with respect to 

implementation of bullying prevention efforts. This suggests that if implementers of 

antibullying programs do not account for variations in school contexts and adapt 

interventions to fit the needs and skills of educators, students, and parents, consistent 

positive outcomes of bullying prevention programs will remain an elusive goal. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Putting a stop to bullying is a responsibility we all share. —President Barack 
Obama 

 One of the aims of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is to ensure that school 

safety remains a top priority across the United States (Whitted & Dupper, 2005). Feeling 

emotionally, socially, intellectually, and physically safe is possibly the most unfulfilled 

need among students at the K-12 level (Cohen, Cardillo, Pickeral, & McCloskey, 2011). 

Various forms of high- and low-level violence compromise the safety of school 

communities. These forms of violence have been shown to cause significant and lasting 

harm to schools in general and students in particular (Espelage & Swearer, 2011). High-

level violence, such as homicide, rape, and possession of weapons, receives the most 

media attention, but it is relatively rare (Dupper & Meyer-Adams, 2002). On the other 

hand, research has shown that bullying is the most prevalent form of low-level violence. 

Although not as overtly serious an offense as a major crime, it occurs with far greater 

frequency, is harder to detect by school personnel, and can leave those involved with 

lasting negative emotional, social, and academic consequences (Whitted & Dupper, 

2005). 

Although school bullying may be as old as schools themselves, the problem had 

received little national attention until a series of high-profile student suicides attributed to 

bullying spurred the U.S. Department of Education and various U.S. states to demand 

more from school teachers and officials to protect their students from bullying. By 
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January 2014, 49 states1 had passed antibullying legislation, an increase of more than 

288% since late 2005 (Zubrzycki, 2011). Among them, New Jersey and Maryland have 

passed the most far-reaching laws. New Jersey’s Anti-Bullying Bill of Rights passed in 

January 2011, and put into effect at the beginning of the 2011-2012 school year, requires 

all school districts to implement its provisions regardless of their contextual factors, 

capacity to reform, or demographics. The law requires every school to employ an 

antibullying specialist, to train all school officials and educators in bullying prevention, 

and to report bullying incidents to the state. The law also holds schools accountable even 

for off-school incidents when they are shown to affect the school environment 

(Zubrzycki, 2011). 

Background on Bullying 

School bullying is a serious global problem that affects school communities 

irrespective of location, culture, creed, or socioeconomic status (Espelage & Swearer, 

2011; Jimerson, Swearer, & Espelage, 2010; Smith, Pepler, & Rigby, 2004). While some 

may think that bullying is a rite of passage for elementary and middle school students, 

studies (Hirschstein, Edstrom, Frey, Snell, & MacKenzie, 2007; Olweus, 1993; Rigby, 

2002) have shown that bullying not only negatively affects youth directly involved in 

bullying, but also negatively affects student bystanders and the school environment in 

general (Eliot, Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2010). Although there is no international 

consensus on the exact definition of bullying, there are several characteristics that make 

bullying stand out from “rough-and-tumble” play, a conflict, or a violent act among 

students. 

                                                
1Montana has no antibullying laws. 
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Bullying Defined 

First, bullying involves a power imbalance, where the bully has an upper hand on 

the victim because of size, age, peer group support, or a status advantage. Second, 

bullying is an intentional act to harm a targeted person physically, verbally, or by 

exclusion from a peer group. Third, bullying usually occurs more than once, when the 

victim is repeatedly targeted over time (Olweus, 1993). Therefore, bullying can be 

defined as a repeated and intentional abuse of power to cause emotional, mental, or 

physical harm to another individual (Olweus, 1991; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). 

Students can be bullied in numerous ways (see Table 1.1), and bullying behavior 

is generally divided into two categories: direct and indirect. Direct bullying involves 

unconcealed or relatively open aggression between a bully and victim. On the other hand, 

indirect bullying is more subtle and harder to detect and can occur without any 

confrontation between a bully and his or her victim. Both categories also include different 

types of bullying behavior defined as physical, verbal, and nonverbal/nonphysical 

(Wong, 2009). 

Students involved in the bullying process assume one of four principal roles, and 

practically all students assume one or more of these roles at some point during their 

elementary or secondary schooling. In addition to the categories of bullies and victims, 

some victims of bullying can also act as bullies and are known as bully-victims. 

Bystanders, by far the largest group of the four, are those students who observe bullying 

but are not directly involved in the process (Wong, 2009). 
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Table 1.1 
Common Bullying Behaviors 

 Direct bullying Indirect bullying 
Physical 
bullying 

Hitting, kicking, shoving, poking, 
pinching, biting, tripping, spitting, 
hair pulling, locking someone in a 
room or locker, destruction or theft 
of property, sexual harassment or 
assault, ganging up or cornering, 
burning, poisoning, stabbing, 
shooting 

Enlisting a friend or older sibling to 
assault someone on your behalf 

Verbal 
bullying 

Taunting, teasing, insulting, name- 
calling, threatening, intimidating, 
humiliating, ridiculing, sexual 
propositioning, demanding 
servitude/money/property 

Spreading rumors, gossiping, talking 
about someone just loud enough to be 
overheard, using code names when 
talking about others 

Non-
verbal/ 
Non-
physical 
bullying 

Making faces, making threatening 
or obscene gestures, exhibitionism, 
voyeurism, stalking 

Excluding others from a group, 
ostracizing, manipulating or sabotaging 
friendships, sending mean or 
threatening e-mails/notes/text 
messages/instant messages, 
blackmailing, creating ratings of 
individuals’ personal characteristics 
(such as race, ethnicity, religion, 
national origin, or sexual orientation), 
playing mean or embarrassing jokes, 
making prank telephone calls, writing 
mean things on desks, moving personal 
property 

Note: From Wong (2009), p. 13. 
 

Prevalence of School Bullying 

Studies have shown that 15% to 25% of U.S. youth are bullied regularly, while 

15% to 20% are frequent bullies (Geffner, Loring, & Young, 2001; Nansel et al., 2001). 

Bullying is not a new phenomenon. What is new is the greater awareness of school 

bullying and its negative consequences on students. Results from the 2009 National 

Crime Victimization Survey showed that bullying continues to remain a problem in our 
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schools. In the 2008-2009 school year, 28% (approximately 7,066,000) of U.S. students 

between the ages 12 of 18 were bullied at school (DeVoe & Bauer, 2011). 

Victim Reactions to Bullying 

Over the past three decades, bullying has resulted in numerous victim suicides 

and school shootings. Bully victims who are overcome by fear and anger can also react in 

the opposite direction by taking revenge on their bullies. According to a U.S. Secret 

Service report, school attacks are a common outcome of bullying and victimization; in 

addition, between 1974 and 2000, over 70% of school shooters had one thing in common: 

they were victims of bullying (Vossekuil, Fein, Reddy, Borum, & Modzeleski, 2004). 

Although deaths are tragic, the effects of bullying can be just as devastating even for 

students who have not become a horrible statistic. 

Students who are involved in bullying are also more likely to struggle 

academically because of their physical and emotional distress. Fear is a common outcome 

among victims of bullying. Many students experience fear throughout most of the school 

day as a result of bullying (Garrity, Jens, Porter, Sager, & Short-Camilli, 1996). Surveys 

of students in grades 8 to 12 and grades 4 to 8 found that 14% and 20%, respectively, 

believed bullying was making it harder for them to learn (Hoover & Oliver, 2008). 

Bullied students are more likely to drop out of school (Weinhold & Weinhold, 1998). 

Those victims who do not drop out are more likely to skip school because the 

environment is not safe. A study by the American Association of University Women 

(1993) found that 25% of girls in grades 8 through 12 preferred not to go to school 

because of school bullying. Negative consequences of bullying behavior can also remain 

beyond school years and extend into adulthood. 
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Long-Term Consequences 

Studies in the field of school violence, and its subgroup of school bullying, have 

shown that bullying is a major problem that can leave those involved with serious 

negative long-term effects (DeVoe & Kaffenberger, 2005; Espelage & Swearer, 2011; 

Hanish & Guerra, 2002; Jimerson et al., 2010; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996; Schwartz & 

Gorman, 2003). Those who are identified as bullies by age 8 are more likely to have 

committed a crime and have a greater chance of having a criminal record by the age of 30 

(Saufler & Gagne, 2000). Bullying can also lead to loneliness, low self-esteem, 

depression, and other negative outcomes (Olweus, 1993; Rigby, 2001). Bullies are more 

likely to join a gang because over time they may lose peer group status in the wider 

community and choose to associate with youth who are similarly violent (Cairns, Cairns, 

Neckerman, Gest, & Gariepy, 1988). 

Bullying Prevention Programs 

As a response to increased attention to school bullying, several states and 

organizations have created policies and programs with the goal of preventing and 

reducing school bullying (Frey, Edstrom, & Hirschstein, 2010; Olweus, 1991; Plog, 

Garrity, Jens, & Porter, 2011; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). The scope of bullying 

prevention programs depends on their underlying theory, and programs may include a 

combination of student, classroom, or school-level interventions. A virtually unlimited 

combination of various theories (or lack of them), techniques, and approaches has 

resulted in a large variance among bullying prevention programs (Hazler & Carney, 

2006). That said, bullying prevention programs generally fit into one of the three models 
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of intervention: individual, classroom guidance, and whole-school (Farrington & Ttofi, 

2009). 

Individual approaches to intervention attempt to reduce bullying in schools by 

directly targeting students who are either victims or bullies in order to improve their 

social and behavioral skills (DeRosier, 2004; Meyer & Lesch, 2000). Classroom guidance 

programs focus on curriculum interventions that raise awareness, promote students’ 

antibullying attitudes, and encourage prosocial skills through the use of videotapes, 

lectures, a written curriculum, and classroom discussions (Baldry & Farrington, 2004; 

Teglasi & Rothman, 2001). Many researchers agree that the third option, a 

comprehensive whole-school approach, is the best solution for reducing school bullying 

because it uses all available approaches, involving the whole school community as well 

as parents, and its goal is to prevent rather than respond to bullying in schools (Espelage 

& Swearer, 2011; Smith, Pepler, & Rigby, 2004; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). The whole-

school approach includes a schoolwide antibullying policy and procedures that promote a 

positive school climate; information on bullying for school staff, students, and parents; 

classroom activities that foster antibullying attitudes and teach prosocial methods of 

conflict resolution; and direct interventions for those affected by bullying (Ryan & Smith, 

2009). 

Steps to Respect: A school bullying prevention program. One bullying 

prevention program that has demonstrated some success in reducing school bullying is 

Steps to Respect: A School Bullying Prevention Program (STR) developed by 

Washington State’s Committee for Children (2001). Schools from all 50 U.S. states, the 

District of Columbia, and every Canadian province have used STR (M. Moretsky, 
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personal communication, November 25, 2011). In total, STR has served over 9 million 

children in 26 countries (Committee for Children, 2009). STR intervention is based on 

the social-ecological model of bullying, which has proven to be useful in bringing greater 

understanding of school bullying problems (Espelage & Swearer, 2004). The social-

ecological model sees youth behavior being shaped by multiple individual characteristics 

within nested contextual systems of schools, adults, neighborhoods, and society 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Committee for Children, 2001). The program’s approach to 

bullying is to involve the whole school to prevent bullying and to provide specific 

components at the school, peer, and individual levels (see Appendix D) (Committee for 

Children, 2001; Frey et al., 2010). 

At the school level, the overarching goal of STR is to create a positive school 

climate, because “peer attitudes, norms, and behaviors play an important role in 

determining and maintaining rates of bullying behavior” (Brown, Low, Smith, & 

Haggerty, 2011, p. 425). A positive school climate helps educators reduce school 

bullying and promote supportive relationships among students, and research has found 

that friendships protect students from the harmful effects of bullying (Hodges, Boivin, 

Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999). The creation of a positive school climate in the STR program 

is facilitated by a written document that combines the school goals and aspirations with 

respect to bullying behavior, together with a set of strategies and procedures (Committee 

for Children, 2001). The overall program is led and supported by a steering committee 

and school administrators. 

At the classroom level, STR provides classroom lessons for grades 3 through 6. 

The lessons raise awareness and attempt to counter beliefs that bullying is justified (Frey, 
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Hirschstein, Edstrom, & Snell, 2009) while teaching all students strategies for responding 

to and preventing bullying. This is important because although only a minority of 

students are involved in bullying, bullying behavior is highly influenced by peer pressure 

and affects a much larger school population (Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt, & Hymel, 

2010). Craig and Pepler (1995) found that 85% of bullying incidents are observed or even 

encouraged by bystanders; in these instances, bullying can be seen as acceptable within 

the peer group. Yet, many of the incidents would be short lived if peers intervened 

because they believed bullying behavior to be unacceptable. Unfortunately, this is not the 

norm. Research of elementary students participating in the STR program has 

demonstrated a decrease in destructive bystander behavior. In addition, students 

participating in STR responded more assertively to prevent bullying compared with 

students from a control group (Frey et al., 2009). 

On the individual or student level, the STR program uses coaching techniques for 

bullies and victims of bullying. Frey et al. (2005) found that classrooms with the greatest 

reduction in victimization and negative bystander behavior had teachers who engaged in 

more coaching of students involved in bullying. Since bullying is an event largely hidden 

from teachers and other school officials, the success of the program rests on the 

assumption that students will identify and report bullying. This comprehensive program 

teaches students to report bullying and trains staff to act accordingly (Committee for 

Children, 2005). However, students will only report bullying if they believe that adults 

will intervene (Olweus, 1993). Therefore, the coaching component of STR is aimed at 

creating trust and a partnership among students and school staff. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The recent proliferation of antibullying policies and programs, although important 

for raising bullying awareness, has not solved the problem. Research is quite clear that 

exposure to bullying can lead to numerous academic, social, and emotional problems for 

bullies and victims that may extend into adulthood (Nansel et al., 2001; Olweus, 1991). 

On the other hand, research is less clear on how effective the bullying prevention 

interventions are in reducing school bullying (Ferguson, San Miguel, Kilburn, & 

Sanchez, 2007). Several antibullying programs have demonstrated a reduction in school 

bullying, albeit often modest (e.g., Frey et al., 2009; Olweus, 1993; 2004; Salmivalli, 

Kaukiainen, Voeten, & Sinisammal, 2004), while other programs (e.g., Bauer, Lozano, & 

Rivara, 2007; Limber, Nation, Tracy, Melton, & Flerx, 2004) have shown negligible or 

even negative effects (Swearer et al., 2010). Therefore, the issue is not if and why 

bullying should be stopped in our schools, but how to reduce bullying successfully and 

systematically across different schools—schools that may substantially differ in terms of 

resources, student populations, teachers, poverty, and violence levels. 

There are two main reasons for the lack of consistent outcomes of antibullying 

programs: assessment and implementation (Cornell, Sheras, & Cole, 2006; Ryan & 

Smith, 2009). Although assessment challenges are important, variations in outcomes of 

studies that use the same research-based bullying prevention program with a similar 

methodology and research design suggest that implementation is just as important 

(Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, & Voeten, 2005; J. D. Smith, Schneider, Smith, & Ananiadou, 

2004). Farrington and Ttofi (2009) argued that “the quality of the program is undoubtedly 

important, but so is the way in which it is implemented” (p. 72). 
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Future bullying prevention research should also collect data on the contexts in 

which these interventions occur (J. D. Smith, Cousins, & Stewart, 2005) and “focus on 

better understanding variables that predict more faithful implementation of those program 

elements” (Limber, 2006, p. 305). Programs can be comprehensive, have sound 

theoretical frameworks, and use proper methodology; however, if interventions do not 

take into account and focus their efforts on at the social ecology of peers, families, and 

communities, which are important factors affecting schools, success may not be achieved. 

Few studies in bullying research have focused on program implementation, and fewer 

still have focused on potential contextual barriers that affect it. 

A literature search did not reveal studies with a focus on factors influencing the 

implementation of antibullying programs that have demonstrated success at reducing 

school bullying with respect to different school contexts. Therefore, this dissertation 

attempted to fill the research gap by employing in-depth interviews to obtain educators’ 

perceptions of antibullying program implementation and contextual factors. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to identify factors that educators believed 

facilitated or constrained the implementation of bullying prevention programs in U.S. 

schools. The study focused on a sample of educators working in several U.S. schools who 

had experience in bullying prevention activities and was guided by the following research 

questions: 

1. In the view of educators, how are bullying prevention efforts implemented within 

schools? 

a. Fidelity, adaptability, and sustainability 
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b. Part of a broader policy to improve school climate 

2. In the view of educators, what are the factors facilitating or constraining the 

implementation of bullying prevention efforts? 

a. Resources 

b. Leadership 

c. Antibullying training 

d. Social media 

e. Other federal and state mandates, such as testing and accountability 

requirements 

f. School characteristics (type, level, size) 

g. Stakeholder commitment (buy-in) 

3. In what ways, if any, do perceptions of implementation differ for educators in 

high-poverty schools as compared to low-poverty schools, as shown by their 

responses to the first two research questions? 

Overview of the Conceptual Framework 

The researcher used a social-ecological framework as a lens in approaching this 

study. The social-ecological model sees bullying and victimization as being shaped by 

multiple individual characteristics within nested contextual systems of schools, adults, 

neighborhoods, and society (Committee for Children, 2001). With this lens, the study 

drew upon four related bodies of literature: (1) background research on the outcomes of 

antibullying programs, (2) research on program implementation in general and 

antibullying programs in particular, (3) research on the personal, contextual, and external 

factors affecting program implementation, and (4) research on the conditions in high-
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poverty schools compared with low-poverty schools that might influence the 

implementation of antibullying programs.  

Outcomes of Bullying Prevention Programs 

The first systematic intervention of an antibullying school program was conducted 

in the 1980s in Norway. The nationwide Olweus Bullying Prevention Program was first 

evaluated in the Bergen study (Olweus, 1993). After 20 months, bullying for boys and 

girls was reduced by 35% and 74%, respectively, and victimization for boys and girls was 

reduced by 52% and 62%, respectively (Olweus, 1993; Smith, Ananiadou, & Cowie, 

2003). However, the high level of success of the program was not replicated in future 

studies. The evaluation of the same program by Roland (1993) in the city of Rogaland, 

Norway, and similar whole-school interventions in Belgium (Stevens, Van Oost, & De 

Bourdeaudhuij, 2001) and South Carolina (Melton et al., 1998), did not show significant 

outcomes on bullying and victimization in primary and secondary schools. 

Mixed results of bullying prevention programs have also been found by several 

large reviews of antibullying program evaluations. Recent narrative reviews (Baldry & 

Farrington, 2007; Rigby, 2002; Ryan & Smith, 2009; P. K. Smith et al., 2003; J. D. 

Smith, Schneider, et al., 2004; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007) and two quantitative meta-

analyses of bullying prevention programs (Farrington & Ttofi, 2009; Ferguson et al., 

2007) produced no clear answer in terms of the effectiveness of various bullying 

prevention programs. While Rigby (2002) found support for bullying prevention 

programs, most researchers found that the programs had small positive effects or even 

negative effects on bullying reduction (Swearer et al., 2010). 
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Methodological issues. In part, the mixed results can be explained by 

methodological variations in the research. First, what complicates the evaluation of 

outcomes of antibullying programs is that not all programs adopted by schools are based 

on an explicit theory of bullying prevention, and many use different definitions of what 

constitutes bullying. Teachers often choose simple, piecemeal approaches that lack 

explicit theory, based on their colleagues’ anecdotal recommendations of their 

effectiveness rather than on research evidence of program effectiveness (Swearer et al., 

2010). Curricula or targeted social skills approaches by themselves often result in 

negligible or even negative effects on bullying and victimization (Vreeman & Carroll, 

2007). 

Second, the age of students can also play a role, with primary school students 

better suited for intervention due to developmental characteristics and organizational 

features of primary schools. For example, primary students typically have fewer teachers, 

which makes it easier to build a trusting relationship necessary for reporting bullying 

activity to school officials. In addition, younger children are more receptive to authority 

and school policies (P. K. Smith et al., 2003). 

The assessment is also hampered by poorly designed evaluations that lack rigor 

and comprehensiveness and by the use of different assessment measures. In fact, Ryan 

and Smith (2009) reviewed 31 published bullying prevention evaluations and found 

deficiencies across all studies with respect to “the specification of intervention 

components, evaluation design (e.g., statistical power, unit randomization), statistical 

analysis (e.g., multi level vs. single level), choice and measurement of outcomes (e.g., 
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bullying behaviors, attitudes, and school climate), selection of informants,” and, last but 

not least, program implementation (Brown et al., 2011, p. 425). 

Program Implementation 

Although the above-mentioned methodological challenges are significant, the 

quality of any new intervention cannot be adequately tested “without attending carefully 

to the process of implementation” (Durlak & DuPre, 2008, p. 328). Berends, Bodilly, and 

Kirby (2002) defined implementation “as the process of putting into practice the 

elements, sets of activities defined by design teams as core components of their design” 

(p. 171). A systematic narrative review by Durlak and DuPre (2008) analyzed the 

implementation efforts of interventions related to various social and mental health issues 

such as violence, bullying, and positive youth development and found “credible and 

extensive empirical evidence that the level of implementation affects program outcomes” 

(p. 334). 

Three other systematic reviews that analyzed programs in different disciplines 

with different target populations have also come to the same conclusion (Fixsen, Naoom, 

Blasé, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; Greenhalgh, Robert, MacFarlane, Bate, & 

Kyriakidou, 2004; Stith et al., 2006). For example, the reviews examined implementation 

in disciplines such as sociology, marketing, health, management development, education, 

agriculture, and community coalitions. Even though substantial variation existed in the 

scope and purpose of these studies, the reviews confirmed the general premise of the 

importance of implementation. The reviews also confirmed “the necessity of a multi-level 

ecological framework for understanding implementation” and the inclusion of variables 

such as the intervention components, organizational (school) components, as well as 
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outside influences when looking at the factors influencing program implementation 

(Durlak & DuPre, 2008, p. 340). 

Factors influencing implementation. Research shows that variance in outcomes 

may also exist because programs fail to take into account various school and other factors 

that may impede the implementation process. The four systematic reviews (Durlak & 

DuPre, 2008; Fixsen et al., 2005; Greenhalgh et al., 2004; Stith et al., 2006) that analyzed 

program implementation in various disciplines not only confirmed the importance of 

implementation, but also agreed on the importance of 11 factors affecting implementation 

(Durlak & DuPre, 2008, p. 340): 

• Funding 

• Positive work climate (school climate) 

• Shared decision-making 

• Co-ordination with other agencies 

• Formulation of tasks 

• Leadership 

• Program champion 

• Administrative support 

• Providers’ skill proficiency 

• Training 

• Technical assistance 

Research on the implementation barriers to interventions found that lack of money, time 

to implement the intervention, competing priorities, and No Child Left Behind testing 
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requirements were key barriers to schools’ implementation efforts (Forman, Olin, Eaton-

Hoagwood, Crowe, & Saka, 2009). 

Research on program implementation suggests that principals and teachers are 

key factors with respect to how components of particular programs are implemented 

(Mayer, 2008). Forman et al. (2009) also found that teachers are the most important 

factor affecting implementation of intervention programs and that teachers are key agents 

of change with regard to adoption and implementation of the program (Black, 2007; 

Olweus & Limber, 2010). Aladjem and Borman (2006) found higher levels of 

implementation when principals encouraged buy-in during the early stages of the 

implementation process. In addition to the barriers of competing priorities, Black (2007) 

also found high staff turnover as a barrier to implementation of the Olweus Bullying 

Prevention Program in inner-city schools. 

Implementation in the bullying literature. Studies of bullying prevention 

programs have pointed to implementation quality and fidelity as the key factors affecting 

program outcomes (Jimerson et al., 2010). Looking at several intervention programs, 

Salmivalli et al. (2005) stated that the failure reported in studies may be predominantly 

due to implementation or lack thereof. According to Salmivalli et al. (2005), the 

important question is not necessarily the specific approaches used by antibullying 

programs, “but how to get them implemented” (p. 484). Other studies have reached a 

similar conclusion that if implemented with fidelity, bullying prevention programs seem 

to hold promise for reducing school bullying behavior (Black, 2007; Olweus & Alsaker, 

1994; Roland, 1993; Stevens et al., 2001). While Smith, Schneider, Smith, and 

Ananiadou (2004) found that most evaluations resulted in negligible or negative results, 
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programs “in which implementation was systematically monitored tended to be more 

effective than programs without any monitoring” (p. 547). 

High-Poverty and Low-Poverty Schools 

Implementation issues may not be too difficult for low-poverty schools but may 

represent obstacles for high-poverty schools. Implementing new policies or programs can 

be a challenge for any school, but especially for high-poverty schools, which usually 

have fewer resources than more affluent schools. In fact, Forman et al. (2009) found lack 

of fiscal resources to be the greatest negative factor affecting implementation of school 

intervention programs. 

High-poverty schools also experience higher levels of teacher and principal 

turnover (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2004; Ingersoll, 2002), 

employ less-skilled teachers (Ingersoll & Rossi, 1995), and face greater pressure to 

comply with testing requirements (Sipple & Killeen, 2004). Black (2007) found that the 

implementation of antibullying programs in urban schools was never a top priority 

because of low literacy rates, which resulted in all outside programs being placed on hold 

in order to focus the school’s efforts on literacy testing. 

Bullying is also more likely to occur in schools where teachers lack effective 

classroom management skills and where students show disrespect to teachers (Kasen, 

Berenson, Cohen, & Johnson, 2004). Poor inner-city schools struggle with antiviolence 

policies because they often conflict with the violence of surrounding neighborhoods 

(Black, 2007). A positive school climate may be harder to achieve for high-poverty 

schools because such norms are harder to attain when teacher and principal turnover is 

high (Black, 2007). Yet, a positive school climate has been shown to be a key factor in 
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mitigating negative outcomes of bullying, such as truancy, substance abuse, and other 

acts of misconduct (Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992). 

Schools do not operate in a vacuum, and community factors such as level of 

poverty, the incidence of violence in the wider community, and parental involvement 

affect interventions (Espelage & Swearer, 2004). Because school bullying is a serious 

problem that affects school communities regardless of different contexts, policies that do 

not take those differences into account may negatively affect not only schools in general, 

but high-poverty schools in particular. Recent international research on socioeconomic 

inequality and exposure to bullying has found that children from low-socioeconomic 

backgrounds have a higher prevalence of bullying victimization (Due et al., 2009; Elgar, 

Craig, Boyce, Morgan, & Vella-Zarb, 2009). Successful bullying intervention programs, 

therefore, might disproportionately benefit students from poorer social backgrounds (Due 

et al., 2009). This study attempted to find out not only how a particular program was 

implemented, but also what factors influenced the implementation of the program and 

how they might have differed in low- and high-poverty schools. 

Summary of the Methodology 

 This study employed a qualitative design to address its research questions. With a 

basic interview study design, educators were given an opportunity to identify factors that, 

in their view, facilitated or constrained the implementation of bullying prevention 

activities. The sampling strategy used both purposeful and snowball sampling, with 21 

participants chosen because of their schools’ and districts’ antibullying policies and 

because they had been implementing bullying prevention activities. Educators included 

counselors, teachers, social and mental health workers, and school and district 
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administrators who had been involved with the bullying prevention efforts for at least a 

year prior to data collection. Their efforts could have involved programs specifically 

designed as bullying-prevention programs or programs that focused on violence 

prevention and positive school climate more generally. 

 The study attempted to obtain rich data in order to explore and explain the 

participants’ perspectives related to school bullying prevention activities in different 

contexts. The semistructured interviews included primary questions, probes, and follow-

up questions. Because the participants were scattered across different regions of the 

United States, the interviews were conducted either in person, over the phone, or by 

Skype. Descriptive and pattern coding was used to analyze the interview data (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). 

Limitations and Delimitations 

This study has several limitations and delimitations. First, the nonrandomness of 

the sample of schools, school educators, and district officials precluded the researcher 

from making any findings generalizable to a wider population beyond the 21 school 

educators. Another limitation of this study is that most of its findings were based solely 

on educators’ perceptions, rather than on what was actually occurring in schools. The 

study is delimited by the fact that all respondents resided in a few particular locations of 

the United States. Although the study’s educators may represent a wide range of 

experiences and educational backgrounds, their responses may be influenced by the 

commonality of being committed to, and working in the field of, social-emotional 

learning and bullying prevention. 
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This was a qualitative study with semistructured interviews; as such, there was a 

potential for subjectivity related to both the researcher’s interpretations and the 

participants’ interpretation of events. Every effort was made to limit researcher 

subjectivity by employing interview protocols for coding and analyzing data that were 

consistent with accepted qualitative procedures (Miles & Huberman, 1994). One way that 

the researcher limited subjectivity was by promoting transparency through open and 

honest discussion about his preconceived beliefs (Merriam, 1998). As a doctoral student 

of education policy, the researcher had his own ideas and hypotheses about how 

antibullying programs should be developed, which programs are most effective, and what 

barriers have to be accounted for so that a program can be successfully implemented. 

That said, he made every attempt to limit this subjectivity by conducting checks with 

participants to ensure their responses were interpreted accurately and employed the help 

of the dissertation committee to review the findings. 

Significance of the Study 

This study provides research perspectives about the factors influencing bullying 

prevention programs through in-depth interviews with educators across contexts differing 

substantially in terms of size (small versus large), level (elementary versus high school), 

type (public versus private), and poverty levels (high versus low). The study was 

designed to provide information to district officials and school educators who are 

implementing a bullying prevention program on the implementation process, the factors 

that facilitate or constrain it, and how these factors operate in various contexts. Thus, the 

study serves to increase understanding of how implementation and factors affecting it 

might differ depending on the context in which a program is implemented and how 
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implementation and context interact with outcomes of bullying prevention efforts 

generally. The study was designed so that the information provided would be relevant to 

district officials and school educators generally, as well as to implementers of bullying 

prevention activities in particular. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

There are not a lot of programs out there that have efficacy targeting bullying 
itself. —District administrator 

The literature review comprises four related bodies of literature: (1) background 

research on the outcomes of antibullying programs, (2) research on bullying prevention 

program implementation, (3) research on factors influencing antibullying program 

implementation, and (4) research on the conditions in high-poverty schools compared to 

low-poverty schools that might influence the implementation of antibullying programs. 

The literature on the outcomes of antibullying efforts is mixed. This lack of success of 

school bullying prevention efforts can be partially explained by the variation in 

antibullying programs and methodological issues in assessing their outcomes. However, 

the lack of attention to implementation of antibullying programs and the factors affecting 

them in different school contexts may also explain the lack of success. This literature 

review identifies a research gap, describing this study’s contribution to the literature base 

on antibullying program implementation. 

Background: Outcomes of Bullying Prevention Programs 

The literature on the outcomes of bullying prevention programs is mixed, with 

mostly modest and inconsistent findings (J. D. Smith, Schneider, et al., 2004). 

Evaluations of school bullying prevention programs have resulted in mixed outcomes 

across and within different types of bullying prevention programs. While most 

researchers agree that bullying interventions can be effective, the mixed results of the 
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evaluations suggest that there is no silver bullet or one-size-fits-all program that can 

tackle the complex issues of school bullying successfully. 

The mixed results can be partially explained by the variation in the program 

purposes and, therefore, in the choice of outcome measures. Bullying prevention 

programs can be designed to target one or more of several target groups: bullying 

perpetrators, victims of bullying, student bystanders, and school educators. The program 

can also be designed to strengthen school climate. The outcomes that are measured in 

various studies can generally be divided into three categories: (1) behavioral measures of 

involvement in bullying and victimization; (2) measures of other behaviors, such as 

aggression, prosocial behavior, and coping; and (3) nonbehavioral constructs such as 

attitudes and beliefs (Ryan & Smith, 2009). It is not uncommon to find that antibullying 

programs are effective using one outcome measure and not another. For example, a meta-

analysis of antibullying programs by Jennifer Wong (2009) looked at several 

victimization and bullying outcomes. She reported that “twenty-two independent effect 

sizes assessing the effects of a bullying prevention program on bullying outcomes were 

extracted from 19 studies involving 18,903 students. For victimization outcomes, 25 

independent effect sizes were extracted from 22 studies involving 25,361 students” 

(Wong, 2009, p. 216). The study found that as a whole, bullying prevention programs 

were successful in reducing victimization in schools, but were not effective in reducing 

bullying behavior, and therefore may not be adequately achieving their goals of reducing 

bullying behavior in schools (Wong, 2009). 

Other reviews of various bullying prevention programs have also found mixed 

results. A meta-analysis of 14 whole-school bullying prevention programs by J. D. Smith, 
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Schneider, et al. (2004) attempted to determine if whole-school bullying prevention 

programs led to reductions in bullying and victimization. The authors found only small, 

negligible, or even negative effects on bullying and victimization prevention across most 

studies. They gave only a cautious recommendation for whole-school interventions 

because of numerous methodological drawbacks in the studies themselves (although they 

did not say that other types of bullying prevention programs are better). For example, the 

absence of control conditions, the self-selection of schools in experimental designs, and 

the absence of implementation procedures in participating schools precluded the authors 

from making conclusive judgments on the effectiveness of school antibullying programs 

(J. D. Smith, Schneider, et al., 2004). 

Vreeman and Carroll (2007) conducted a systematic review of the findings from 

26 different studies evaluating bullying prevention programs, measuring not only 

bullying and victimization but also aggressive behavior, school safety, and knowledge 

about bullying attitudes, among other factors. Unlike the meta-analysis by J. D. Smith, 

Schneider, et al. (2004), which included only whole-school interventions, Vreeman and 

Carroll (2007) also reviewed curriculum, social skills groups, mentoring, and social 

worker support studies. While most studies did not show positive effects, the researchers 

concluded that whole-school interventions were more effective than curriculum or social 

skill interventions alone. Out of 10 studies evaluating whole-school interventions, seven 

demonstrated decreased bullying behavior, with older children having more positive 

effects. 

Another meta-analysis by Merrell, Gueldner, Ross, and Isava (2008) of 16 studies 

published between 1980 and 2004 also found mixed results. This analysis included 



 

26 

studies that used quasiexperimental or experimental designs and encompassed 15,000 

students (grades K-12) from Europe, Canada, and the United States. The authors found 

modest positive outcomes for approximately one-third of the measured variables that 

dealt with attitudes and perceptions of bullying. The study reported that “school bullying 

interventions may produce modest positive outcomes; however, they are more likely to 

influence knowledge, attitudes, and self-perceptions rather than actual bullying 

behaviors” (Merrell et al., 2008, p. 26). In fact, only one of the 16 studies was found to 

have positive effects on bullying and victimization (Merrell et al., 2008). 

A more recent meta-analysis found more encouraging results. Farrington and 

Ttofi (2009) found that “overall,” school-based antibullying interventions are effective in 

reducing bullying and victimization. The meta-analysis evaluated 30 antibullying 

interventions, 13 of them based on the first bullying prevention program, the Olweus 

Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP), developed by Dan Olweus in Norway. The study 

was important because of its rigorous study selection procedures (including a focus on 

reducing school bullying, a clear bullying definition, experimental and control conditions, 

a sample size of 200 students or larger, and bullying measured with self-reports). The 

results pointed to an average reduction in bullying and victimization of 20% to 23% and 

17% to 20%, respectively. The study also pointed out that the programs implemented in 

the United States were less effective than their European counterparts. The problem is 

that it is difficult to compare outcomes of antibullying programs when there is variation 

in not only the program characteristics, but also the contexts in which the programs are 

implemented. Taking these issues into account, while the study found that “reductions in 

bullying were associated with parent training, increased playground supervision, 



 

27 

disciplinary methods, home-school communication, classroom rules, classroom 

management, and the use of training videos” (Swearer et al., 2010, p. 42), the authors 

cautioned against making firm conclusions with respect to the effectiveness of 

antibullying programs. 

Outcomes of Steps to Respect: A School Bullying Prevention Program 

The Steps to Respect Bullying Prevention Program (STR) has also been evaluated 

in several studies, yet as with other bullying prevention programs, results are mixed. In 

an experimental trial of six schools (three using STR and three serving as a control 

group) in Washington State, Frey at al. (2005) found there were 25% fewer bullying 

incidents on the playground compared to a control group, and these effects were most 

pronounced in schools with greater levels of bullying before the STR program was 

implemented. However, the same study was reexamined by two meta-analyses of 

Farrington and Ttofi (2009) and Wong (2009). Both found STR to have statistically 

insignificant effects on bullying and victimization. One of the problems was that even 

though the STR study randomly assigned schools to treatment, the statistical analysis was 

conducted at the level of individual students (Ryan & Smith, 2009). This is a problem 

because although schools were randomly selected, the individual students at those 

schools were not. Therefore, the analysis conducted at the individual level may not 

account for the unobservable student behavior that may influence the study’s outcomes. 

In the largest and most rigorous study to date of any bullying prevention program, 

the STR program was found to have a positive effect on half of bullying outcomes in 

schools with different geographical and socioeconomic backgrounds (Brown et al., 

2011). The school-randomized controlled trial included 33 California elementary schools, 
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1,296 staff members, and 2,490 students. The 33 elementary schools in Northern 

California matched on key demographic variables and were randomized to intervention 

or wait-listed control. Seventeen schools were selected to implement the STR curriculum 

in third to fifth grade classrooms, the rest serving as a control group. The study lasted 1 

year, with pre-post data collection from school staff, teachers, and students. The study 

found that, compared with control schools, schools using STR experienced 33% less 

physical bullying, 35% fewer teachers reporting fighting as a major problem, and 20% 

more staff members reporting that their school promoted a positive environment. While 

the study’s scope, rigorous design, and subsequent positive findings are encouraging, the 

research still found significant results on only half of its evaluated outcomes, and student 

surveys indicated no significant intervention effects with respect to victimization, student 

attitudes against bullying, student attitudes toward bullying intervention, and school 

connectedness (Brown et al., 2011). 

Methodological Issues 

There may be several reasons for the variation in outcomes of antibullying 

prevention programs and their international comparisons. Bullying prevention programs 

can vary greatly in terms of theory, scope, and outcomes, and no single program exists 

that can demonstrate significant results on all outcomes and in multiple contexts. In part, 

the mixed results of the research can be explained by methodological variations in the 

research (Swearer et al., 2010). 

Definition. What makes the comparison of outcomes difficult is the lack of 

comparability of bullying terminology. There is no single agreed-upon definition of what 

constitutes bullying (Ferguson et al., 2007), and the varying degrees of what constitutes 
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bullying makes cross-country comparison difficult. In English-speaking countries such as 

England and the United States, there are differences in what constitutes bullying, which 

in turn results in different program outcomes. For example, in England fewer than 50% of 

teachers and only one in five pupils defined psychological or emotional abuse as bullying 

(Boulton, 1997). In fact, there is no single definition of bullying within the United States 

either, and how one defines bullying has implications for assessing the concept. 

Vaillancourt et al. (2008) concluded that differences in the definitions of bullying 

produce different prevalence rates in self-reported bullying. After reviewing the data on 

more than 1,700 students between the ages of 8 and 18, the researchers found that 

inclusion of a standardized bullying definition resulted in a variation of bullying 

prevalence rates among students. Students who were presented with a bullying definition 

reported a higher prevalence of bullying behavior and a lower prevalence of victimization 

than students who were not given a definition (Swearer et al., 2010). 

Data measurement issues. The mixed results may also occur because of data 

measurement issues. Studies of antibullying programs might differ on whom they obtain 

data from (victims, bullies, peers, school staff) and in their data collection methods. 

Prevention programs have been assessed through self-reports, direct observations, 

interviews, peer and teacher ratings, and parent reports; these different methodologies 

may affect the outcomes of the studies. The majority of program assessments, though, are 

based solely on student self-reports, which may not be the best way to assess behavioral 

change (Swearer et al., 2010). In fact, research has found that student self-reports are 

often limited in terms of assessing a program’s effectiveness and at times offer opposite 
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outcomes from data collected through other measurements such as direct observations 

(Frey et al., 2009). 

Meta-analysis. The use of meta-analyses to determine the effectiveness of 

various programs creates several challenges. Meta-analyses often pool together studies 

that lack comparability (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001; Wong, 2009). For example, a meta-

analysis by Ferguson et al. (2007) evaluated antibullying interventions, but also included 

violence prevention programs that differed in goals, conceptual framework, and bullying 

definitions. Secondly, meta-analyses are prone to publication bias, which occurs when 

only articles with statistically significant effects are submitted for publication (Rosenthal 

& Rosnow, 1991). “Peer-reviewed publications may provide a biased sample for all of 

the studies actually carried out, as non-significant studies are not included in the body of 

scientific knowledge” and are therefore excluded from the meta-analyses (Ferguson et al., 

2007, p. 405). Another methodological challenge is that in an attempt to account for 

differences in the methodological quality of various evaluations with respect to study 

design, researchers often limit the meta-analysis inclusion criteria to “those studies that 

meet a minimum level of methodological rigor in research design” (Wong, 2009, p. 178). 

However, by doing so, the pool of available studies for inclusion in meta-analysis can be 

considerably smaller. 

Research Question 1: Implementation of Bullying Prevention Programs 

As stated in chapter 1, implementation is a process of putting into practice norms, 

rules, and sets of activities that were created by the program developers as key 

components of their design (Berends et al., 2002). Besides showing methodological 

differences, studies in bullying prevention point to implementation fidelity as an 
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important factor for achieving positive outcomes from antibullying interventions (Roland, 

1993; Salmivalli et al., 2005; Stevens, De Bourdeaudhuij, & Van Oost, 2000). In fact, the 

modest and inconsistent findings of antibullying programs might exist precisely because 

of the low degree of program implementation (Salmivalli et al., 2005). Yet, relatively few 

studies have analyzed implementation of bullying prevention programs. Among those 

that did, most studies were based on the OBPP and were conducted in Europe, with data 

collected during the 1980s and 1990s. 

A study by Whitney, Rivers, Smith, and Sharp (1994) analyzed a bullying 

prevention project based on the OBPP in Sheffield, England. While the authors found 

that the overall bullying rates had fallen only modestly, the study did demonstrate a 

relationship between a program’s outcomes and the program implementation. The study 

found a positive impact of intervention on several outcome variables, such as frequency 

of reported bullies and victims, those who observed and experienced bullying, attitudes 

toward bullying, and to a certain extent student behavior. However, the key finding was 

that the positive effects were found only in schools with high levels of implementation. 

Other studies by Roland (1993), Stevens et al. (2001), Kallestad and Olweus (2003), and 

Salmivalli et al. (2005) also reached similar conclusions: if implemented with fidelity, 

most antibullying programs seem to hold the promise of reducing school bullying 

behavior. For example, despite finding mostly negative overall effects from the second 

evaluation of the OBPP program in Rogaland, Norway, Roland (1993) reported a linear 

trend between intervention implementation and positive outcomes, especially in primary 

schools. 
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Stevens et al. (2001) looked at the implementation process of OBPP in Flemish 

schools. The experimental pretest/posttest study that included a control group lasted 2 

years and was implemented in primary and secondary schools. Twenty-four schools 

participated from the pool of 50, comprising 1,732 primary and secondary students 

between the ages of 10 and 16. The authors conducted 12 interviews with school project 

leaders and collected additional information through teacher questionnaires (n = 69) and 

student self-reports. The study found positive significant correlations between effect size 

for awareness raising and consultations, but only for primary schools. 

Salmivalli et al. (2005) evaluated OBPP in Finnish schools between October 1999 

and October 2000 using a cohort longitudinal design with adjacent cohorts. The study 

involved 16 schools and 48 classrooms from grades 4 to 6. Student self-report 

questionnaires on bullying prevalence at two assessment points were compared with 

teacher questionnaires on the degree of program implementation. The effects were 

associated with the degree of program implementation. In most cases, intervention effects 

were larger with high implementation, but this was mostly the case in grade 4 only. 

While the overall degree of implementation was lower than expected, the authors did find 

that quality teachers were a key implementation variable, followed by principal support 

and resources. The authors concluded that a more structured program might have helped 

the implementation process. 

In a study of the STR program, researchers analyzed the relationships between 

teacher implementation variables and student behaviors and beliefs. Hirschstein et al. 

(2007) conducted a 10-month study that involved 549 students in grades 3 to 6 and 36 

teachers from two suburban districts in Washington State. The study used student self-
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reports, teacher ratings of peer social skills, playground observations, and teacher reports. 

The study found that teachers “walking the talk” by interacting with and coaching 

students involved in bullying helped reduce aggression, victimization, and the 

encouragement of bullying. In addition to positively affecting students involved in 

bullying, high levels of “walking the talk” were also linked to less destructive bystander 

interaction (Hirschstein et al., 2007). Unexpectedly, the study also found that students 

receiving high-quality lessons reported more victimization and had more difficulty 

responding assertively. However, observations on playgrounds showed no increases in 

victimization. The authors concluded that use of qualitative data could shed light on 

differences in the findings. 

Out of the five previously mentioned studies, four analyzed a version of OBPP, 

which although successful in Norway has not been able to replicate the same success in 

the United States. In terms of time and location, the four studies based on OBPP were 

conducted in the 1980s and 1990s in Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, and England. 

With respect to the STR study (Frey et al., 2009) conducted in Washington State, the 

small sample of schools and the fact that the researchers were partially compensated by 

the Committee for Children for their work limit the generalizability of the findings. 

Hall and Hord (2001) argued that not only does the process of change not happen 

immediately, but it usually takes 3 to 5 years to be implemented at a high level. 

Moreover, “for each new unit (e.g. school, district, or state) that undertakes change, the 

process will take three to five years . . . for each new adopting unit” (Hall & Hord, 2001, 

p. 5). Yet, most of the bullying prevention evaluations were conducted on newly 

implemented programs that were in operation about 2 years or less (see Baldry & 
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Farrington, 2007; Ryan & Smith, 2009; P. K. Smith et al., 2003; Vreeman & Carroll, 

2007). Unfortunately, this is not sufficient time for real change to come about. It is no 

wonder, then, that numerous bullying prevention evaluations have left us with no 

definitive conclusion on their effectiveness. While there is limited research on 

implementation fidelity in bullying prevention, research from fields such as drug 

prevention provides further evidence that the lack of program effectiveness is likely a 

result of poor implementation (Dusenbury, Brannigan, Falco, & Hansen, 2003). 

According to Dusenbury et al. (2003): 

Studies indicate that most teachers do not cover everything in a curriculum, . . . 
are likely to teach less over time and training alone is not sufficient to ensure 
fidelity of implementation. Key elements of high fidelity include teacher training, 
program characteristics, teacher characteristics and organizational characteristics. 
(p. 237) 
 

Research Question 2: Factors Influencing Implementation 

in Bullying Prevention Literature 

Research shows that variation in outcomes may also exist because programs fail 

to take into account various school and other factors that may impede the implementation 

process. The challenge schools have is to convert a policy or program into practice. 

Change in knowledge does not necessarily lead to change in behavior, and there are 

several factors that influence the implementation process. These factors can be grouped 

into three categories: (a) personal factors, such as beliefs, attitudes, characteristics, and 

behaviors of the implementers that affect their willingness and ability to implement a 

particular program; (b) organizational context factors, as well as its policies and 
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procedures; and (c) the organization’s external environment, which may promote or 

inhibit program implementation (Domitrovich & Greenberg, 2000). 

While bullying prevention literature points out what program components seem to 

hold promise for successful interventions, such as increased playground supervision, 

disciplinary methods, home-school communication, classroom management, and parent 

training (Farrington & Ttofi, 2009), no studies have been found that look at how different 

contextual factors promote or impede a school’s ability to implement the aforementioned 

components. J. D. Smith et al. (2005) stated that future bullying prevention research 

should do precisely that by collecting data on the contexts in which these interventions 

occur and “focus on better understanding variables that predict more faithful 

implementation of those program elements” (Limber, 2006, p. 305). Research has 

demonstrated that implementation of a particular bullying prevention program can vary 

considerably among teachers and schools (Limber, 2006). Yet, the literature search 

revealed only five published studies that attempted to identify specific factors that may 

affect school bullying prevention efforts, and all of the studies were based on the OBPP. 

Kallestad and Olweus (2003) analyzed responses of 89 teachers from 37 

Norwegian schools from the first (OBPP) intervention in order to understand teacher- and 

school-level factors affecting its implementation. The authors analyzed the data from 

teacher questionnaires that were collected between 1983 and 1984. The study included a 

pretest and posttest, but no control group. Findings from the study point to teachers as 

key change agents with respect to adaptation and implementation of OBPP (Olweus & 

Limber, 2010). However, the authors also found that implementation varied substantially 

among teachers and schools, especially in the implementation of more advanced 
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components, such as role-playing, class rules, and class meetings. At the teacher level, a 

substantial variation in implementation could be explained by factors such as perceived 

importance, whether the implementers had read program materials, and teacher 

involvement with victims of bullying. At the school level, substantial variation was 

predicted by factors such as open communication among staff and school attention to 

bullying (Olweus & Limber, 2010).  

Yet, the findings of Kallestad and Olweus (2003) have little pertinence to current 

U.S. school bullying prevention efforts because of the difference in the sample population 

and the timeframe of data collection. First, Kallestad and Olweus used data from a 

national Norwegian survey on bullying from 1983 to 1984. Because the program was 

nationwide, there was no control group. Second, one can assume that Norwegian schools 

faced different implementation factors because of the homogeneity of the school 

population, structure of Norwegian schools, cultural background, and time period. In fact, 

the sample is almost 30 years old, and there are many new pressures that teachers must 

deal with in the United States, such as state testing and other accountability measures that 

were not present in 1984. The early OBPP also did not include a community component, 

which has become an important part of the program when implemented in the United 

States (Limber, 2011). 

Two other studies analyzed barriers to bullying prevention implementation. Both 

used the same data set of principals’ and teachers’ perceptions and practices of school 

bullying prevention activities. First, a study by Dake, Price, Telljohann, and Funk (2003) 

used data from the National Center for Education Statistics to randomly select 700 fourth 

grade teachers. Questionnaires of teachers’ perceptions were modeled on the Olweus 
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theory of change for questionnaire development. The study reported that teachers 

perceived no barriers to the activities’ implementation. In 2004, Dake, Price, Telljohann, 

and Funk (2004) reported their findings on barriers to implementation with respect to 

principals’ perceptions. They used the same protocol to obtain perceptions from 700 

principals. Although principals largely perceived few barriers to implementation of any 

activities, the barriers identified included low priority relative to other problems, lack of 

training, and lack of resources. 

Although the two studies used U.S. public schools to obtain data, the findings 

have little pertinence to current U.S. school bullying prevention efforts because of sample 

issues. First, the authors surveyed only one fourth grade teacher or principal per school to 

obtain their perceptions about potential barriers to implementation. Second, the 

participants were surveyed in the early 2000s, when the No Child Left Behind Act was 

still in its infancy and teachers were less pressured to comply with accountability 

measures and testing than they are now. The two studies also did not show if the schools 

selected had an antibullying program or if the state had an antibullying policy in place, 

nor did they identify the demands for bullying prevention in schools at that time. The fact 

that the results show that most teachers and principals saw bullying as a nonissue 

suggests that there was little motivation to promote bullying prevention activities. The 

teachers’ and principals’ response rate of only 52% and 55%, respectively, further 

reduced the findings’ applicability to the present time. 

Last but not least, Black (2007) looked at the barriers and facilitators for 

implementation of OBPP. The study evaluated the implementation of OBPP in inner-city 

schools over a 4-year period. Out of an original 19 schools, eventually 13 schools 
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participated in the study. Nine schools participated for 4 years, one school participated 

for 1 year, and three schools participated for 3 years. The uniqueness of the study is that 

it also looked at what factors prevent or promote the implementation of OBPP in poor 

inner-city schools. 

The quasiexperimental study used a control group and a pre-post test design that 

evaluated the outcomes of the program. The study collected data mainly through an 

implementation fidelity instrument by calculating implementation fidelity of core 

program components through student surveys and other violence-related reports. It is not 

a surprise that Black (2007) found, as have previous studies in the bullying prevention 

literature, that bullying decreased in schools where OBPP was implemented with fidelity. 

What makes the study distinct is that it looked at other contextual factors that poor 

schools have to account for, such as high staff turnover and competing priorities, and 

found them to be major barriers to the implementation process. With respect to 

competing priorities, the study also found that components such as classroom meetings 

were hard to implement because they were perceived as competing with academic time. 

On the other hand, schools that demonstrated high implementation fidelity had strong 

administrators, supportive staff, and clear rules and procedures about bullying prevention. 

This study is important because it looks at how inner-city schools deal with challenges of 

antibullying program implementation.  

Research Question 3: Policy Implementation in High- and Low-Poverty Schools 

 High-poverty schools differ from low-poverty schools in numerous in-school and 

out-of school-factors. On average, high-poverty schools have fewer resources, employ 

less qualified teachers and principals, have classrooms with a larger percentage of 
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minority and low-performing students, and have higher levels of school violence 

(Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Wheeler, 2006). These factors affect not only school 

outcomes, but also a school’s ability to implement bullying prevention programs that 

attempt to reduce unwanted behaviors and improve school climate. 

School Resources 

Research on the barriers and facilitators to implementing school interventions has 

found lack of money to be the primary obstacle to school implementation efforts (Forman 

et al., 2009). However, according to Education Trust, high-poverty districts receive on 

average $907 less per pupil than low-poverty schools (Machtinger, 2007). Thus, a high-

poverty school with 500 students would receive about $450,000 less than a similar low-

poverty school. Other researchers have argued that money does not matter (e.g., 

Hanushek, 1989). They pointed to schools, such as the District of Columbia Public 

Schools, which receive substantial Title I funds and have one of the highest per-pupil 

expenditures, yet consistently rank below average on standardized testing. 

The reality is that school resources are usually unevenly distributed within a 

district’s schools because more experienced teachers with higher salaries prefer to work 

in low-poverty schools that have better working conditions and lower levels of minority 

and low-performing students (Hanushek et al., 2004; Plecki, Elfers, Loeb, Zahir, & 

Knapp, 2005). When these within-district resource inequities (normally hidden because 

salaries are reported as district averages) are taken into account, the average gap between 

a district’s low-poverty and high-poverty schools becomes more obvious (Machtinger, 

2007). Secondly, while school resources may be the most important input for 

implementation of interventions, they are not sufficient by themselves to overcome other 
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factors that affect high-poverty schools, such as teacher and principal quality, student 

characteristics, parental participation in school activities, and school and neighborhood 

violence, among others. 

Teachers 

Qualified and competent school personnel are a necessary input when 

implementing any school intervention. Successful implementations of antibullying 

programs largely depend on school educators. They are key agents in implementing the 

classroom curriculum and creating and enforcing school antibullying norms that promote 

a positive school climate and trust among students and teachers. In addition, school 

educators need to possess not only knowledge and skills to coach students in prosocial 

skills, but also the willingness to intervene in situations when students report bullying on 

school grounds. However, the distribution of highly qualified teachers is skewed in favor 

of low-poverty schools, while schools serving large populations of high-poverty students 

employ fewer qualified teachers (Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2002). Allen (2005) 

reported that “20 percent of teachers in high poverty schools have three or less years of 

teaching experience, compared with 11 percent in low poverty schools” (Blazer, 2006, p. 

6). Not only do high-poverty schools have a more difficult time attracting highly 

qualified teachers, but as Hanushek et al. (2004) found in Texas, high-poverty schools 

also have a harder time retaining quality teachers, because they tend to move to lower-

poverty schools. 

The international evidence on class size reduction further supports the importance 

of highly skilled teachers. In their analysis of class size reduction programs across the 

world, Wößmann and West (2002) noted that capable teachers are able to promote 
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student learning equally regardless of class size. In other words, they are capable enough 

to teach well in large classes. Less capable teachers, however, while perhaps doing 

reasonably well when faced with smaller classes, do not seem to be up to the job of 

teaching larger classes. Unfortunately, based on years of experience, teacher preparation 

and certification status, and teachers’ general academic abilities, high-poverty schools 

employ fewer qualified teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2000; R. Ferguson, 1991; Murnane 

& Phillips, 1981). 

Principals 

The quality of school principals is another important factor in the implementation 

of school programs. Forman et al. (2009) reported that a large majority of program 

developers found that principals’ leadership and attitudes toward interventions was a 

critical factor for implementation success. In fact, principals were the most frequently 

identified champions of program implementation (Forman et al., 2009). However, the 

distribution of highly effective principals is lower in high-poverty schools (Branch, 

Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2012). In their study of Texas schools, Branch et al. (2012) found 

that principal effectiveness mattered greatly for high-poverty schools. In fact, 

disadvantaged schools gained more from excellent principals than did low-poverty 

schools. Highly effective principals are also more effective in influencing school climate 

and have a higher turnover of bad teachers and a lower turnover of good teachers. Low-

achieving high-poverty schools have a higher turnover rate of highly effective as well as 

ineffective principals. The problem, according to Branch et al. (2012), is that a substantial 

number of the worst principals find employment at other schools that tend to be high-

poverty and low-performing schools. 
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School Climate 

A safe and positive school climate is yet another key factor for implementation 

of school programs. Coyle (2008) found that school factors such as a sense of family, 

warmth, and connectedness among staff and students positively affected implementation 

of a bullying prevention program. A study by Eliot et al. (2010) concluded that students 

who perceived their teachers and other school staff as supportive were more likely to seek 

help for bullying threats. Bullying prevention programs cannot succeed without active 

participation from the whole community, including students and parents. This is because 

bullying is predominantly hidden from teachers, and a lack of trust among students and 

teachers may discourage student reporting of bullying incidents, thus preventing the 

success of antibullying programs. Bullying and violent behavior are also more likely to 

occur in schools in which teachers lack effective classroom management skills and 

students show disrespect to teachers (Kasen et al., 2004). 

Poor schools struggle with antiviolence policies, because they often conflict with 

the violence of surrounding neighborhoods (Black, 2007). Students from low-income 

families are also more exposed to home violence than students from middle- and high-

income families. A Michigan study of low-income preschool children reported that nearly 

half (46.7%) had been exposed to at least one violent act in the family (Berliner, 2009). 

Students who come from families where violence is prevalent often have “higher rates of 

aggressive behavior, depression, anxiety, decreased social competence and diminished 

academic performance . . . and these problems manifest themselves in the schools they 

attend” (Berliner, 2009, p. 25). Unfortunately, it is the high-poverty schools that have the 

majority of the students with higher levels of social, emotional, and academic problems. 
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Making the problem even more challenging for high-poverty schools is that 

teachers often transfer to another school or even exit the profession rather than work with 

challenging and undisciplined students (Ingersoll, 2001). A study by Miami-Dade County 

Public Schools also reached the same conclusion, finding that “teacher turnover increased 

when schools’ crime and violent incidents and at-risk student expenditures increased” 

(Blazer, 2006, p. 15). In fact, Allen (2005) found 50% higher teacher turnover rates in 

high-poverty schools than in low-poverty schools. Therefore, a positive school climate is 

harder to achieve for high-poverty schools, because antibullying norms are harder to 

attain when teacher and principal turnover is high (Black, 2007). 

Student Background 

One of the factors that schools have little control over is the percentage of poor, 

minority, and low-performing students attending their schools. Yet, research points to 

student characteristics as a key factor in teachers’ school selection. Hanushek, Kain, and 

Rivkin (2001) found that student characteristics, such as minority ethnicity and low 

performance, were even more important than salary differentials for teacher turnover in 

Texas. Those teachers that remain in high-poverty schools were not only less qualified in 

terms of certification and experience, but may also be less able to establish a relationship 

with their students. Solomon, Battistich, and Hom (1996) found that teachers in high-

poverty schools “were less trusting of students and more skeptical about their abilities” 

(p. 327). This may be because high-poverty schools are usually located in persistently 

impoverished neighborhoods where crime and violence, widespread distrust, and an 

isolating environment negatively affect students’ social skills, such as proper 

communication (Berliner, 2009). Because bullying is predominantly hidden from 
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teachers, a lack of trust among students and teachers may discourage students’ reporting 

of bullying incidents. This is a problem because the implementation of bullying 

prevention programs necessitates students’ willingness and ability to communicate about 

bullying incidents with school personnel. 

Another disadvantage of students of lower socioeconomic backgrounds is that 

their parents are usually less involved in school activities. Successful schools in general 

and whole-school bullying prevention programs in particular depend and thrive on strong 

interaction between students, educators, and parents. If any of the three stakeholders is 

not participating in program implementation because of reasons such as lack of time, 

motivation, appropriate skills, etc., it will be harder for the implementation of the 

program to succeed. In their study of implementation barriers and facilitators, Forman et 

al. (2009) found that most program developers noted that parents and students play a role 

in an implementation process by active participation and general support. Yet, in 

evaluations of OBPP, parental involvement has consistently been low (Kallestad & 

Olweus, 2003). 

Testing and Accountability Requirements 

The composition of the school population is also important, because it adds 

additional pressure on schools to comply with state mandates and other testing and 

accountability requirements. High-poverty schools with their larger minority and low-

achieving student populations have a harder time complying with state testing 

requirements (Sipple & Killeen, 2004). National and international assessment scores, 

such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), the Program for 

International Student Assessment (PISA), and the International Mathematics and Science 
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Study (TIMSS), are often used as proof to imply a link between test scores and the 

quality of education or a country’s economic competitiveness. However, a closer look at 

2005 NAEP, 2009 PISA, and 2007 TIMSS scores actually confirms the link between the 

level of a school’s enrollment of low-income students and test scores (Gonzales et al., 

2008; Kahlenberg, 2006; Rotberg, 2006, 2011). The 2005 NAEP math scores showed not 

only that low-income students perform worse than middle-class students, but also that 

low-income students in low-poverty schools perform better than middle-class students in 

high-poverty schools (Kahlenberg, 2006). This suggests that the higher the percentage of 

high-poverty students, the greater the challenge for schools to comply with testing 

requirements. 

The 2009 PISA results had findings similar to those of the 2005 NAEP study. The 

2009 PISA results showed that regardless of their socioeconomic background, students 

who attend low-poverty schools are more likely to perform better than students attending 

schools where the majority of students are from low-income backgrounds (Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2010). Although some low-income 

students perform well on PISA, most students who perform poorly come from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. In fact, across Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development countries, students from high-socioeconomic backgrounds (among the top 

15%) score on average 38 points higher than students from an average background, a gap 

of almost one grade level in reading. The same trend is observed in the United States if 

reading scores are disaggregated by schools’ poverty levels. American schools with less 

than 10% of students eligible for free or reduced lunch rank first on the PISA assessment 
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scale. On the other hand, the schools in which the level of poor students is higher than 

75% rank last among participating countries (McCabe, 2010). 

The 2007 TIMSS data also show that in American schools in which poor students 

comprise less than 10% of the student population, the fourth grade American student 

scores are on average higher than all but two of the other 58 countries (Gonzales et al., 

2008). Similarly, when the percentage of poor students is less than 25%, the fourth grade 

American student scores are on average higher than all but four of the other 58 countries 

(Berliner, 2009). Thus, on average, “about 31% of American students of all races and 

ethnicities (about 15 million out of some 50 million public school students) attend 

schools that outperform 54 other nations in mathematics” (Berliner, 2009, p. 4). What 

these schools do not have, however, is a large number of poor students. For American 

schools in which the level of poor students is higher than 25%, the achievement on 

TIMSS is markedly lower (Berliner, 2009). In fact, the difference between high-poverty 

and low-poverty schools within the United States is substantial: the difference in the 

average fourth grade mathematics test scores between schools with the lowest and highest 

poverty levels is 40% higher than the difference between United States and Hong Kong2 

(Gonzales et al., 2008). The large discrepancy between low-poverty and high-poverty 

schools not only creates perverse incentives, such as teaching to the test, narrowing the 

curriculum, or cheating, but as Black (2007) found out, also puts on hold implementation 

of bullying prevention program efforts and any other “low-priority” program, in order to 

comply with the testing requirements. This suggests that if implementers of antibullying 

                                                
2 In the 2007 TIMMS in mathematics, the United States placed 9th, with 508 points, and Hong Kong placed 
fourth, with 572 points. 
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programs do not account for variations in school contexts, consistent positive outcomes 

of interventions will remain an elusive goal. 

The current study built on the available literature by examining factors facilitating 

and constraining the implementation of a particular bullying prevention program across 

high- and low-poverty elementary schools. The literature review did not reveal any 

studies that examined implementation of bullying prevention efforts across high-poverty 

and low-poverty contexts. This dissertation began to fill this gap by selecting educators 

working in schools and districts where an antibullying policy was in place, where 

bullying prevention programs were developed or purchased, and where all participants 

were involved in bullying prevention efforts. The current research also built on the 

recommendation of previous studies by conducting interviews rather than administering 

questionnaires, which enabled the researcher to obtain rich data from educators on the 

factors facilitating and impeding implementation of bullying prevention programs. The 

next chapter describes the methodology for the study. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY 

When [I] administer surveys, some of the kids are not paying attention, they just 
mark the number, [so] I question how valid it is, because if they weren’t paying 
attention at the beginning then we cannot be sure about posttest results either. 
—Elementary school counselor 

The purpose of this study was to identify factors which in the view of educators 

facilitated or constrained the implementation of bullying prevention programs in U.S. 

schools. Using a sample of educators working in several U.S. schools who had 

experience in bullying prevention activities, this study was guided by the following 

research questions: 

1. In the view of educators, how are bullying prevention efforts implemented within 

schools? 

a. Fidelity, adaptability, and sustainability 

b. Part of a broader policy to improve school climate 

2. In the view of educators, what are the factors facilitating or constraining the 

implementation of bullying prevention efforts? 

a. Resources 

b. Leadership 

c. Antibullying training 

d. Social media 

e. Other federal and state mandates, such as testing and accountability 

requirements 

f. School characteristics (type, level, size) 
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g. Stakeholder commitment (buy-in) 

3. In what ways, if any, do perceptions of implementation differ for educators in 

high-poverty schools as compared to low-poverty schools, as shown by their 

responses to the first two research questions? 

This chapter reiterates the study’s theoretical perspective and provides details on 

the study’s research design, sample selection, and procedures for data collection and data 

analysis. The chapter also discusses potential validity and reliability issues, as well as 

ethical concerns related to the research design. 

Theoretical Perspective 

Bullying and victimization in general and bullying prevention programs, such as 

Steps to Respect: A School Bullying Prevention Program (STR) and the Olweus Bullying 

Prevention Program (OBPP), in particular have been conceptualized from a social-

ecological perspective by drawing upon Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems 

theory (Committee for Children, 2001; Swearer & Doll, 2001; Swearer et al., 2010). The 

social-ecological model sees bullying and victimization as being shaped by multiple 

individual characteristics within nested contextual systems of peers, schools, adults, 

neighborhoods, and society (Committee for Children, 2001). In the same manner, the 

social-ecological perspective served as a framework for this study to gain a deeper 

understanding of how implementation processes of bullying prevention programs, and the 

factors affecting them, were shaped across schools in different contexts. 
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Research Design 

This study employed qualitative research methods to address the research 

questions. The aim of qualitative research is to describe, understand, and clarify a human 

experience (Polkinghorne, 2005) and to “understand how people make sense of their 

lives” (Merriam, 2002, p. 38). Qualitative methodology can give the researcher an in-

depth understanding of a phenomenon in its unique context (Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 

1998, 2002). For this study, qualitative inquiry was deemed the best approach to obtain 

rich and meaningful data in order to gain a thorough understanding of educators’ 

behavior and the meanings they attached to their experiences. This research was 

categorized as a basic interview qualitative study because it allowed educators an 

opportunity to identify their perceptions related to the factors influencing implementation 

of bullying prevention programs across schools that differed substantially in terms of size 

(small versus large), level (elementary versus high school), type (public versus private), 

and poverty levels (high versus low). 

The qualitative design was appropriate for answering the research questions for 

several reasons. First, through a qualitative design, the researcher was able to obtain first-

hand information from educators, the ‘street-level bureaucrats’ who were engaged in day-

to-day implementation of bullying prevention activities and were ultimately responsible 

for their success (Cuban, 1998). This study gave educators an opportunity to share their 

perceptions related to the factors affecting implementation of bullying prevention 

programs and activities in their schools and districts. Second, a qualitative design was 

appropriate because through semistructured interviews the researcher’s interactions 

allowed him to “check with respondents for accuracy of interpretation, [and] to explore 
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unusual or unanticipated responses” (Merriam, 2002, p. 5). Studies in the bullying 

implementation literature using quantitative methods (e.g., Dake et al., 2003, 2004; 

Kallestad & Olweus, 2003; Salmivalli at al., 2005) depended on preexisting surveys that 

left little room to further explore and understand respondents’ perceptions. Third, the 

qualitative design was particularly appropriate because the study examined how context 

influences implementation (Maxwell, 2005). Meta-analyses of different antibullying 

programs across different contexts were limited in their ability to understand how factors 

affecting implementation related to specific contexts. Using in-depth interviews to 

understand implementation of bullying prevention programs facilitated the analysis of 

educators’ perceptions of implementation and the factors influencing it across various 

contexts. 

The study also addressed the shortcomings of previous bullying prevention 

research. J. D. Smith et al. (2005) stated that future bullying prevention research should 

address the contexts in which interventions occur and better understand factors affecting 

faithful implementation. National and international assessment studies, such as the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress, the International Mathematics and Science 

Study, and the Program for International Student Assessment, show that student 

socioeconomic background is responsible for substantial variation in test scores. This 

study took into account schools’ poverty level as a key variable in order to understand 

how school poverty levels interact with factors influencing antibullying implementation. 

Poverty was examined based on data on schools’ eligibility for Title I funds and their free 

and reduced lunch percentages (see Table 4.1) from the National Center for Education 

Statistics and district websites. 
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Sample Selection 

This research was conducted with educators across several U.S. schools. The 

study’s population was limited to educators who worked in districts that promoted a 

districtwide antibullying policy and whose schools had been implementing one or several 

programs or activities designed to reduce school bullying for at least a year prior to data 

collection. The population of the study was further limited to participants who had first-

hand experiences with bullying-prevention activities at their schools or districts. 

 Choosing an appropriate sample size is an essential step of any research study 

because it is usually impractical or inefficient to study whole populations. While the aim 

of quantitative studies is to draw a representative sample so the results can be generalized 

back to the population, qualitative studies aim to illumine and understand complex social 

issues by answering “why?” and “how?” questions (Marshall, 1996). In qualitative 

research, “more data does not necessarily lead to more [useful] information. One 

occurrence of a piece of data, or a code, is all that is necessary to ensure that it becomes 

part of the analysis framework. If the sample is too large the data becomes repetitive and, 

eventually, superfluous” (Mason, 2010, para. 2). Qualitative studies are “concerned with 

meaning and not making generalized hypothesis statements” (Mason, 2010, para. 1). For 

that reason, samples of qualitative studies are usually much smaller than those in 

quantitative studies. The criteria for choosing an appropriate sample size in qualitative 

studies is not data frequency, but the concept of data saturation—when new categories, 

themes, or explanations stop emerging from the newly collected data (Glaser & Strauss, 

2006). In other words, an appropriate sample size for qualitative studies is “one that 

adequately answers the research questions” (Marshall, 1996, p. 523).  
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For this study, using an in-depth interview methodology, the researcher employed 

purposeful and snowball sampling strategies to obtain the necessary information to 

answer the study’s research questions. Because school bullying is a highly charged topic, 

several schools and district officials were apprehensive about allowing an unknown 

doctoral student to conduct research in their districts. The study overcame this challenge 

by using a set of four main contacts who had connections with participants in different 

districts and schools to build a sample of participants that met the study’s criteria. The 

participants were chosen because of their district’s and school’s antibullying policies and 

because they had been implementing bullying prevention activities for at least a year 

prior to data collection. By using snowball sampling, the researcher was able to, through 

informal referrals, arrive at 21 participants, which was a sufficient number to answer the 

research questions. The sample included eight counselors, five teachers, one social 

worker, one mental health worker, four school administrators, and two district 

administrators. The 21 educators worked in eight different districts and three private 

schools that differed substantially in terms of size (small versus large), level (elementary 

versus high school), type (public versus private), and poverty levels. Over the years the 

participants worked in 33 different school districts and over 100 schools. 

Data Collection Methods 

Data were collected from multiple sources for this study. Creswell (1998) noted 

that triangulation, the collection of data from multiple sources and through multiple 

methods, is encouraged in qualitative research because it helps the researcher find 

discrepancies in the data, thus strengthening the validity of the research findings. 

Therefore, the researcher collected data from multiple sources by interviewing 21 school 
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and district educators involved with bullying prevention efforts who worked in public and 

private schools from the elementary to high school levels and who were geographically 

dispersed across several U.S. states. The principal instrument to gather data was 

semistructured and open-ended interviews (see Table 3.1). Semistructured, open-ended, 

interviews were used not just to obtain participants’ responses to questions, but rather to 

comprehend how people make meaning of their experiences (Seidman, 2006). In 

qualitative studies, researchers are intricately linked with the instrument and are in fact a 

part of the instrument design (Merriam, 1998). Interviews with educators were conducted 

to determine their perceptions of the extent a bullying prevention program had been 

implemented as intended and what factors facilitated or constrained the implementation 

process. That said, the interview questions served as a starting point for answering the 

research questions rather than being worded in such a way as to preclude the participants 

from discussing perspectives that the researcher might not have considered. 

As Glesne (1999) noted, the benefit of qualitative research techniques, such as 

interviewing, is that they allow the researcher to identify alternative explanations. The 

questions probed educators about which components of the antibullying programs had 

been implemented and what factors, such as school and district leaderships, professional 

development, resources, and other contextual factors, were affecting implementation. The 

use of open-ended questions served this purpose by allowing educators to give responses 

that were different from those expected by the researcher. Although the literature pointed 

to the aforementioned factors as influencing the implementation process, other 

unexpected and alternative themes and factors emerged from the data as well. For 
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example, factors such as states’ mental health policies, the influence of social media, and 

school uniforms were found to influence bullying prevention efforts. 

 
Table 3.1 
Interview Questions Aligned with Research Questions 

Research questions Interview questions 
Research Question 1: 
In the view of educators, how 
are bullying prevention 
programs implemented within 
schools? 

a. Fidelity, adaptability, and 
sustainability 

b. Part of a broader policy to 
improve school climate 

1. I would like to discuss with you the bullying 
prevention efforts in your school. Can you describe 
to me, please, the activities in your school and how 
these activities are implemented? 

2. Are you involved directly in the bullying prevention 
efforts? What are your responsibilities? 

3. Has your role with respect to bullying prevention 
programs changed over time? If so, in what ways? 

 
Research Question 2: 
In the view of educators, what 
are the factors facilitating or 
constraining the 
implementation of bullying 
prevention efforts? 

a. Resources 
b. School leadership 
c. Antibullying training 
d. Social media 
e. High-stakes testing  
f. School characteristics 
g. Stakeholder commitment 

4. Could you describe, please, the factors that have 
helped you implement the program in your school? 

5. In what way have these factors aided the 
implementation? 

6. Could you describe the factors that have made it 
difficult for the school to implement bullying 
prevention activities? 

7. In what way have these factors hindered the 
implementation of bullying prevention efforts? 

8. What are your recommendations with respect to any 
changes that you believe should be made in 
bullying prevention efforts or how implementation 
can be improved? 

9. Is there anything that I have not asked that you think 
is important? 

 

For the purposes of data collection, one interview protocol was developed for 

school and district educators (see Appendix A, Table 3.1). However, some of the follow-

up questions and probes depended on educators’ roles. Counselors, social workers, and 

mental health workers often had greater insight into how the curriculum was 

implemented in the classroom. On the other hand, school and district officials provided 
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more insight into school policies and procedures and how they related to district-level 

expectations about implementation of particular programs. 

Prior to the actual interviews, the researcher pilot tested the questions on several 

educators who had experience in the field of bullying prevention. The informal pilot test 

enabled the researcher to receive feedback about the content and sequence of questions 

from experts, specifically teachers, which enhanced the validity of the interview protocol. 

The protocol included warm-up questions and the primary questions that were designed 

to answer the study’s research questions. Informal follow-up probes allowed the 

researcher to obtain specific information about implementation and factors affecting it. In 

fact, probes were an important aspect of the interviews and included examples such as: 

• In general, how would you describe ______? 

• Please, can you describe in more detail ________? 

• What did you mean when you mentioned __________? 

• Have/has _______ influenced your implementation process? 

• Why do you think this was so? 

• In your opinion . . .  

• Can you share another factor that influenced __________? 

• Were there any other factors __________? 

• Is there anything else that you would like to add with respect to _________? 

The researcher interviewed each participant using the questions in the interview 

protocol. All participants were allowed to preview the interview questions; however, only 

one participant requested them before the interview. All participants also consented to the 

use of a digital audio recorder to document their responses in order to ensure accuracy 
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and consistency, as well as the interpretive validity of the data. Interviews lasted from 40 

to 95 minutes and were conducted either in person, over the phone, or by Skype. The 

researcher transcribed all data verbatim, and the names of educators, schools, districts, 

and states were not reported to ensure participant anonymity. Member checks were 

utilized to give interviewees an opportunity to review the written transcripts in order to 

ensure descriptive validity. Five participants either clarified or added new information, 

and the researcher spoke multiples times with three other participants to gain clarification 

and deeper understanding of their responses and how they related to their particular 

contexts. 

Data collection also included review of schools’ and districts’ antibullying 

policies to supplement the interview data. School policies, such as antibullying rules and 

regulations, and their contextual information, such as demographics, school size, and per-

pupil expenditures, were collected from the websites of schools, districts, and the 

National Center for Education Statistics. This was done to better understand the contexts 

in which participants worked and also to check how their perceptions aligned with 

official policies. Lindlof and Taylor (2011) argued that “official documents in particular 

are a site of claims to power, legitimacy, and reality” (as cited in Saldaña, 2013, p. 232). 

A few educator documents and presentations on bullying prevention and social-emotional 

learning were also reviewed to better understand the participants themselves and their 

perceptions, as our own products “embody who we are” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 54). 

Data Analysis Procedures  

Several qualitative researchers (e.g., Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 1998; Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) have urged researchers to transcribe and code data as soon as possible 
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so as to have a better opportunity to clarify their conclusions about emerging themes with 

interviewees. In this manner, the researcher is better prepared to identify any pertinent 

issues that perhaps were not considered at the beginning of the research. Although data 

analysis was an ongoing process, not all interviews were transcribed and coded 

immediately because interview schedules depended on the availability of participants, 

and at times, several interviews took place in a span of a couple of days. For that reason, 

the last transcript was completed a few weeks after the final interview. During the 

precoding process, the researcher reread all transcripts several times to familiarize 

himself better with the participants’ perceptions and to obtain a better understanding of 

how particular contexts influenced their perceptions, without necessarily worrying about 

the coding process. The researcher wrote short summaries of notes and highlighted and 

underlined passages from transcripts that drew his attention. 

After developing a good sense of participants’ perceptions during the precoding 

phase, the data were analyzed using the first and second cycle coding process described 

by Saldaña (2013). Coding is a fundamental part of any qualitative research, and “the 

excellence of the research rests in large part on the excellence of the coding” (Strauss, 

1987, p. 27). All data were coded manually using hard-copy printouts because of the 

study’s smaller scale, and as Saldaña (2013) stated, “to give [the researcher] more control 

over ownership of the work” (p. 26). The researcher first coded the data with respect to 

the study’s research questions by using structural coding and assigned codes to 

paragraphs, sentences, or words (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldaña, 2013). There were 

several iterations of coding cycles, so in the early rounds of coding the researcher focused 

on identifying key words, passages, or “chunks” of data in order to label and analyze 
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them in the later rounds (Saldaña, 2013). For example, during the first coding cycle while 

coding with respect to the second research question, various factors influencing 

implementation were coded and “chunked” together. 

After the initial coding process that focused primarily on the research questions, 

the next round of coding included codes not limited to the research questions or to those 

obtained from the literature review (Foss & Watters, 2003). It was important that the 

labels were broad enough so as to encourage new insights and observations and that 

coding was tied to data rather than categorizing it by theories in the field of 

implementation and bullying prevention (Foss & Watters, 2003). The goal during this 

stage of coding was to separate the large “chunks” into smaller descriptive individual 

parts and to analyze them for their similarities and differences (Saldaña, 2013). The 

researcher wrote notes and analytic memos throughout the coding process by 

continuously asking himself: Does the data actually say this? How have I arrived at this 

conclusion? Can my reasoning be explained to and understood by another person? 

(Saldaña, 2013). The notes helped maintain the validity of the data. 

The next step of data analysis was to recognize various themes and patterns 

among previously coded individual parts and to group them together. According to 

several researchers, pattern coding plays a vital role by helping the researcher develop a 

coherent conceptual map that ties the data together and answers the research questions, 

while enabling the researcher to contribute original data to the field (Foss & Watters, 

2003; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldaña, 2013). For example, during the initial coding 

cycles, labels were created for factors that educators believed were influencing 

implementation, such as financial resources, sufficient personnel, school funding and 
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mental health policies, and economic downturns. During this stage of coding, these 

factors were clustered together under the theme of resources (see Table 3.2). 

 
Table 3.2 
Coding Example 

                           Codes                           Excerpt from counselor interview transcript Pattern Descriptive 
Q: What are some of the factors that have helped you 
implement the activities in your school and if you can 
describe them? 
The other counselors in our district. The elementary 
counselors we meet once a month. We have lots of 
counselors, so I rely on other counselors, like I will 
call them and ask: Hey, here is my deal, my situation. 
I don’t have a clue. Can you give me some help, some 
ideas? So I get it from someone that is working with 
the kids and knows exactly where I am coming from. 
I also go to a big convention once a year, and a lot of 
us all go to that and this is where we learn new ideas, 
strategies, new programs, new books that are out, new 
people, new whatever. 
 
Probe: Was attending a state’s convention your 
initiative or has the district supported this? 
I wanted to go, and my principal is very supportive 
and she pays for my way, so she is very supportive. 
 
Probe: Would it make a difference if she would not 
pay? 
I do think funds make a difference. Professional 
development and the funds for professional 
development are important. So going to conferences 
and learning new things and skills is important, and 
the district wants us to learn more. And I think P.J.’s 
[the district official] support, the district’s level 
support is key. 

Factors 
influencing 
implementation 
 
 
Resources 
 
 
 
Bullying-
prevention 
training 
 
 
 
 
Leadership 
 
 
 
 
Resources 
 
Bullying-
prevention 
training 
 
Leadership 

 
 
 
 
 
Sufficient and 
qualified personnel  
 
 
In-service training 
(knowledge & 
skills)  
 
 
 
 
School 
administration  
support 
 
 
Financial resources 
 
In-service training 
(knowledge & 
skills)  
 
District admin. 
support 

 

In the same manner, factors such as school size, school level, and school type, 

which were coded separately in the initial coding cycles, were later grouped together 

under the theme of school characteristics (Table 3.3). 
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Table 3.3 
Example of Descriptive and Pattern Coding 

Pattern code Descriptive code 
SC–Size school (large versus small) 
SC–School level (elementary versus high school) 

Factors influencing 
implementation: School 
characteristics (SC) SC–School type (private versus public) 

 
 
During all coding cycles, it was important to reflect on the context of each school 

and district, since the purpose of the study was to examine how implementation of 

bullying prevention programs and the factors affecting them interacted across diverse 

contexts. When the data from different participants and their sites were combined into a 

large data set, the familiarity with every school site aided the analysis of the perceptions 

among different groups and contexts. Pattern coding not only helped reduce multiple 

codes from multiple contexts into coherent themes and concepts, but also helped the 

researcher articulate statements that described such themes and concepts (Saldaña, 2013). 

These assertion statements created the basis for the findings presented in chapter 4. To 

show more clearly how these themes and concepts led to assertion statements, three 

tables, one for each research question, were created in chapter 4 to display the overall 

themes. In addition, three supplementary tables were created to demonstrate the 

frequency of each theme (see Appendix E). 

Quality Assessment in Qualitative Studies 

 Qualitative methods are recognized for their inductive process and applicability in 

enabling researchers to understand how a particular context influences participants’ 

actions (Maxwell, 2005); however, there are weaknesses that must be pointed out. 

Because the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and its interpretation, 

critics have raised concern with respect to researcher subjectivity and the researcher’s 
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close association with the participants during the research process. The critics of 

qualitative research point to its lack of scientific rigor, internal and external validity, 

objectivity, and test reliability. It is true that in typical qualitative studies, samples 

preclude analysts from generalizing their evidence. Also, because this and other 

qualitative studies do not use randomized sampling, data generalizability is highly 

speculative. However, the aim of qualitative research is not generalizability per se, but a 

better and deeper understanding of a phenomenon under study. This aim is particularly 

pertinent when the phenomenon is underresearched or still not well understood. 

While quantitative studies depend on validity and reliability to ensure the quality 

and accuracy of their processes and findings, qualitative researchers use parallel concepts 

of “trustworthiness” to establish the soundness of their research design and findings. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined trustworthiness in terms of how a researcher is able to 

persuade “his or her audience (including self) that the findings of an inquiry are worth 

paying attention to, worth taking account of” (p. 290). To establish the trustworthiness of 

this study, the researcher relied on Lincoln and Guba’s measures of credibility, 

transferability, and dependability. These measures correspond to internal validity, 

external validity, and reliability and offer an alternative to more conventional 

quantitative-oriented criteria. 

Credibility 

The aim of credibility in qualitative design is to ensure that the researcher offers 

an accurate picture of the phenomenon being investigated within its context. The findings 

of qualitative research should be “credible or believable from the perspective of the 

participant in the research” (Trochim, 2005, qualitative validity section, para. 3). This 
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study increased credibility by employing three strategies: peer debriefing, member 

checking, and data collection from multiple sources. Peer debriefing is “a process of 

exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session, and 

for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only 

implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 308). The researcher 

establishes credibility through peer debriefing by sharing his original transcripts, as well 

as his coded and categorized transcripts with his dissertation committee members. By 

sharing his memos with peer debriefers, the researcher ensures that the interpretations are 

bias free and convey the participants’ perspectives (Crotty, 1998). 

The credibility of participants’ perspective was further aided through member 

checking. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that member checking “gives the respondent 

an immediate opportunity to correct errors of fact, and challenge what are perceived to be 

wrong interpretations . . . [and to] volunteer additional information” (p. 314). All 

participants were able to review original transcripts as a way to clarify their intended 

information and to omit or add any additional information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Lastly, the study’s credibility was enhanced by gathering data from multiple sources to 

arrive at findings and interpretations. Interviews were conducted with participants at the 

district level and the school level. At the school level, data were obtained from contexts 

that differed in terms of size, level, type, and poverty level, as well as from different 

types of participants (i.e., teachers, counselors, school administrators, and social and 

mental health workers). 
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Transferability 

Transferability in qualitative research refers to the generalizability of research 

findings to other contexts. Typically, in qualitative research, research findings have little 

transferability beyond a particular study and can rarely be generalized. In contrast to 

quantitative research, a qualitative perspective’s transferability is largely the 

responsibility of the consumer of the research. It is true that this study’s findings are 

based on the participants’ statements, assertions, and perceptions with respect to the 

bullying prevention phenomenon in their particular contexts. However, it was the aim of 

this study to offer potential readers as much contextual information, through extensive 

use of the participants’ original words, and background information to make the findings 

valuable to educators and policy makers “with similar situations, research questions or 

questions of practice” (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 201). 

This study enhanced transferability through extensive use of the participants’ 

original words. Participants’ “rich and thick descriptions” obtained during interviews 

help the audience or future researchers determine if their context is similar and, therefore, 

if the findings of this study are applicable to their context (Merriam, 1998). The study 

also attempted to increase transferability with the selection of participants who had 

extensive experience in bullying prevention across different states, districts, and schools. 

Further, the study enhanced transferability by interviewing educators with diverse 

backgrounds, with some of the educators such as counselors, district administrators, and 

social and mental health workers concurrently implementing bullying prevention 

activities in several schools that differed considerably in terms of size, level, type, and 

poverty levels. 
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Dependability 

Conventional quantitative research views reliability as a measure to ensure the 

replicability or repeatability of the study. In other words, researchers should expect the 

same results if a phenomenon is observed more than once. On the other hand, in 

qualitative research, dependability refers to the consistency of research design and its 

findings. The aim of dependability is to “account for the ever-changing context within 

which research occurs” (Trochim, 2005, qualitative validity section, para. 6). The 

researcher is responsible for describing the changes in the design based on issues that 

arise during investigation (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). This researcher enhanced 

dependability by discussing the methodology of the study with his doctoral dissertation 

peers and colleagues and by adhering to the guidelines of the interview protocol (e.g., 

each participant received the same letter of invitation and research consent form; see 

Appendices B and C). 

Human Participants and Ethical Precautions 

School bullying in general and school bullying prevention programs in particular 

are important topics in the field of educational research and affect a wide range of 

individuals and educational organizations, some of whom participated in the study. In-

depth interviewing can enable researchers to obtain in-depth information about program 

implementation in various contexts. However, Merriam (1998) also pointed out the risks 

of such data collection. Risks include a possible reprimand or an embarrassment for 

disclosing unfavorable information about a school and/or a district if a respondent’s 

identity is revealed. Therefore, every effort was made to limit those risks, and participants 

received consent forms with explanations about the study, its purpose and methodology, 
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and its risks and benefits (Appendix C). To safeguard the participants’ privacy, their 

information obtained during interviews was not shared with anyone else, and their 

transcripts were stored in a safe and secure place. The results of the study do not provide 

the names of participating individuals, schools, districts, states, or particular regions of 

the country. 

Another concern with qualitative studies is the researchers themselves and how 

they present their data. To ensure high standards of professionalism, the researcher 

reported the data objectively, regardless of whether the data concurred with his prior 

belief or the official views of schools and districts participating in the study. To remove 

the potential risk of unethical reporting and causing embarrassment to participants, the 

respondents were given an opportunity to review the transcripts and add, omit, or change 

any pertinent information. 



 

67 

CHAPTER 4: 

FINDINGS 

Bullying is very sexy nationally, so it is not hard to sell people that they need to 
address bullying. —District administrator 

 This chapter reports the findings on educators’ perceptions of bullying prevention 

activities in U.S. schools and the factors that facilitate or constrain their implementation 

in high- and low-poverty schools. The findings are based on interviews with 21 

educators,3 including counselors, teachers, social and mental health workers, and school 

and district administrators (see Table 4.1). The participants were from eight different 

public school districts and three private schools; the schools ranged from the elementary 

to high school level, were of different sizes and levels of poverty, and were 

geographically dispersed across several U.S. states. Educators were purposefully chosen 

based on their different roles and contexts in which implementation of bullying 

prevention activities occurred. The educators’ educational experiences as counselors, 

teachers, school and district administrators, or a combination thereof ranged from 4 to 35 

years, with an average of 18 years. Six interviewees had less than 10 years of experience, 

another six had 10 to 20 years of experience, and nine had over 20 years of experience. 

Over the years the participants worked in 33 different school districts and over 100 

schools. In an effort to ensure anonymity, the names and locations of the districts and 

schools were not reported. At times, the names of the bullying prevention program was 

also omitted to ensure anonymity. In addition, names of participants were not used, and 

all participants were referred to with feminine pronouns. 

                                                
3	
  There were 21 participants in this study. A joint interview was conducted with a school’s administrator and a 
counselor, so the number of interviews was one less than the number of participants.	
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Table 4.1 
Participants’ Background 

# Current position District Current school(s) SESa 
Previous type(s) and 

years of experience (n) 
1 Counselor and district 

program coordinator 
A High school 

Middle school 
Elementary school 

28% 
32% 
33% 

School psychologist (31) 

2 Counselor/program 
specialist 

A Public charters: 
Elementary A  
Elementary B 

 
85% 
73% 

Counselor, elementary 
teacher (25) 

3 Program specialist 
social worker 

A 33 district schools 0%-
86%b 

Mental health and social 
worker (15) 

4 District administrator 
for assessment and 
intervention 

A 33 district schools 0%-
86% 

Teacher, resource 
specialist, principal (34) 

5 Elementary teacher A Public charter 
elementary A 

85% Elementary, middle, & 
high school teacher (30) 

6 Elementary teacher A Public charter 
elementary A 

85% K-8th grade teacher (6) 

7 District administrator 
for special education 

B 6 district schools 7%-
63% 

School psychologist (8) 

8 Mental health provider C Elementary school 
High school 

40% 
9% 

Clinical psychologist, 
grades K-12 (28) 

9 Principal  Private school A  High school math 
teacher, grades 9-11 (7) 

10 Counselor D Elementary school 13% Teacher, grade K-3 (15) 
11 Counselor D Elementary school 60% Special education and K 

teacher (24) 
12 Counselor D Elementary school 5% Elementary teacher 

grade 1-3 (20) 
13 Vice principal D High school 28% High school teacher, 

instruc. specialist (13) 
14 Counselor E Elementary A 

Elementary B 
21% 
37% 

Counselor (3) 

15 Counselor E Elementary school 21% Teacher (17) 
16 Middle school teacher F Middle school 8% Elementary teacher 

grades 4-5 (26) 
17 Middle school teacher G Middle school 6% Elementary and high 

school teacher (6) 
18 Principal H Elementary school 13% Middle school teacher, 

assistant principal (19) 
19 Elementary teacher  Private school B  Grade 3 (5) 
20 Elementary school 

administratorc 
 Private school C  Elementary and middle 

school science teacher 
(16) 

21 Counselorc  Private school C  Psychologist (32) 
a Percentage of students eligible for free and reduced meals at their current schools. 
b Percentage range of schools eligible for free and reduced meals in the district. 
c A joint interview was conducted with Participants 20 and 21, so the number of interviews is one less than 
the number of participants. 
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The findings presented in this chapter are organized by research questions: 

1.  In the view of educators, how are bullying prevention efforts implemented within 

schools? 

a. Fidelity, adaptability, and sustainability 

b. Part of a broader policy to improve school climate 

2. In the view of educators, what are the factors facilitating or constraining the 

implementation of bullying prevention efforts? 

a. Resources 

b. Leadership 

c. Antibullying training 

d. Social media 

e. Other federal and state mandates, such as testing and accountability 

requirements 

f. School characteristics (type, level, size) 

g.  Stakeholder commitment (buy-in) 

3. In what ways, if any, do perceptions of implementation differ for educators in 

high-poverty schools as compared to low-poverty schools, as shown by their 

responses to the first two research questions? 

To obtain the necessary background information, the interview protocols for all 

participants began by asking educators to speak about their educational and professional 

experiences and how these led to their current occupation. Gaining background 

information was necessary to understand participants’ perceptions in their respective 

contexts. All 21 educators had multiple types of previous work experience, which might 
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have varied in terms of their occupations, schools, and/or districts where antibullying 

implementation took place. In addition, seven educators from three districts were 

implementing bullying prevention programs concurrently in multiple schools that 

differed in terms of school type, size, and poverty levels. For example, the mental health 

worker worked half of the week implementing an antibullying program in an elementary 

high-poverty school and the other half in a low-poverty high school. One counselor split 

her time between a high-poverty elementary school and a lower-poverty elementary 

school, in which in her words “we have a mix” of students: 

Our school is one of the quirkiest schools in [our district]. We have really, really 
rich kids, and then we have really, really poor kids. . . . We have a little bit of 
everything. We have Latino kids, we have African American kids, and we have 
Asian kids as well. . . . We have kids with autism and Asperger’s and we have 
special ed. We also see a growing population of homeless students. 

Others, such as an elementary counselor with 31 years of experience, held 

different positions simultaneously in addition to working in several schools that differed 

in terms of their characteristics. As a counselor she worked in an elementary school, 

middle school, and high school and was also a part of the district administration 

responsible for interventions. Therefore, when answering Research Questions 1 and 2, 

participants drew their conclusions from their current as well as their previous 

educational experiences. Participants explained how bullying prevention interventions 

were implemented in their current schools, but also identified factors, that, in their view, 

facilitated or constrained the implementation in different contexts. For example, a social 

worker who implemented bullying prevention activities in eight different districts across 

two states, and a school counselor who worked in five different districts across four 

different states, based their perceptions on their collective experiences in various 
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environments. In the same manner, a district administrator’s perceptions were not solely 

based on the experiences from her current job, but on her total 34 years in education, 

including time spent as a teacher, a resource specialist, and an elementary school 

principal. 

That said, not all educators addressed or discussed every focus area listed under 

Research Questions 1 and 2, which were created as a reference guide based on the 

literature review. Rather, participants were asked generally about the bullying prevention 

activities and the factors influencing their implementation in order not to influence the 

responses or preclude any unanticipated potential findings. The researcher also asked 

questions about the focus areas that were not initially raised by a particular interviewee 

but had been raised by previous respondents in order to obtain their opinions about the 

importance of particular issues. The researcher encouraged respondents to discuss as 

many factors as they believed were important in influencing the implementation process. 

Three tables accompany the findings in this chapter (one for each research 

question), which include themes derived from the data. In addition, three supplementary 

tables were created to demonstrate the frequency of each theme (see Appendix E). The 

data reflect the responses of the educators in this qualitative study and cannot be assumed 

to be representative of the broader population of educators. 

Research Question 1: Implementation of Bullying Prevention Programs 

This research question sought to explore how different bullying prevention efforts 

were implemented in U.S. schools. While the contexts in which antibullying activities 

were implemented varied substantially, two common findings emerged across all schools, 

whether private, public, or charter, elementary or high school, or low or high 
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socioeconomic status (SES). First, rather than worrying about program fidelity, educators 

adapted bullying prevention activities to the needs and capabilities of school staff, 

students, and families. Second, the programs, while varying across schools, were 

implemented as a part of a broader policy with the aim of creating safe school 

environments rather than as stand-alone programs. The themes are summarized in Table 

4.2 and discussed below. 

 
Table 4.2 
Bullying Prevention Implementation According to Educators 

Research Question 1: In the view of educators, how are bullying prevention efforts implemented 
within schools? 

Theme Subthemes 
Activities were implemented as prescribed, with fidelity  
Activities were adapted to the context 

Finding 1. Fidelity, 
adaptability, and 
sustainability Activities were not consistently sustained over time 

Finding 2. Part of a 
broader policy 

Antibullying programs were part of a broader policy to promote safe 
and positive school climates 
Interventions were implemented schoolwide involving all school 
staff, parents, and students 

Type of schoolwide and 
curriculum interventions 

Interventions were not implemented schoolwide, but as curriculum 
interventions were limited to classroom lectures and discussions run 
by counselors and outside speakers 

 

Finding 1: Fidelity, Adaptability, and Sustainability 

There was no perfect implementation fidelity across schools, and the key to 

successful implementation was a proper balance between fidelity and adaptability of 

interventions. As shown in Table 4.2, activities were adapted to the needs of students, 

staff, and parents and how activities were implemented differed across districts and 

schools, and over time even within schools. 

Fidelity. When asked to describe how bullying prevention programs were 

implemented in their schools, the majority of educators stated that although 
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implementation fidelity was important, they doubted that it was occurring in their 

schools. One administrator stated, “We do Responsive Classroom in our school. I don’t 

know if we do it exactly as prescribed, but we do a lot of the program, we use a lot of the 

language that it suggests.” These thoughts were echoed by a school counselor who noted: 

We do Second Step for third, fourth, and fifth grade, and we also use Steps to 
Respect. I am not sure if it is perfect fidelity in terms of implementation, but we 
use a lot of Committee for Children products . . . [but] we are not really tied to 
Committee for Children products and their bullying prevention work. 

Among all 21 educators, only two stated they believed that a good portion of the 

activities were implemented with fidelity. As stated by a district administrator of an 

affluent district,  

Even if you have an evidence-based program, if it is not being delivered as 
prescribed, you cannot be assured that you will get the results that you want. So, I 
think my hand is more on the side to make sure that the programs are delivered as 
prescribed. 

Even though the administrator expressed that it was important to implement 

interventions with fidelity, she also indirectly stated that adaptability could not be 

avoided because the program had to be ‘tweaked’ to the needs of the students: 

Well, every year and every 2 years, we look at surveys that our students take, and 
so this last year we got surveys that have made a lot of progress in certain areas 
and then we saw kind of a small spike with cyberbullying in fifth grade so we 
kind of tweaked our curriculum. So for me it’s the accountability piece, where I 
am constantly looking at data, what our students are reporting. I have a historical 
look over time. I am setting goals, our staff knows about those goals to reduce it, 
and then we continue to add things here and there. It’s something that’s a fluid 
document, a fluid approach. So it’s always changing, and you have to base it on 
the needs of your students. 

Her words illustrated the challenge of finding the proper balance between fidelity and 

adaptability—in other words, between policy and implementation. 
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Adaptability. If educators were mostly unsure with respect to program fidelity, 

almost all educators (19) talked about how programs had to be adapted to meet the needs 

of the students. As a school administrator explained: “We follow the district guidelines 

and regulations . . . but . . . different schools implement different pieces as they see fit for 

their individual campuses.” An elementary school teacher with over 30 years of 

experience elaborated on how understanding the context is necessary in order to properly 

adapt the required programs: 

First, I think I need to know what some of the typical problems are at the school. 
Is there a high gang activity? What have problems been in the past? What are 
common things that tend to be going on? So you can have an understanding of 
what the feeling is there . . . because every school is different. I think the 
[program] is very good if it is done the right way, if you rally together as a group 
of teachers and have created these lessons that are specific to your school site. 

An elementary teacher from the same school shared a similar opinion: 

I would say, you know, use [the program] until something better comes up. If it 
works for you, then great; keep it until you need it. But I am saying even at that 
you can be creative with what you have. Just like problem solving, you got to be 
creative to figure out the solution. And if what you have works, great, keep using 
it. But if there is a little part of it that needs to be tweaked, tweak it because this is 
something that needs to be continually developing until there is no more bullying. 

She further elaborated: 

There used to be no cyberbullying and now there is cyberbullying. So you know 
how to deal with face-to-face bullying, but now you have to teach how do we deal 
when it is on the Internet? So, you keep the stuff that works, but you have to stay 
in tune with society. Okay, what can we add to this? What program will help us 
with this part? And later on if you get a different program that fits your needs 
better, then use that. 

Developers of various antibullying interventions did not have crystal balls and 

could not possibly take into account the multitudes of contexts in which implementation 

occurred. Therefore, it was the responsibility of ‘street-level bureaucrats’ to adjust the 
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interventions in terms of scope, level, and time to fit the needs of a particular community. 

This challenge of implementation was summed up by an elementary administrator of a 

wealthy private school and a mental health worker implementing antibullying activities in 

two public schools, a low-poverty high school and a high-poverty elementary school. The 

administrator of the private schools described it this way: 

I could say one other thing that makes us not fully implement really any program. 
It’s that we always insert our own judgment into it, and both knowledge of the 
kids and our community, so any program that we use, I would say we at most use 
it like 90%, not just about bullying. I would say that’s true of the language arts. 
We tend not to be a school that uses a lot of programs, and when we do, we use 
the parts that we feel work, so we always tailor it to our means, so we would 
never be a good test school for somebody to see does this program work because 
we never do it exactly like it says. We tailor it. 

The mental health worker explained the process of adaptation in more detail: 

The social worker and myself took their curriculum and we adjusted it and created 
what we thought we could implement schoolwide in the most efficient way. Their 
curriculum was 8 weeks in a row, and we decided just because of the size of the 
school we would have to condense the information into five sessions. And this is 
probably what you find talking to schools, that just logistically, in terms of being 
able to get into all the classrooms and whether it’s teachers doing it or the mental 
health people are doing it, that while a program needs to be implemented with 
fidelity, you also have to fit it in all the other demands. If your administrator is 
willing to say: Okay, we are going to do it this way, because I want this much 
time put into the bully prevention curriculum because I want teachers to be doing 
this with reading, and this with math, and this with science. Sometimes those are 
the kind of restrictions or things that are put on how we can implement it. 

Sustainability. Another theme under Finding 1 was the sustainability or 

consistency of implementation and how to achieve it. Fourteen educators across five 

different districts, and from all respondent groups, noted that sustainability of 

implementation was as important as finding the proper mix of fidelity and adaptation of 

the policy. A public school elementary teacher summarized her perceptions in this way: 
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Strive for continuous improvement no matter how you implement the program. 
Everyone should stick with what they decided to do because if you are going to be 
creative and adapt the program, you still need be doing what everyone else is 
doing because everyone needs to be on the same page. 

A private school elementary teacher elaborated further: 

I definitely think consistency is really important. Start at the beginning of the year 
and try to do it every month or try to do it every 2 weeks. The kids are really good 
with routine. . . . My class loves discussions and different activities, so by 
knowing that, I try to incorporate it as much as I can. 

The same two educators and others also noted that consistency was difficult to 

sustain and fluctuation in implementation level was common. An elementary school 

counselor addressed the issue of sustainability with the following words: 

There has been an ebb and flow of implementation and professional development 
that we need to reinvigorate. We didn’t have much and then it grew and then it 
was very vibrant and strong and then it kind of fizzled, so my role varied in that at 
various times. There are several reasons for that, of course, and I think for next 
year part of my role will be working hard to reinvigorate that. 

A counselor from another district further elaborated on how implementation 

varied over time: 

So, it worked okay for about 2 years [at our school] and then it fizzled. That’s the 
whole thing, it’s the long term. We want to have all these quick fixes for things, 
and you cannot have quick fixes; it’s more of a cultural change. It can’t be: Oh, 
this is our fly-by-night thing this year, and next year we are going to do something 
else. 

Summary. Participants revealed that the issue of finding a proper balance 

between fidelity and adaptability, between policy and implementation, and between 

theory and practice was a long-term process. The issue was not limited to school 

characteristics, be they rich or poor, private or public, elementary or high school. It was a 

universal challenge that all schools had to deal with over time in order to find that proper 
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‘mix’ of fidelity versus the necessary adaptability of the implementation that best 

benefited the needs of their stakeholders. 

Finding 2: Part of a Broader Policy 

The bullying prevention activities described by the participants were rarely 

implemented as stand-alone interventions, but were part of a broader policy that involved 

other character education, social-emotional, and behavioral support initiatives, with the 

aim of creating safe and positive school environments. As shown in Table 4.2, the 

interventions varied from time-consuming schoolwide programs to relatively quick and 

simple bullying prevention activities. 

Part of a broader policy. When asked about their bullying prevention efforts, 19 

out of 21 educators stated that bullying prevention activities were but one of several 

programs implemented to create school communities that promoted students’ academic 

and behavioral development. A district administrator spoke about antibullying programs 

as a part of a district priority to improve student learning: “Education for us is both the 

academic side and the social-emotional behavioral side. When you support the kids on 

social-emotional and behavioral side then you will support them academically and vice 

versa.” In the same way, a school counselor reflected that antibullying programs have to 

be looked at holistically and that programs could only serve their purpose if they were 

connected to broader school goals of creating safe environments where students grow 

academically, socially, and emotionally: 

Second Step and Steps to Respect or any other SEL [social-emotional learning] 
kind of curriculum is just a piece of a much bigger thing that is designed around 
changing how a school operates from a punitive, dispassionate, uncompassionate 
kind of system to one that does have empathy for students, that does try to apply 
restorative practices and encourages students to have responsibility and autonomy 
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to the extent that’s practical. I think that overlays everything else we are talking 
about. Unless there is a broader approach to changing student climate, to making 
schools more caring essentially, where students can learn and grow, then we will 
be struggling with reducing bullying in different pieces. 

Another school administrator from a small, wealthy district referred to specific 

facets of the district’s bullying prevention policy and how they relate to student 

behavioral development: 

As you probably know, there are not a lot of programs out there that have efficacy 
targeting bullying itself. I think any bullying prevention has to be multipronged. 
What I mean by that is there are several facets, and I think the first is really trying 
to improve the social-emotional development of all students, . . . trying to 
improve their conflict resolution skills, improve their self-esteem, problem 
solving, all those things. So we then take the social-emotional development and 
say okay, what are the things we’re gonna do in the classroom and what are the 
things we’re gonna do schoolwide. 

Two school counselors gave a further explanation of how they viewed bullying 

prevention and how different interventions fell under one overarching goal of creating a 

positive and safe environment: 

We use two different formal programs. We use Responsive Classroom techniques 
and Second Step. We start our days with morning meetings, so there’s a lot of 
proactive community-building kind of work, there’s a lot of setting up the 
expectations together in the class. So we use a lot of that program as our 
foundation and a lot of proactive community-building work. Bullying programs, 
at least from my experience, don’t always work, because sometimes you are 
putting the bandage on the problem, and you are dealing just with that, versus the 
Second Step Program, which is more of a preventative type of program for 
bullying. 

The social worker who worked in eight different districts and was responsible for 

coaching educators in all 33 district schools elaborated further: 

The number one effect that we can change is being able to reduce school bullying 
and deal with violence in various ways through measures to improve school 
climate. To make schools more inclusive, to do more restorative discipline 
practices, to have students be able to manage their own conflicts in healthy ways. 
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But it’s a schoolwide approach. It’s not just a school counselor or the 
administrators intervening in these ways, but every staff person is invested in a 
positive school climate and knows what their role is in achieving that. I think that 
is the number one thing that can really be effective—by changing the way schools 
feel to students, that they are really welcoming, accepting, nurturing places. 

Schoolwide interventions. With respect to how bullying interventions were 

implemented as a part of a broader policy, educators’ responses were divided into two 

groups: (a) schoolwide programs that involved the participation of the whole school staff, 

students, and parents, and (b) curriculum interventions that varied from classroom 

lectures and discussions to occasional guest speakers and presentations. Ten educators 

stated that they were implementing schoolwide interventions, such as Second Step, Steps 

to Respect (STR), Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP), Bully-Proofing Your 

School, Life Skills, Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), and 

Responsive Classroom. For example, a district administrator explained a very 

comprehensive districtwide implementation process that had been in effect in different 

forms since 1995: 

For bullying prevention we use the model of creating a positive school climate 
through implementing positive behavioral support and then we work on teaching 
SEL [social-emotional learning], higher-order thinking skills through Second 
Step, and we teach that K-8. We train K-12 schools in PBIS. We train bus drivers, 
food service workers, everybody in PBIS. But we only have K-8 schools actually 
teach the curriculum, the social-emotional curriculum. Because it only goes up to 
eighth grade . . . and we have Steps to Respect in many of our elementary schools. 

She stated further: 

What we first had to do is to develop the vision and leadership and align our 
nonnegotiable goals. And one goal was implementing PBIS and social-emotional 
curriculum. We had a federal counseling grant at that time that supported four 
schools. The four schools were about implementing the character education 
curriculum, schoolwide culture and climate program, and the Second Step–
socioemotional curriculum from Committee for Children. We subsequently 
incorporated the Steps to Respect antibullying curriculum into that grant. And 
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then we said to ourselves: We do not want four great schools, we want 30 great 
schools, and how can we take this to scale and how can we sustain it. 

On the other hand, educators in another district noted that schoolwide programs 

were not implemented districtwide. While certain programs were encouraged by the 

district, schools had a choice in choosing a particular program and implementing it on 

their campuses. As an elementary school counselor explained: 

Every campus does kind of their own thing. This year our campus took Olweus 
and applied it. Before that we did Bully-Proofing for years on our campus. We 
were the pilot program. We’re really the only, . . . there’s one other campus that’s 
really kind of started it, not to the extent that we have. But yeah, I mean the 
district, we’ve got their full support. I did guidance lessons with all the grade 
lessons. We talked about bullying and what it is, and this year our push was to 
make sure that our parents, our community, our staff from the kitchen, you know, 
to cafeteria workers, custodians, all the way up to principal and administration 
were all able to intervene and understand what a bully is. 

Besides involving the whole school, a characteristic of schoolwide 

implementation is that it requires more time for implementation, as observed by an 

elementary school counselor: 

The implementation is so intense. You know, it has so many pieces and we’ve 
met all of our goals for the first year, so to get it to where we want it to be, we’re 
going to have to continue with different pieces, such as parent involvement. We 
gave ourselves 3 years to get it actually fully implemented. 

Curriculum interventions. Eleven educators implicitly or explicitly stated that 

they were implementing a curriculum version of bullying prevention intervention. 

Curriculum interventions differed from schoolwide interventions not necessarily in terms 

of the programs, but in the way they were implemented. For example, a schoolwide 

program was implemented by a counselor in a private school only as a curriculum 

without the program’s school climate component. In another school, a schoolwide OBPP, 

which required the whole school staff to be trained in bullying prevention, was also 
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implemented only as a classroom curriculum. A middle school teacher explained the 

process: 

Implementation started about 10 years ago, probably when the whole bullying 
kind of came into the public view. They sent a committee from our building for 
Olweus training. And that was something that we heard a lot of talk about as a 
faculty and, in fact, they did a presentation when they came back. I think they 
were there for a week, and when they came back from that training they gave a 
presentation. However, the whole school was not involved, and not everyone got 
trained, except a few classrooms. 

Other educators implemented curriculum activities that were distinct from 

schoolwide interventions. Two counselors from the same school were using activities 

developed by their district, one teacher developed her own classroom activities, and six 

other educators, four counselors, and one middle school teacher implemented programs 

developed by outside organizations. The type and characteristics of a particular 

curriculum intervention also determined the level of involvement and time required for its 

implementation. These interventions were simpler and easier to implement than 

schoolwide programs and often did not entail any professional development. A principal 

from a private religious school described its curriculum bullying prevention program in 

this way: 

Here we actually instituted a bullying prevention program . . . and we went 
through this in our classrooms with the students and everything. I think we paid a 
dollar a piece for these books. . . . We did not have any training. We made a 
parent student handbook that goes out to all the parents and students each year 
when the school year starts. It is spelled out for them; in fact, we are revising that 
right now to include more of this. It is specifically stated in there about bullying 
and what we will do. 

Curriculum activities were sometimes also limited to one-day events, such as 

school presentations followed by classroom discussions and reflections, as stated by a 

middle school teacher: 
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We had a pretty moving presentation about a young boy from New Hampshire 
who was in middle school and who was bullied and who committed suicide, and it 
was only after the suicide that the parents found out that he was really a target in a 
school and a lot of the kids knew. His dad came and shared the story of his son’s 
life in pictures, in music, and talked to the kids. The kids listened and they were 
really touched, but we didn’t have any follow-up activities after that. Actually that 
day students came back to the classroom and worked from some reflections and 
talked about some things, but that was kind of a one-day program. 

Summary. Educators across all respondent groups revealed that bullying 

prevention interventions varied greatly in terms of scope and time required for their 

implementation. While bullying prevention activities were implemented in multiple 

ways, almost all educators stated that such interventions were part of a broader policy in 

order to create a positive and safe school environment conducive for student 

development. 

Research Question 2: Factors Influencing Implementation in Bullying Prevention 

This research question sought to explore the factors educators believed promoted 

or constrained implementation of bullying prevention efforts in their schools. Educators 

were encouraged to discuss as many factors as they deemed important. The factors most 

often discussed were resources in terms of funding and personnel, school and district 

leadership, school characteristics, and stakeholders’ commitment. General themes and 

their subthemes, such as leadership, whether at the district or school level, were 

consistent with the current literature. However, data from this study led to the emergence 

of additional subthemes that were unique to educators’ perceptions in this study. For 

example, the educators’ responses revealed that resources not only influenced bullying 

prevention implementation but also varied across contexts, and they described how those 

differences came about. The six factors are summarized in Table 4.3 and discussed below. 
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Table 4.3 
Factors Influencing Implementation According to Educators 

Research Question 2: In the view of educators, what are the factors facilitating or constraining 
the implementation of bullying prevention efforts? 

Factor Components 
Resources Financial and personnel resources 
 Economic downturn affecting school budgets 
 School funding and mental health policies, which influenced 

financial and personnel resources 
Leadership School administrators’ support by setting goals, ensuring resources, 

and keeping school educators accountable 
 District administrators’ support through goal-setting, resource 

allocation, training, and accountability 
In-service professional development Antibullying  

training Preservice training and exposure to bullying prevention 
Social media More cyberbullying incidents, which negatively influenced school 

environments 
 Reduced bullying after implementation of school uniforms  
Other federal and state 
mandates, such as testing 

Stress, reduced time, and reduced implementation resources related 
to high-stakes testing 
School characteristics: level, size and type  
Elementary schools as the most appropriate level to begin 
Reduced implementation time in secondary schools due to 
prioritization of other issues, such as high-stakes testing, graduation 
requirements, college requirements  
Increased ease in creating relationships and positive school climate 
in smaller schools 
Ability of private schools to select students that met schools’ 
academic and behavioral expectations, which aided implementation 

School characteristics 
(level, size, type) 

Difficulty of elementary students in differentiating between 
bullying, conflict, reporting, and tattletale 
Educators’ commitment and involvement  
Parental commitment and involvement  
Student buy-in, facilitated by positive and trusting relationships  

Stakeholders’ 
commitment (buy-in) 

Clear and consistent rules and expectations 

 

Finding 3: Resources 

Adequate financial and personnel resources were key to any sustainable 

antibullying implementation, according to participants. State laws and economic cycles 

influenced school and district resources to varying degrees, and their available resources 

differed greatly across as well as within states. 
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Financial resources. Nineteen educators stated that financial resources were an 

important factor influencing implementation. The two educators that did not mention 

resources as a factor were a district administrator of a wealthy public district and a 

counselor from a public elementary school where a bullying prevention program was 

developed by her district. Even though, according to these two participants, resources 

were not a significant factor during the implementation process in their particular 

contexts, both acknowledged that their situations were not the norm. The administrator 

summed up her situation: 

This was definitely my choice to be here, and I left another district because this 
school district values education and they also have the financial means. I think I 
am in a fortunate position where I am really given a lot of freedom to evaluate and 
adopt programs and then when I adopt them—and again, I never do it by myself, I 
bring in teachers, staff and parents—but I have 100% district support both 
financially and programmatically. And so if there is something that we agreed, . . . 
the district supports it. It will support it financially and programmatically, so that 
has made a huge difference, and I think that obviously does not occur everywhere. 

 
 

A counselor also explained how a district-developed bullying prevention program 

and sufficient personnel had reduced the influence of resources on the implementation 

process: 

Yes, we have sufficient resources, but it depends. With the presentations and 
professional development we just had, I don’t believe there is any monetary 
exchange, you know, because the speaker was from our district, so it’s part of her 
job. If we would have guest speakers that were not in the network of our district, 
then I’m sure there’s a fee, so then that sometimes probably comes into play with 
the availability because there’s only so much money. 

Educators noted that financial resources were important for three main reasons: 

(a) purchasing the program, (b) having an adequate number of qualified personnel to 

implement the program, and (c) sustaining the program by allocating resources for 
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professional development. A high school administrator succinctly summarized these 

points: “Obviously funding is going to be important. If there are concerted programs that 

are brought in, the funding has to be there to do that, and also to have sufficient staff, 

staff that is actually trained in what you want to accomplish.” A middle school teacher 

from a high-poverty middle school stated the importance of resources in this way: “Not 

enough resources is huge. When you don’t have resources, . . . it’s hard for a school to 

function. When we are so worried about do we have enough textbooks or lab stations for 

my science classroom, bullying is unfortunately not our priority.” 

Educators emphasized that adequate financial resources were needed for 

schoolwide programs in particular because they required greater resources for continuous 

professional development of all staff and parents. As an elementary school counselor 

pointed out: “We spent a lot of money, like our district has spent $15,000 to bring it to 

secondary schools and train the whole staff for 1 year.” Another counselor stated: 

In all honesty cost is definitely a factor, because that reflects back on training 
time. Even our character education program is like $800 to train one person. If 
you could even train one person on each team, that would still be six people and 
that’s almost $5000. No matter what program it is, it does become a cost factor 
for sure. When you talk about money and education, it is such a sensitive subject 
anyway because teachers really don’t get paid reflective of . . . they are not in it 
for the money. 

Personnel resources. The 19 participants also talked about the need for qualified 

staff, such as counselors, mental health workers, and social workers, who were mostly 

responsible for implementation of bullying prevention activities. A middle school teacher 

stressed the importance of their mental health staff in bullying prevention in this way: 

I think one of the most valuable personnel that we have in our school district are 
mental health people. We are really fortunate that every single building has at 
least one school psychologist. We also have guidance counselors. In our district 
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it’s the counselors who give classroom presentations. We have those people, and I 
know our social workers really try and work with those kids who just don’t seem 
to fit in or have some anger issues, or respond inappropriately. 

According to educators, counselors, mental health workers, and social workers 

were not only taking the lead in bullying prevention, but were often solely responsible for 

implementation of activities, such as teaching classroom lessons, working with students 

with behavioral issues, and contacting their parents. That was an issue because 

schoolwide interventions in particular required the whole staff to participate actively in 

bullying prevention. Two elementary school counselors from different states shared their 

experiences with implementation of antibullying programs: 

So when I ask teachers, “Let’s do Steps to Respect,” they would say, “No, 
because I got to get kids to understand comprehension or poetry or something 
else.” And I think they almost feel that bullying prevention is my job, not theirs, 
and that I have to worry about this by myself. 

A counselor who worked in four different states elucidated the issue further: 

Part of the issue is that most states depend on the school counselor to teach 
bullying prevention. That is the school counselor’s role, and teachers do not have 
to worry about that. But an important part of schoolwide programs is that for them 
to be effective, everyone has to be doing it; everyone has to be talking the same 
talk. Everyone has to be on board with the vocabulary and has to be coming from 
the same place mentally, so when there is that math lesson and the conflict does 
come up, or we are coming in from recess and there is bullying going on, the 
teacher can go straight to that and teach those techniques or review those 
techniques, and it is integrated in the grading practice of all the staff around the 
school. 

Educators’ responses also showed that while personnel resources were a key 

factor during the implementation process, their level varied greatly in schools across as 

well as within states. Some schools had multiple counselors, as explained by the district 

administrator of a wealthy district: “All our schools, including elementary, have 

counselors and school psychologists. We also have social workers.” On the other hand, a 
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district in the same state had only one counselor and one social worker for all 23 

elementary schools. The counselor noted: 

Four days a week I am actually working through different schools as their school 
counselor. There are actually 23 elementary schools in the district, and there are 
only two that have a school counselor, and I am split between the two of them. 

The social worker elaborated further: 

We do not really have an onsite person, and now often our principals have to 
become that and have to know all the resources in the community and refer kids 
to counseling. We have principals that have to act like one-on-one aides for kids 
for months, and they cannot run their schools. And if we had a little support, like 
a school counselor or social worker that could help kids or reteach expected 
behavior or run restorative practices circle where kids can resolve conflicts, that 
would be a beautiful world. 

The lack of qualified personnel was not only limited to public or high-poverty 

schools. A private school administrator voiced a similar opinion: 

We don’t have tons of extra, but we meet our budget, and we can offer budget for 
extra things, . . . but there’s classroom time and there’s also [our counselor’s] 
time. She teaches Second Step and Steps to Respect, and her time is very limited. 
In my opinion, we would be best served by additional counseling support at our 
school, as we are understaffed in that area. I think especially the older kids right 
now are getting a little bit short shafted. And that’s something that, you know, 
once we have enough kids in the middle school that can financially support that, 
. . . so it’s a little bit of growing pains in there. So I think we are not where I’d 
like to be with staffing. 

However, even educators who worked in schools that were comparatively well 

endowed in terms of resources believed that to implement antibullying activities 

systematically in their schools, personnel resources should be increased. A middle school 

teacher’s perceptions demonstrated the importance of and the need for a larger number of 

qualified personnel: 

We have a lot of guidance counselors on hand. . . . We have three guidance 
counselors, so each counselor has about 200 children. It’s not bad, they are readily 
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available, . . . but actually to do bullying prevention well, we would need 
someone who can really head things up in the school, implement the program and 
make sure that everyone is doing what they need to do. So maybe the school 
doesn’t need just three guidance counselors; maybe we need three guidance 
counselors and then we need an actual counselor on hand to implement the 
program—who could push it in classrooms, conduct lessons, and tie everything 
together. 

To meet the needs for additional costs, especially over an extended period of time, 

schools often relied on extra funding from districts, states, or the federal government to 

supplement their own resources. A district administrator from a large public district 

explained: “We received a federal counseling grant at that time that supported four 

schools that implemented schoolwide culture climate programs, and the Second Step 

program, and then we expanded it to involve the whole district.” When a counselor from 

the same district was asked how important the grant was for the implementation process, 

she responded: “Well, we certainly would not be where we are. There is no question 

about that. I think that we would be trying to move in that direction, but it would be 

much, much slower.” 

Economic downturn. The negative economic conditions, according to educators, 

often reduced previously allocated resources. Five educators from four different districts 

perceived the negative economic conditions as a barrier to implementation by reducing 

available resources. An elementary school counselor stated: “The district was giving us 

money to help us get the program started on other campuses. . . . In the meantime, some 

things have changed, money crunches for sure, the program is very expensive, so 

implementation was scaled back.” The educators also stated that the budget cuts because 

of the economic downturn resulted in fewer staff per student and larger class sizes. A 
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middle school teacher explained how the economic downturn and subsequent budget cuts 

affected her district’s resources that were important for bullying prevention: 

We had lost over 150 teachers over the last 3 years. I know we did have school 
psychologist cuts in our district. They were laid off from budget cuts. We have 
more and more kids in our classrooms, which really hurts schools. Our social 
workers and clinical psychologist are stretched then too because there are fewer of 
them and more kids. And every year the board of education would want to 
decrease our school psychologists’ and our school social workers’ positions. 

A counselor from another state voiced a similar concern: 

Our school, it is not unlike any school in [our state], and our district is no 
exception. There have not been any districts in [our state] that have been very 
flush with resources. Like class size in our district has gone up during the hardest 
of the hard times, and that just puts more stress on the teachers. 

Another issue that came about from reduced resources was that counselors started 

to work in multiple schools. A counselor who previously worked in one school, but later 

had to split her time between two schools, explained how the change in working 

conditions affected the implementation process: 

Before I was at one school, but this year I am split between two elementary 
schools. It is harder now that I am split between two schools. It was better when I 
could focus on one population—focus on building relationships with fewer kids 
and concentrate on one school. When you are dappling in so many different 
schools it increases the caseload. Kids want to talk to me, parents want to talk to 
me, and I am there only twice a week, but kids don’t have problems only on 
Mondays and Tuesdays. 

States’ mental health and school funding policies. Some of the educators with 

experience working in different states and districts also pointed to states’ mental health 

and school funding policies as reasons for variations in school resources across as well as 

within states. Responses from five educators revealed that although all states except 

Montana passed antibullying laws, their funding differed substantially. Some states saw 
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mental health in general and bullying prevention in particular as an important part of 

education and provided funding at all school levels, and others did not. A social worker 

elucidated how her state’s unfunded antibullying policies were affecting the 

implementation: 

The lack of mental health is deplorable. I am thinking about policies and state 
laws. I think that we continue to do things that are not good for kids. For example, 
we have policies on bullying, but there is no funding to get people trained, even 
though they say we should get trained. There is no follow-up, and things that we 
are asked to do we could not do in a million years, because we don’t have 
personnel. I also think there are loopholes: Maybe we are not expelling a kid who 
bullies or moving him to an alternative program, but now we are calling it a 
voluntary transfer, so it does not show on the statistics. We try to hide or 
minimize the problem by artificial ways that does not solve the problem, with 
things like voluntary transfer, while the real issue is that we do not have enough 
resources in terms of money and personnel to implement these policies. 

Not surprisingly, educators’ responses differed depending on the context where 

implementation took place. A counselor who worked in a state where mental health 

services were mandated and funded by the state shared a more positive view of mental 

health services in her school: 

I am very lucky to be in a state that does hold mental health a little bit higher than 
other states, because the one thing that I worry about is the mental health of my 
kids. I mean, we have greater and greater mental health problems that you can see 
in school shootings, and then some want to get rid of school counselors? Our 
elementary school has two counselors, which may not seem a lot, but it is more 
than other schools in other districts have. . . . It is all about the mental health of 
the students and the staff, and we help to facilitate a very healthy mental state, a 
healthy school environment. This is our role because, as you know, teachers are 
already overburdened. 

A school counselor who worked in four different states highlighted the issue of 

states’ mental health policies and their influence on resources vital to bullying prevention 

implementation: 
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I think one gap that we are talking about is that the state does not fund for the 
support of mental health services at the elementary level. They don’t support 
elementary counseling programs, they do not put social workers in the schools, so 
in [our state] that’s the gap that we have to deal with. So the way we do that [is] 
we rely on agencies outside the school. Whereas when I was living in [three other 
states] and working as a school counselor there, we had mental health services on 
site. They were paid by the county school district. That is a big variable from state 
to state and what level of commitment there is for schools to provide those 
services. In [our state], elementary and early intervention has not been important. 

However, resources not only differed across states, but also within states since not 

all districts in a single state are subject to the same school funding formulas. A counselor 

and a district administrator who worked in several districts within the same state 

explained the importance of how their schools received and spent their money. A district 

administrator described the issue: 

The majority of school districts in [our state] receive their funding through a per 
pupil formula, with the majority of funds coming from the state budget, the 
federal government, and about a third from local sources. We, on the other hand, 
because of our small size, could not survive with this formula. So we were 
allowed to receive the majority of our revenue through local property taxes. Since 
the property prices in our area are very high, and almost 90% of our budget comes 
from local taxes, we do very well in that respect. We have lots of extra money, 
and we are less affected by the state’s budget cuts. 

In addition to the level of funding received by the schools, how funding was 

structured was of equal importance. School funding was often divided between restricted 

and unrestricted funding, and schools had little discretionary power to allocate funds to 

areas where, according to local implementers, the need was greatest. The public schools 

that were able to allocate funds for endeavors not prescribed by the state were those from 

wealthy school districts and charter schools that enjoyed some autonomy with regard to 

funds allocation. A counselor from a high-poverty elementary charter school elucidated 

the issue of discretionary funding and its importance to bullying prevention: 
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The level of funding does not make such a difference probably because the way 
school funding is structured in [our state]. What makes the difference is whether 
schools have some control over their budget. So, for example, the two schools in 
which I work are both charter schools—they are public charter schools—and 
because they have some control over their budgets and how the money is spent in 
their schools, they decided that they wanted to hire a school counselor as a part of 
their budget. And they have that discretion. 

Summary. Educators across all states, schools, and respondent groups revealed 

that financial and personnel resources were prerequisites for any systematic and long-

term implementation of bullying prevention interventions. However, the educators also 

revealed that financial and personnel resources dedicated toward bullying prevention 

initiatives differed greatly across as well as within states, and economic downturns and 

states’ funding policies further reduced already limited resources. 

Finding 4: Leadership 

School and district leadership support for bullying prevention interventions was 

necessary for sustainable implementation of bullying prevention efforts. 

School administration. The previous finding illustrated that resources were a 

necessary factor for any systematic antibullying implementation. However, according to 

educators, resources by themselves were not sufficient without the proper leadership to 

support the implementation process. Twenty educators—all participants except a private 

school principal—mentioned school administration as a key factor influencing 

implementation of bullying prevention activities. A school counselor involved in bullying 

prevention for over 20 years explained it this way:  

The number one factor is administrative leadership. So if there is strong 
leadership in the school and the principal is strongly behind doing SEL [social-
emotional learning], doing bullying prevention in schools, then that is going to be 
a huge difference for the school itself. 
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Educators explained that leadership support did not necessarily mean 

administrators had to select a particular program, but rather that they supported the 

process once the stakeholders decided on the implementation plan. Respondents revealed 

that why or by whom a certain program was selected did not matter. Some interventions 

were selected top-down by district and school administrators, as stated by a district 

administrator: 

What I have done is I created an umbrella, and I have added some important 
programs, like the Life Skills, that has changed since I got here. I brought that 
program because it is evidence based, whereas prior they just did not have it, and 
I viewed it as our foundation program. 

Other programs were implemented bottom-up, as explained by a mental-health 

worker: 

So we had actually started a Bully-Proofing program and implemented it pre-
Columbine, and it was before there was kind of a state or national mandate. So 
what happened in our district was that four of our mental health people decided 
that they wanted to write a curriculum and they did a big review of the literature 
and decided to use Olweus’s out of Norway and developed it. 

What did matter was that school administrators supported the implementation by 

providing the necessary funding, making educators feel supported, and setting specific 

goals that all educators could strive to achieve, while holding them accountable to reach 

those goals. Educators pointed out that principals’ support or buy-in was key, especially 

over the long run. As an elementary counselor put it: “If it is not valuable to somebody 

who is in leadership position, then that is definitely a factor.” That was not to say that 

programs could not be successful in the short-term. Counselors, mental health workers, 

social workers, and/or teachers were capable of launching and even sustaining 

interventions for several years; however, without school administrators’ active and 
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ongoing support, the programs had little chance of long-term success. A school counselor 

stated her perceptions this way: 

Stepping back 5 years later, I see if we had more consistency across the board, 
and even if we would still use Rachel’s Challenge but do it for the long term, that 
would make a big difference. . . . We had the money and we tried to make it 
districtwide, but the district did not have the principals’ buy-in, so it did not work. 
It worked for a few years, and then it just died; the program just died. So, that’s 
one of the things that we are doing with our new character education plan this 
year; we really want all principals on board. 

 One of the reasons why ongoing support from school administrators was critical 

to implementation was that school staff could rarely sustain the energy and motivation 

required for the collaborative work that bullying prevention programs demanded. A 

school counselor with 31 years of experience summarized the importance of supportive 

leadership and its influence on the implementation process: 

I think that every human being has kind of a limit to the total amount of passion 
that they provide over a time period and that almost all teachers start with a very 
full well of compassion at the beginning of the school year. But sometimes that 
can drain fairly quickly if the support structure isn’t there some way to kind of 
help support, nurture, and guide teachers through rough spots. And it starts from 
the top down. So it’s important that the administrators support teachers and have 
them be able to catch their breath fairly regularly. 

In fact, feeling supported was a central theme among school staff, and school 

administrators played a central role in making educators feel supported. Several educators 

shared their perceptions of school administrators’ acting as facilitators or barriers to 

implementation. An elementary school teacher with over 30 years of experience 

explained the difference between supportive and nonsupportive leadership: 

At my previous school we had two different principals and there were two very 
different experiences. The first principal was very positive, quick to support you 
as a teacher and come and talk to you. . . . Let’s talk about this student and what 
can we do to support you. The end result was that we didn’t feel like we were left 
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to ourselves to figure things out. Even though we had very, very difficult behavior 
problems, we were very committed because we felt supported. 

She continued: 

The second principal we had was very unsupportive in that way and it was totally 
left to us. It was just a very strong feeling among all the teachers that we were not 
supported. Even though we were still using the same Second Step program, it was 
very much a feeling that you are left to yourself, sort of a lone vigilante. Even 
when there was some behavior that should have been handled . . . for instance, a 
kid made a bomb and he blew it up in a trashcan. Instead of the principal calling 
the parents, she was not going to do it, although the district policy is very clear 
what we have to do. So the teacher got on the phone to call the parents, and I was 
very upset about that because that is not the teacher’s responsibility. In that case 
that is what the principal is paid for, and paid big bucks for. So there was, and still 
is at that school, with that particular principal, a feeling that we are on our own 
with this, and there are some severe behavior problems down at that school, and I 
mean severe. 

A middle school teacher from another state shared her previous experiences with 

supportive and nonsupportive leadership while working as a science teacher in a large 

suburban middle school and a large urban high school: 

My first school had its fair share of problems: we had bullying incidents, but we 
also had an extremely proactive principal. And the school is large, the school is 
actually one of the largest in the state. They have so many different languages at 
that school, it’s one of the most diverse high schools in the state. But the principal 
was just so on top of it. No one was in her building that she didn’t know. She 
knew teachers, she knew students, she knew everyone. She was strict but 
approachable, and you could come to her for help, and she was supportive. . . . 
We felt appreciated. 

She continued: 

On the other hand, my high school principal did not even know my name. In fact, 
I did not even receive one classroom observation by her until, I think, February. 
She didn’t know who I was. . . . People were outraged because we had a huge riot, 
where kids were beaten and the cops came in, and our principal did not even hold 
an emergency assembly meeting with the teachers. We had teachers outside 
picketing, like I’m not going back in unless you tell me what happened. So, 
support for bullying prevention was nonexistent. 
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Last but not least, educators also mentioned that the role of school administration 

was not only to support the staff, but also to keep them accountable and ensure that 

competing interests among teachers and counselors did not get in the way of the overall 

goals of educating the whole child. A private school counselor explained how she 

depended on her administrators to promote the social-emotional and behavioral 

development of her students: 

I think the administration has absolutely been totally supportive of the program, 
totally on board with the whole program, and also supporting me and helping me 
be able to get into those classrooms. You know, teachers are sometimes very 
territorial; they have their own ideas of how things should be run and what should 
be taught. But the administration supports me with the teachers, making it clear 
that this is something we believe in, this is something that we have to do, and that 
we are going to find that half hour time so that I can come in and do a particular 
Second Step lesson or an activity. 

District administration. Besides school administration, educators also mentioned 

district administration as a factor influencing bullying prevention implementation. 

Twelve out of 17 public educators explained how district leadership could make or break 

the implementation process. District leadership was important, according to educators, 

for setting the district’s overall goals and supporting those goals with funding for extra 

personnel and professional development, and for keeping schools accountable to pursue 

those goals. A school counselor with over 31 years of experience discussed he 

importance of district leadership: “Leadership, in this case district leadership, even 

though they are removed from schools, is still key: key for setting the vision and values 

of the district and support those goals, while keeping people accountable to pursue those 

goals.”  

A district administrator with over 34 years of experience explained the issue this 

way: 
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Your executive cabinet needs to be singing the same song. I have been a part of 
the two best implementations in the district. One is the PBIS/Second Step/STR 
and the other is 380. I was also a part of a really crappie implementation, and 
where it broke down it did not have alignment with people at the cabinet level. 
We did not have agreement on the goals and how to achieve them. And instead of 
stopping the presses and either getting agreement or coming up with the different 
solution, we just forged forward. That districtwide alignment is key. 

Educators’ perceptions varied greatly when offering their views on district 

support. Some educators saw their peers at the district level acting as barriers and others 

as facilitators to the implementation of bullying prevention activities. An elementary 

school counselor with over 15 years of experience saw her current district leadership as a 

barrier to implementation: 

The person that is over our principals at the district level does not have the same 
vision. We used to have somebody, but not now. Now, it’s all about testing, all 
about what we can measure. It is just a little frustrating. I will say probably this 
year has been one of the more frustrating years that I have been in education, in 
elementary education, just because I don’t really feel that the people that are 
leading us get that connection between social-emotional and cognitive ability. 

On the other hand, a social worker who also acted as a social-emotional and 

bullying prevention coach for all of the districts’ educators saw her district administration 

as a facilitator to implementation: 

We have district-level administration that is so incredibly supportive of these 
efforts that they have funded my position, and they back me up when people are 
angry. Because there are a lot of things we have to do to change schools and 
cultures that are uncomfortable for people, or we have training and people feel 
like they don’t need to attend, or they think they just don’t have the time to do it. 

Districts also supported implementation processes with their hiring and letting-go 

practices. A district that was committed to social-emotional and bullying prevention 

policies paid special attention to newly hired educators and their prior experiences with 

bullying prevention. At the same time, the district exercised its accountability policy by 
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‘encouraging’ those school leaders who did not share the district’s goals to find a job 

somewhere else. A social worker shared her perceptions: 

Everyone is really supportive. The superintendent is incredibly supportive and 
does everything, all the way down to a big confrontation with a principal telling 
him we are going to do this. Another way the support shows is hiring people that 
have experience with PBIS. It’s a priority here. If school principals do not agree 
with me, the district leadership supports me, and they make people go to training 
and to implement PBIS at their school sites. We had an incredible amount, 
unprecedented I would say, of administrator turnover at our district based on 
some folks not being able to implement PBIS, among other things. And we have 
had lots of turnover compared to our past when nobody ever moved from their 
schools. 

The importance of district leadership increased as initial implementation success 

needed to be scaled up. With ever-greater numbers of schools involved in the 

implementation, the level of motivation and skill expertise for bullying prevention and 

climate-based strategies declined among implementers. A district administrator who was 

in charge of a districtwide implementation explained the process of how the district 

supported and held schools accountable to overcome such challenges, as when the 

implementation process widened to include the majority of her schools: 

How do you conduct a large-scale implementation, and how do you get people on 
board? So we talk about “go with the goers.” First, we started with four schools. 
With the next group of schools, I talked to principals who did not participate in 
the training yet and I said: “Last year Jill had 125 office referrals and 33 
suspensions, and this year she has 29 office referrals and 3 suspensions. What do 
you think she is doing with all her extra time? If you want to know about that, 
bring a team to training.” And so we did that for a while, and then we got the next 
group, which are the people that tend to need to watch it for a while; they need to 
see someone else to be successful first. When we got to the last schools, at that 
point the superintendent did the mandate, saying in our district we provide 
positive behavioral intervention. 

She elaborated further: 

He sent out an email through the principals of all the high schools and basically 
said it is important that you, not just your assistant principal or some designee, 
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attend this training, and if you don’t attend the training any future expulsion 
request that you make will be denied, . . . with the logic being if you are not 
implementing these PBIS strategies in order to solve a problem before it becomes 
so severe that requires expulsion then I, the superintendent, cannot support your 
request for expulsion because you haven’t tried all the strategies that might have 
prevented it. In fact, there was principal turnover, and many of the ones that 
turned over seemed to be the ones that had difficulty implementing PBIS and 
climate-based strategies. 

Summary. Educators across all respondent groups agreed that school and district 

leadership was a key factor influencing bullying prevention interventions. Educators also 

revealed that not all educators, whether at the district or school level, had the same level 

of motivation and/or expertise to support their colleagues in bullying prevention 

appropriately and consistently. To overcome this challenge, some school and district 

leaders used a carrot and stick policy by flattening the hurdles to implementation through 

appropriate hiring and training policies and by holding everyone accountable for 

achieving the agreed-upon goals. 

Finding 5: Bullying Prevention Training 

Professional development was an important factor that facilitated consistent and 

sustainable implementation by increasing the knowledge, skills, and commitment of 

educators and parents for bullying prevention efforts. As implementation was scaled up, 

its importance increased because most educators and parents had no prior experience and 

training in social-emotional or bullying prevention education. 

In-service professional development. When asked to name factors that 

influenced bullying prevention implementation, 15 educators cited professional 

development. Professional development facilitated the implementation process because it 

equipped educators and parents with the knowledge and skills to respond appropriately to 
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bullying behavior, and it also promoted their commitment for social-emotional education. 

A district administrator explained in more detail the importance of training when she 

stated: 

You need to make sure that whatever path you choose it will be supported through 
professional development and training. If you do not do that, it will take much 
longer. Teachers will feel they do not know what to do. . . . We did not have 
coaching [and] what seemed to be very simple to implement took us much longer 
and was harder for teachers to wrap their brains around. It was much more 
frustrating for everyone because we lacked proper training. 

While educators spoke about the importance of professional development, their 

answers showed that the way training was conducted depended on the context, and 

therefore, training differed not only across districts, but also across schools, as stated by a 

district’s social worker: 

Absolutely, training is key. We would do professional development when people 
from all over the district would come to a central location to receive training. And 
a lot of it was PBIS-based in one way or the other. Sometimes it wasn’t depending 
on a school and who came to training. So, it also may be on kids with anxiety and 
other issues. 

Compared to other educational programs, educators stated that bullying 

prevention training had to be more encompassing and also had to involve parents. In fact, 

for bullying prevention training to be effective, it had to “blanket” and involve the whole 

community, because bullying occurred not only on school grounds, but also outside of 

school, including home and cyberspace. An elementary school counselor and a district 

administrator explained how professional development helped to bring the whole 

community on the same page with respect to bullying prevention: 

That training was so intense that without the training, you know, our district 
would just have another program. It would just be like another program from the 
shelf. But to get it to where we want it to be at 100%, we’re just gonna have to get 
our parents in and have them trained officially, and then with that it builds into the 
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community piece because, you know, because bullying doesn’t just take place on 
the campus, it takes place all over the place. So then when we get our community 
support, then we can get them trained and then it just reaches out from our actual 
school building to other businesses and other areas. 

The district administrator from another state explained the issue similarly: 

We decided what we expect from everyone, what are respectful, responsible, and 
safe environments, and then we taught purposefully and reinforced those 
expectations. We did that with our students, with every single person that touches 
students on a campus—training for bus drivers, food service employees, and 
custodians. We provided training by spreading it in our community, for our fire 
department, for our police department. So we have really blanketed our mental 
health and blanketed our community with the same common language of what we 
expect. 

Besides stressing the importance of community participation in bullying 

prevention training, educators also shared their perceptions with respect to how trainings 

should be implemented. A social worker and mental health worker who trained teachers 

and other educators in bullying prevention shared their opinions: 

I think training, the way you train your staff is the PLC [professional learning 
communities] model. You cannot just train administrators and expect them to go 
back and implement it. You have to bring a representative group from the school. 
So basically we make sure that we train a team from a school, such as aides, 
teachers, a psychologist, a principal—everybody needs to be on board because 
they have a voice in all different corners of the school. You do not just hand them 
a binder to implement. You should take a particular care in how you train. 

The mental health worker explained her perceptions in more detail: 

Oftentimes there will be an antibullying training, and all the teachers go to it, and 
they are given a book, and they are supposed to go back and this is one more thing 
that they have to add into their day. And my experience with those is that they 
have not worked very well because there is no continuity from teacher to teacher 
necessarily. They’ve all had the same training, but some will buy into it, some 
won’t buy into it. Some will use the language and some will change it. And so 
there has to be sort of at least a baseline of uniformity. One of the things I believe 
about having mental health people come in and do the training with the teachers 
in the room is that then I feel I have some control over the continuity of the 



 

102 

curriculum and the language that is used throughout the school because I’m 
involved in doing the teaching and working with the teachers in implementing it. 

Professional development or support was also necessary because implementation 

often required educators to change their previously held beliefs and practices to deal 

appropriately with unwanted behavior. However, as a social worker and an elementary 

teacher explained, this was easier said than done for the majority of educators. The social 

worker stated: “Training is important; we do continual training, and we never stop talking 

about it. However, the big obstacle is getting training to everybody.” An elementary 

teacher continued in more detail: 

About 20% of the people, when some new idea is brought forth that requires 
change, will grasp it immediately and say: “Yes, I am ready to do that.” But the 
other 80% are like: “Change—oh no, no, no.” And teachers especially have 
difficulty with change. They like things being the same. They like their little 
boxes that they live in, and they like doing things the way they’ve always done it 
for years and years and years. And then you come along with a completely 
different approach to solving behavioral issues and say to them: “You cannot send 
that student to the office, or this is not going to happen.” . . . And so in order for 
something like [our program] to really work at the school, it is going to take years 
for teachers to grasp. 

Preservice training and experience. Another reason why in-service training was 

essential was that most educators lacked any preservice experience or training in social-

emotional and bullying prevention curricula. According to four educators, the lack of 

educators’ preservice exposure and training often made it difficult, especially for 

teachers, to implement programs successfully. A counselor shared her perceptions of the 

obstacles teachers faced during implementation processes in more detail: 

What is the obstacle? Partly is that teacher training programs don’t emphasize 
social-emotional learning (SEL) as an important part of education. And so for a 
lot of teachers, doing that kind of instruction and having conversations with kids 
is out of their comfort zone. It also requires a certain amount of vulnerability on 
the part of the teacher to teach SEL. Teachers also have to take risks because an 
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important part of doing SEL is getting students a chance to practice. And so they 
need to simulate conflict; they need to simulate how to work through bullying 
incidents, and for a lot of teachers that is frightening. 

A middle school teacher touched on the issue of training when she stated: “Kids 

have so many emotional pressures right now; we need someone who is actually trained in 

that.” A mental health worker also stated: “Most teachers don’t even really have a good 

training in behavior management. So to implement a social-emotional program is just 

another very difficult thing.” An elementary school counselor who also acted as a coach 

for social-emotional interventions in her district shared her perceptions:  

Obviously you need to be trained in how to use Steps to Respect and Second Step, 
but I can do that in an hour. Understanding how curriculum works is not really 
what I am talking about when I mention training. I am talking about 
understanding the developmental aspects of social-emotional skills. And that’s the 
kind of training that teachers don’t have. 

Lastly, a counselor explained in more detail that not only were social-emotional 

topics not a part of teachers’ preservice training, but at least in her state, educators were 

not even exposed to such education while growing up: 

I think part of the problem is that our own experience as students growing up 
through the same system, that it was never part of our learning; it was never a part 
of our own instruction in classrooms even if most teachers are at least in their 20s 
and 30s. In [our state], that hasn’t been the case; in other states it is. But to teach 
those kinds of lessons requires a certain skill set that I do not think teachers are 
taught or introduced to in the preservice, in education training programs. So that’s 
part of the problem. 

Summary. Social-emotional and bullying prevention trainings facilitated 

implementation because most stakeholders, including parents and educators, had no prior 

knowledge or experience in social-emotional education and were in need of the skills and 

knowledge that continuous trainings provided. Having regular and consistent professional 

development not only increased the knowledge, skills, and commitment of those involved 
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in bullying prevention, but also made implementation more efficient, as stated by a 

district administrator: “In the long term, training saves you a lot of time.” 

Finding 6: Social Media 

Cyberbullying was one of the key barriers to bullying prevention implementation. 

Ever-greater use of social media among K-12 students resulted in more cyberbullying 

incidents, and educators often felt powerless to deal with such challenges. Although 

cyberbullying incidents occurred outside of the school environment, their negative effects 

influenced implementation of bullying prevention programs by making students feel less 

safe and creating a negative school climate. 

Social media trend. Ten educators stated that cyberbullying acted as a barrier to 

implementation of bullying prevention efforts. Educators who talked about social media 

stated that cyberbullying, through outlets such as Facebook and Twitter, was a serious 

problem that has continued to get worse. A high school assistant principal succinctly 

expressed the trend of cyberbullying in the following way: 

The social media aspect of bullying plays a bigger role now, and we are seeing so 
much more of that. It might not be as big of a factor when you are talking about 
first and second graders versus when you are talking about juniors and seniors. 
And just the access and the amount of access they have to other students now has 
probably not been seen in the past. 

A middle school teacher from another state echoed her thoughts and believed that 

over the past 5 years the faculty members at her school have seen fewer reports of school 

bullying and an increase in reports of bullying incidents outside of school—especially on 

social media venues, such as Facebook and Twitter. Another middle school teacher 
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summarized the issue of how bullying has ‘migrated’ to cyberspace, and its ever-greater 

influence on bullying prevention efforts, in the following way: 

Cyberbullying is now the big elephant in the room. And nobody knows how to 
tackle that kind of bullying. I think teachers, schools, parents, and the community, 
we need some help in figuring out how do you get these kids to use social media 
with a conscience, because kids think you can write anything on Facebook, and 
this is what is happening now. This is where we have gone to now. We do see 
kids fighting in the hallway, but now we also hear about them bullying on 
Facebook. 

School climate. According to educators, one reason why cyberbullying hindered 

implementation of bullying prevention programs was that it promoted an unsafe and 

negative school climate. They explained that, although incidents occurred off campus, 

they often carried over into the classroom. Educators often felt they could not intervene if 

incidents happened outside of the school environment. An administrator of a wealthy 

school district described the challenge of regulating the use of social media and 

controlling bullying behavior that did not occur on school grounds: 

I think the biggest thing, and it is for everyone, is the use of smart phones and the 
various social media platforms that are out there and that schools are in a difficult 
place when cyberbullying occurs off campus. The only time the school can 
implement a consequence is if there is a nexus or a direct connection between 
what happened off campus with a post on Facebook and that it disrupted the 
school environment either for a student or a group of students. But sometimes 
bullying is very subtle, and we do not have that nexus so we cannot really 
intervene. 

An elementary counselor from a high-poverty school shared similar perceptions: 

Even though we are not really supposed to get into what happens off school 
grounds, unfortunately what happens off school grounds does come into a school 
and students are still talking about it. And then the teacher gets upset because they 
are not focused and paying attention. . . . When it is affecting the teacher to teach 
and it’s affecting the other students not being able to learn, . . . then it becomes 
my problem. 
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According to the district administrator, educators grappled with balancing 

students’ rights to freedom of speech and enforcing their antibullying policies. The lack 

of state laws promoting educators’ rights to intervene in incidents that occurred outside of 

school made the situation more difficult. As the administrator argued: “We can do all the 

prevention we want, but if it happens off campus it is sometimes difficult to intervene.” 

Raising awareness among students and parents. Some schools tried to reduce 

cyberbullying by educating students about the dangers of social media. How schools 

approached and dealt with cyberbullying differed across contexts. To educate students, 

schools and districts used resources provided by a particular bullying prevention program 

or, as explained by an elementary school counselor, used a district’s existing personnel 

resources: 

We’ve been having some issues with cyberbullying, so I did call the safety and 
wellness coordinator for [our] county and she just came on Friday and gave this 
huge presentation to fifth grade and sixth grade on Internet safety, cyberbullying. 

Besides working with students, educators also stated that raising parental 

awareness of cyberbullying was equally important. Educating parents and gaining their 

support in monitoring students’ social media use was critical because most of the 

incidents occurred outside of the school environment. An elementary school counselor in 

a high-poverty school shared her opinion on the rise of cyberbullying and the lack of 

urgency among some parents to limit students’ use of social media: “We have to educate 

the parents because I do not think they really, I am not going to say all, but there are 

some parents that don’t get it. They don’t understand.” In fact, educators frequently felt 

powerless to stop cyberbullying because they felt that many parents lacked the awareness 

of the potential negative consequences of social media and did not seriously address the 
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issue of cyberbullying with their children. An elementary counselor believed schools still 

could do more to raise parental awareness: 

As young as our kids are starting with smart phones and parents are letting their 
kids on Facebook and all this other stuff, I mean, I think not just saying that we’re 
doing an antibullying program, but providing parents with information on: Here’s 
what chat rooms are, here’s what Facebook is, and this is why there are limits on 
when kids should be on or not. I mean, I think that awareness needs to be brought 
to this issue. Because we teach it in the schools, but you know, I don’t know if 
parents follow through because I think sometimes we let our kids use that as a 
babysitter. 

A middle school teacher also expressed her disbelief with lack of parental follow-

through in monitoring their children’s use of social media: 

I think educators need to encourage parents to not let their children have 
Facebook pages. I know you can’t mandate that, but parents expect a lot from the 
district, and they are not doing their own share. They say: “My kid is being 
bullied on Facebook.” Why is your kid on Facebook? Take it off! But then the 
parents argue that if their kid isn’t on Facebook, they are going to talk more about 
them, so they have to be on there so they see what’s being said about them. 
Bizarre! 

School uniforms. Besides raising awareness among students and parents, three 

educators—a middle school teacher, an elementary school counselor, and a private school 

principal—believed that school uniforms mitigated the negative effects of social media 

on school climate and students. An elementary school counselor stated that school 

uniforms created a sense of belonging and school ethos among students by removing 

student competition in what to wear. She stated: 

What we think is important, what our society has placed as important, is actually 
popularized by the media, and so it becomes important. . . . I am not necessarily 
for or against school uniforms, but I do see if you have school uniforms, they do 
create less competition of who wears what and builds a greater sense of 
belonging. 
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A private school principal explained further how school uniforms helped reduce 

distractions from fashion competition among students and kept students focused in class: 

The uniform here makes a big difference to us. We have what we call free 
uniform days, or we have spirit days when kids can wear a spirit shirt and blue 
jeans. When they are in free uniform they are not as engaged. . . . They are less 
focused in class, and they are more inclined to socialize in class than if they are in 
uniform. 

A middle school teacher recommended school uniforms because, according to 

her, not only did uniforms reduce fashion competition among students and keep them 

focused on learning, but they also helped reduce visible disparities among students of 

different socioeconomic backgrounds. She argued: 

I personally think all schools should wear uniforms, I really do. . . . The haves and 
the have-nots is just a huge deal. It just contributes to a lot of problems, a lot of 
bullying. So, this levels the playing field for everyone, so everyone can come in 
on an equal foot and have an equal voice. 

Summary. Educators saw students’ increased use of social media as a barrier to 

implementation of antibullying efforts and depended on parental support to execute 

proper controls on social media use. They often felt powerless to change students’ 

behavior because most cyberbullying incidents occurred outside of school environments. 

To reduce cyberbullying and its negative consequences on students and school climate in 

general, educators focused on equipping students and parents with knowledge and skills 

to better manage the proper use of social media. 

Finding 7: High-Stakes Testing 

High-stakes testing acted as a barrier to implementation by reducing available 

time and resources for bullying prevention activities. High-stakes testing also added extra 
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pressure on educators and students to meet the state performance standards, and that took 

priority over implementation of seemingly less important bullying prevention programs. 

High-stakes testing. Ten educators indicated that high-stakes testing was one of 

the key barriers to sustainable implementation of bullying prevention programs. 

Educators who deemed high-stakes testing as a barrier came solely from public schools. 

Almost 60% of the public school educators in the study brought up this theme 

unprompted or affirmed it when asked by the interviewer. Educators were aware of the 

negative consequences for schools in general and teachers in particular if students did not 

demonstrate adequate yearly progress. An elementary school counselor said: “Teachers 

have to do [state testing]. If they don’t teach their kids all these standards, and they get a 

low score, the teachers get in trouble. They could lose their job.” Out of 17 public school 

educators in the study, 12 worked directly with students and were involved in 

implementation of classroom activities; these included five teachers, eight counselors, 

and a mental health worker. Ten out of those 12 believed that high-stakes testing created 

barriers to implementation by increasing educators’ and students’ stress levels and 

reducing the amount of time and resources that could be spent on antibullying activities. 

All four educators from private schools stated that although their students were 

tested, unlike in public schools the results did not carry major consequences for students 

or teachers. A private school administrator summarized private educators’ feelings with 

respect to testing: “We do testing for 4 days every year from fourth grade on, and it’s not 

a big deal. It’s not high stakes for us, so we don’t panic about it.” A private school 

elementary teacher also perceived the importance of testing, or the lack of it, in this way: 

We do test in our school. In second grade it is a trial test to give them practice, 
and in third grade it is an official test and they do that in November. After that, 
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literally, we have nothing else to worry about other than the assessments that we 
give to kids ourselves. If you have a bad ERB [a test from the Educational 
Records Bureau] score, it is not the end of the world and you will not be held back 
in the class. 

Stress. One of the outcomes of high-stakes testing reported by public school 

educators was that educators and students were experiencing greater levels of stress. This 

was a problem because stressed and overburdened individuals were less likely to act 

calmly and deliberately during bullying incidents, as explained by an elementary school 

counselor: 

Testing can create stress for teachers. I do think that sometimes people feel like I 
wish I had time to do Second Step, but I am really worried about this math test. 
So in that sense testing does get in the way of school a little bit because a stressed 
teacher is less likely to have the ability to access the tools that they need to create 
a logical and compassionate solution for some behavior problems and reduce 
school bullying. 

Educators were not against testing per se, just against the way it was designed, 

with many high-stakes consequences attached to test results. This created unnecessary 

pressures for teachers, who often eliminated all other programs and activities in order to 

focus on test preparation. An elementary school counselor expressed her views with 

respect to testing and its effects on the stress levels of educators and students: 

Testing is one way of measuring the progress, but not the only one, but that’s how 
we made it to be. Teachers feel such pressure to get all of this teaching done, 
prepare for [high-stakes testing], that they just don’t have time for anything else. 
And testing, I think, is a detriment to seeing a person, a student as a whole. I 
mean, we put so much pressure, the state puts so much pressure on our teachers 
that students got to pass the exams, and that filters down to the kids. . . . I would 
not want to be a teacher today if somebody paid me. 

An elementary school teacher from another state shared her opinion: 

When we do a bullying initiative, it probably starts at the beginning of the year, 
and then unfortunately you have all the year ELAs [English language arts]. I mean 
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these kids are so disgustingly overstressed and tested, and teachers are just 
cramming curriculum down, that when someone’s like: “Let’s talk about our kids’ 
feelings,” people would probably laugh and say: “Okay, well, when am I 
supposed to do that?” 

Time and resources. Another issue with high-stakes testing was that schools in 

general and teachers in particular spent more time and resources on test preparation, and 

therefore less time was available for other activities. Social-emotional learning and 

bullying prevention activities were among the activities that were negatively affected by 

increased attention to state testing. A middle school teacher explained the situation in her 

district: 

Our testing is out of control. . . . In the school year, which is almost 10 months 
long, one month is dedicated to kids’ testing at various times during the year. Our 
kids are tested and then tested some more. 

In fact, preparations for state examinations always took precedence over bullying 

prevention activities, especially around testing time. A mental health worker put it this 

way: 

The whole testing culture has really pushed against doing other things. . . . Every 
once in a while around that time of year, the March testing and everything, I’ll 
have teachers say: “We don’t have time to do Bully-Proofing because we are 
doing the testing.” 

A middle school teacher also spoke about the lack of consistent and sustainable 

implementation of bullying prevention activities, especially during testing time: 

I would say Rachel’s Challenge resonated in the building for about 3 months, and 
then it was not talked about anymore because, guess what, it was testing time. . . . 
I think that’s what happens with a lot of initiatives in districts. You start up the 
year, you are fired up, the principal gives an amazing speech, everyone is on 
board, and then the teachers are just trying to juggle so much between curriculum, 
state testing, and you’ve got new teachers who are juggling observations. 
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Another issue of high-stakes testing was that students who performed poorly 

academically often had greater social-emotional needs. Counselors and mental health 

workers frequently needed to negotiate with teachers, who already felt stressed and 

pressed for time, to attend to students’ social-emotional needs. A counselor from a high-

poverty school shared her predicament: 

When do school counselors get to help these kids? The problem is that the kids 
who have to be in the classroom because their grades are bad are the ones that I 
need to help the most. So how can I get them? There’s no time! 

Lastly, some educators stated that high-stakes testing not only reduced time for 

social-emotional and bullying prevention activities, but also perversely affected how 

academic subjects were taught. A counselor who previously worked for 13 years as an 

elementary school teacher talked about the unintended consequences of high-stakes 

testing: 

Everyone is driven by state testing. I feel like there is a lot of teaching to the test. 
We said we didn’t, but I think sometimes we were forced to. I think we weren’t 
even aware that that’s really what we were doing. It wasn’t as bad as in some 
people’s words. We did not give exactly what was on the test, but we practiced a 
lot of very similar things. In my case with third graders, let’s say it was something 
with fractions, we weren’t supposed to teach equivalent fractions, but we did it 
anyway because if you don’t understand equivalent fractions then you are not 
going to understand things later on. 

Summary. Preventing school bullying was an important issue for educators, and 

every state, school, and district in this study’s sample had an antibullying policy. Factors 

such as high-stakes testing reduced already limited time and resources allocated for 

social-emotional and bullying prevention activities. When schools had to choose between 

preparing for high-stakes testing or bullying prevention efforts, the latter took the back 

seat. 
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Finding 8: School Characteristics 

School characteristics, such as their level, size, and type, influenced 

implementation of bullying prevention efforts. According to educators, elementary 

schools were the most appropriate level for bullying prevention implementation because 

of their greater focus on students’ developmental level, their organizational structure, and 

their smaller size. Elementary schools also had their drawbacks. They often lacked 

sufficient financial and personnel resources to deal with the extreme behavioral incidents, 

and their younger students had greater difficulties differentiating bullying incidents from 

normal conflicts. 

School level. Eleven educators discussed school characteristics (e.g., elementary 

versus middle school, large versus small, and private versus public) and believed these 

factors influenced the implementation of bullying prevention programs. Specifically, nine 

educators believed that a school’s level was a factor that influenced implementation and 

unanimously chose elementary schools as the most conducive environment for 

implementation. A mental health worker who was concurrently implementing bullying 

prevention activities in an elementary school and high school shared her experiences: 

It’s harder to find a systematic way to implement [antibullying programs] in high 
schools. We have found it to be a bit more difficult to do it the way that we do it 
in the elementary or even middle school, where we have a number of sessions and 
we are going to classrooms. And that’s probably a question down the road: How 
do you do implementation in high school? 

She elaborated by saying the following: 

High school is mandated to do some safe school kind of programs, and to be 
talking about that, but we don’t implement in the same way that we do it at the 
elementary school, and we don’t have a systematic way of doing that. So for 
instance, at the high school what will happen is that there will be some students 
who come together and they are going to form a club, and they are going to do 
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some educational things around safe schools and antibullying and danger 
awareness and suicide awareness, that kind of thing. 

Developmental characteristics. One of the reasons why elementary schools were 

deemed the most appropriate was because of their developmental approach to education. 

According to educators, social-emotional, character, or bullying prevention programs 

were better aligned with elementary schools’ developmental values and goals of 

educating a whole child. A counselor who worked concurrently in elementary, middle, 

and high schools pointed to the issue: 

I think that in elementary schools the concept of a nurturing environment, where 
we make individual adjustments based on the needs of the individual kids, is 
pretty familiar. In high schools, for example, a lot of teachers feel they teach 
content such as math, chemistry, and most elementary teachers would say: “I 
teach second grade.” 

Educators preferred elementary schools because if bullying was to be reduced in 

middle schools and high schools, students first needed to learn social-emotional skills to 

build friendships and nurture positive relationships. This was a prerequisite for reducing 

bullying, especially as opportunities for bullying and cyberbullying in middle schools and 

high schools increased with the use of computers, cell phones, and social media. An 

elementary school principal shared her perceptions on the need to start implementation in 

elementary schools: 

One of the reasons that I looked to an elementary school rather than middle school 
is that I wanted to start a little earlier. I felt I could start supporting kids [social-
emotional learning] earlier. At the middle school I felt like we were always 
playing catch up, trying to get the kids prepared or trying to teach them those 
skills. And so how we supported kids it felt that we, at the middle school, were 
more responding to the behavior instead of being proactive and trying to prevent 
the behavior. So at the elementary level we have the responsibility to try to give 
kids the skills that they can carry with them for life.  
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The social worker who worked in eight different districts and was responsible for 

coaching educators in all 33 schools elaborated on the rationale for early intervention and 

developmental aspects of social-emotional and bullying prevention programs: 

For bullying prevention, we use the model of creating a positive school climate 
through implementing positive behavior support and then we work on teaching 
[social-emotional learning], higher-order thinking skills through an antibullying 
program. With the curriculum that we use, there is a lot of earlier learning that has 
to happen before we can even understand bullying. Things like empathy, problem 
solving, and emotion management. If I cannot look at someone in the face and see 
that they are upset by what I am saying, I will not be able to stop bullying in 
middle school. If I do not know how to solve a problem constructively by using 
“I” statements in elementary school, I am more likely to take problems onto 
Facebook in the middle school. That’s the logic model that we use. 

School values and goals also influenced educators’ responsibilities. How 

educators viewed their roles and what was expected of them changed depending on the 

school level, even though their job titles as counselors, mental health workers, and social 

workers remained the same. An elementary school counselor shared her opinion of how 

educators’ roles and responsibilities influenced the implementation process: 

I think it is easier for a counselor to do an antibullying curriculum in elementary 
versus middle or high school. The reason is when you are a high school counselor 
you are very oriented about schedules, about college applications, references; this 
is what the school counselors deal with more in high school. In high school, of 
course, there is antibullying going on and there is counseling going on in terms of 
helping kids out with their problems, but priority is college—college and career. 
In elementary, which is why I like working in elementary, it’s all about character 
education; it’s all about developing a whole child. 

Educators agreed that to reduce bullying in middle schools and high schools, 

students needed to start acquiring appropriate skills at the elementary level. However, 

educators also stated that younger students found it more difficult to differentiate between 

bullying incidents and normal conflicts. Six elementary school educators, two teachers, 

and four counselors shared their perceptions of students’ inabilities to distinguish 
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between behaviors such as bullying, conflict, reporting, and tattletaling. A counselor said: 

“My younger ones don’t quite understand bullying, but we talk about it anyway. Mostly 

for my younger ones [it] is: I do not want to be your friend.” Another counselor stated: 

“Bullying is kind of a buzz word and sometimes I think kids will say that word and it is 

just conflict; it’s part of our life.” An elementary teacher shared a similar perception: 

“We get a lot of tattletaling and the children do not really understand that tattletaling is 

not bullying.” 

In fact, according to educators, younger students did not really understand the 

difference between reporting unwanted behavior and tattletaling on their friends. This 

was a problem because successful implementation depends on students actively engaging 

in the process and reporting bullying behavior. A counselor said: 

We are trying to teach our kids to report bullying, because the Olweus program 
says you report it to your classroom teacher or any staff member because we are 
trying to build that trust that all staff is here to help. However, our kids don’t 
understand the concept of bullying yet, so they think they are tattletaling instead 
of reporting. So, then it goes all back to that lesson of what’s the difference 
between, you know, what’s tattling and what’s reporting. 

A third grade teacher shared her experiences of students’ hesitations to report 

bullying behavior: 

Even if they saw bullying they would say: “Well, we are not supposed to tell on 
people; I do not want to be a tattletale.” So you kind of have to help them 
understand that if someone is doing something wrong, like bullying, you should 
stand up to that person and use your words and report it to your teacher. 

Lastly, a school counselor believed that students’ age and their inability to focus 

when filling out antibullying surveys and to distinguish bullying behavior from other 

conflicts should make us view results of student surveys with a grain of salt. She 

explained: 
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I am responsible for collecting data on bullying and administering pre- and 
posttest survey type of questions and then examining them over a couple of 
months. So, we did see an improvement, but I’ll be honest, sometimes it’s like 
when you administer surveys, some of the kids are not paying attention, they just 
mark the number even though you are talking to them and you are telling them to 
pay attention. You are not really sure that they understand what the survey is 
asking. And then you get the post results and you say: “Oh, great, it’s an 
improvement,” but I question how valid it is, because if they weren’t paying 
attention at the beginning then we cannot be sure about posttest results either. 

Organizational structure. Another reason why educators favored elementary 

schools over middle schools or high schools was their organizational structure—namely, 

how class schedules were structured to set aside time for implementation of social-

emotional programs. A high school assistant principal stated it this way: “In my personal 

experience as a student and as an educator at various levels, I think that elementary 

schools do a much better job in terms of character education and bullying prevention 

because that’s typically built more into their school days.” Although educators agreed 

that elementary schools’ schedules were more conducive for implementation, 19 

participants believed that time, or the lack of it, was a factor that negatively affected their 

ability to implement bullying prevention programs. A school social worker who was a 

part of the district’s team that conducted workshops on bullying prevention explained the 

conundrum: 

Logistically, we have a hard time getting it implemented in the middle school. In 
elementary schools we can include SEL [social-emotional learning] curriculum in 
the morning circles, in the listening and speaking activities. In high schools, you 
have health or sexual education where you can use that time to teach SEL or 
bullying prevention. But in middle school it is really a challenge to find a time 
and a place and who would actually teach the SEL curriculum. So, the type of 
school makes a difference. For example, Olweus program is good, but it does not 
matter what program we have; the challenge is when and where and who would 
teach SEL learning and what would have to come out of the kids’ schedule. 

She elaborated further: 
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Maybe that is unique to our state or to our district, but the way our middle schools 
are structured it becomes close to impossible. Middle schools do not necessarily 
have a homeroom or advisory where you could do the activities; they do not have 
that. How do we ask teachers to do one more thing? How can we ask them to 
teach another curriculum? So, it is even more important that we start early 
because it is very difficult to do SEL or bullying prevention later in middle and 
even high school. 

In fact, the lack of implementation time became more evident at the secondary 

level as other pressures, such as high-stakes testing, graduation requirements, and college 

applications, competed for the available time with social-emotional interventions. A 

school administrator explained the challenges secondary schools faced with finding time 

for bullying prevention: 

When we get to the secondary levels, at times, it gets so focused on academics 
and graduation requirements and the day is already full—you know, you go to six 
classes a day to make sure that you are hitting all those requirements. The time 
allotment to be able to conduct bullying prevention, I think, is much less at the 
secondary level than it is to structure that at the elementary school level. I would 
argue too that at the elementary school level the bullying is more obvious and 
looks differently than it does at the high school level, where it’s happening more 
on the Internet. 

School size. Size of a school was another characteristic that influenced 

implementation. Six educators discussed the subject of school size and how elementary 

schools, because of their smaller size, were better suited for implementation. An 

elementary counselor who was implementing bullying prevention programs concurrently 

at various school levels stated: 

The size makes a difference, especially because the middle schools and high 
schools are larger and are somewhat more difficult to influence like a battleship 
instead of a sea boat. For a large school, the more kids you have, I think it’s 
harder to implement different programs. 

A mental health worker explained the issue of school size further: 
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I will go to high school and talk to health classes, or a psychology class, or we 
will go in and do some education refreshment seminar classes just around 
violence in the schools and suicide awareness and what to do when you are 
worried about a possible danger situation or you hear somebody making a threat. 
But it’s not as systematic as it is in the elementary school, and I think part of that 
is certainly 3600-person school, it’s the size of the school, but it’s also kind of a 
structure, where they go to class six periods out of eight periods, and the academic 
focus of it. 

One of the reasons smaller school size appeared to promote implementation was 

that bullying prevention programs depended on creating a safe and positive school 

climate where students, parents, and educators were encouraged to build respectful and 

trustworthy relationships. According to educators, creating such relationships was more 

difficult at secondary schools because of their sheer size. A counselor’s perceptions 

summarized the overall theme of school size and its influence on bullying prevention: 

My school has around 550 students, and one of the things that I pride myself in is 
to personally know the kids, especially those that have been here as long as I 
have. I like to know a little bit about them, who is their brother and sister, what 
their mom’s and dad’s names are, just to know enough about them. If I was to get 
into bigger school like a middle school, and there is a lot more kids, and then high 
school where you have 3200 kids, then it becomes more difficult. 

A private school principal who previously worked as a high school math teacher 

indicated further the challenge of implementing antibullying programs in larger schools: 

From my own experience, a school’s size makes a difference. When I taught math 
in a public high school, I had 160 kids I saw a day in my classroom. Up here we 
have 160 kids total. We are about five students per teacher is what it amounts to 
here in terms of ratio. At a public school, we had almost 2000 students and had 
probably 20 to 30 kids per administrative or faculty person. There were just more 
opportunities for bullying from my experience. 

School type. The data also showed that school type, whether public or private, 

influenced implementation of bullying prevention efforts. Student populations differed 

across different types of schools, with students in private schools having backgrounds 
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that were more consistent with nonpunitive-based interventions. A private school third 

grade elementary teacher shared her perceptions of students’ behaviors in public and 

private schools: 

I have to say that most of our students are pretty mellow and pretty well behaved. 
If I think in terms of public schools, which I attended my whole life, private 
school is pretty different environment for me to get used to. . . . So when I was 
student teaching in a public school, I had a large Latino population, so that was a 
big factor. I had a lot of kids with IEPs [individualized education plans] and just 
behavioral issues, so that was different. 

One of the reasons private school students were perhaps better suited for social-

emotional programs was that private schools could be more selective in choosing students 

that fit their overall goals and values. A private school principal who previously worked 

as a high school math teacher explained this challenge: 

We can and have said: “You are not a fit for our school for whatever the reason 
may be. You may be academically just not ready for our program, or could be 
from a behavioral standpoint. You are just not what we want.” We can select our 
students better. We would not bring in an atheist, for instance. They would not fit 
in here. 

On the other hand, public schools could not select students that fit their overall 

school cultures and values. At public schools they do not have that option. According to 

educators, public schools had to follow certain rules and regulations, and this created 

more challenges during implementation. One of the challenges public schools faced was 

that some of their students’ social-emotional and behavioral needs were much greater 

than the schools’ ability to address them. While private schools could select their 

students, public schools had to accept even students with several mental and social-

emotional needs. An elementary principal from an urban school shared her perceptions: 

There are the really small percent, 1% or 2%, of students that just don’t seem to 
respond to what we are trying to do, and they need bigger intervention. So that is 
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my biggest frustration. Those kids tend to be big bullies, big ones, because there 
is so much turmoil in their own lives, and the support is just not there for that 
particular kind of kid. They need some psychological stuff and the resources for 
that are spread incredibly thin. 

An elementary teacher from another state shared similar perceptions: 

In most public schools . . . for about 5% of your student population, schools 
cannot meet their social-emotional needs. We have students at our school in 
different grades and the social-emotional support that we have for them is 
insufficient and they need a lot more. So for kids that have extreme needs like 
that, we tend to scramble a little bit because there is only so much the school or 
district can offer it. 

Summary. School characteristics played an important role in affecting 

implementation of bullying prevention programs. Although elementary schools’ 

developmental characteristics, organizational structure, and smaller size made them the 

most appropriate environment for implementation, some public elementary schools 

struggled to attend to serious behavioral needs of certain students. In addition, the age of 

elementary students often prevented them from understanding and actually reporting 

bullying behavior, and their inability to discriminate between different types of behaviors 

made student surveys on prevalence of school bullying potentially unreliable. 

Finding 9: Stakeholders’ Commitment 

Stakeholders’ commitment to social-emotional and bullying prevention programs 

was perhaps the most important factor that influenced implementation. Promoting 

behavior where bullying was out of the norm depended on the commitment of educators, 

students, and parents to build respectful and trustworthy relationships. Clear and 

consistent rules and expectations of appropriate behavior, and enforcement of those rules, 



 

122 

helped sustain stakeholders’ commitment to creating a positive and safe school 

environment. 

Educators’ commitment. All 21 educators involved in the study stated that 

educators’ commitment was critical for any successful implementation. Factors such as 

resources, leadership, and training were important because they aided implementation by 

improving educators’ skills, and more importantly because they supported educators’ 

buy-in. In fact, if implementation processes lacked educators’ buy-in and willingness to 

embrace social-emotional philosophy, these factors were not sufficient to sustain 

implementation in the long run. A social worker who was responsible for training 

sessions of all participating schools in her district believed the lack of educators’ 

commitment was the biggest barrier to implementation: 

The biggest obstacle to implementation is people’s mindsets, certainly around 
children and behavioral change and how we handle behavioral errors. The general 
public and the general teacher are extremely punitive and they really believe that 
we punish kids into being good. So, sometimes we have training and teachers feel 
like they don’t need to attend, that it is not their priority. That’s the biggest 
obstacle. 

According to educators, buy-in also depended on the personality of every staff 

member, and every school had its own staff climate. Certain groups of teachers in certain 

schools supported social-emotional learning and felt it was an important part of 

education, and others did not. Their commitment was not solely to improving students’ 

math, reading, and writing skills, but according to a counselor, also the “intra- and 

interpersonal skills they would require in their everyday life.” However, what made 

educators commit to bullying prevention efforts was often difficult to identify. A district 

administrator expressed this perception: 
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Principal leadership is important, but sometimes the principals cannot drag the 
staff to implement activities unless they have a collection of people that are 
invested in that. And what that formula is and what makes that happen is 
sometimes really hard to put your finger on. So I think just the personality of the 
staff, what makes that school come together to invest themselves in school 
climate and realizing that that’s going to make a big difference is sometimes hard 
to pin down. 

Educators’ buy-in was essential because educators had to demonstrate and 

practice the appropriate behavior in addition to teaching it in class. In order to change 

students’ negative behavior, teachers had to demonstrate the proper way of resolving 

issues and always follow through to address bullying incidents. Commitment to 

confronting bullying behavior was a vital aspect of building trust among students and 

participants. If educators were not comfortable or were hesitant in doing so, students 

were less likely to stand up against bullying behavior themselves. As a mental health 

worker put it: “If teachers are just going through the motions, the kids are going to be the 

first ones to know, and they will not commit to what you are teaching.” A school 

counselor expressed a similar perception in the following way: 

Some schools you implement all the pieces and it still does not have a positive 
school climate. And because it is that intangible factor—do you have buy-in, do 
you have people who are committed . . . and showing compassion for the 
student—. . . that does come down to every individual in school. . . . I think that 
with 80% of teachers, part of what we are talking about is reeducating them 
around social-emotional skills and their own intrapersonal awareness. Whoever is 
not comfortable with that will struggle with teaching it to students. 

Although participants did not diminish the importance of factors such as a proper 

curriculum, sufficient financial resources, and adequate professional development, they 

argued that it was their everyday commitment to implementation and living this 

commitment in front of their students that mattered the most. A mental health worker 

summarized these perceptions when she stated: 
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The effectiveness of the program is not the curriculum. It is the process, and the 
implementation of just how you operate in the school every day, what the adults 
do and what the kids do. There are a lot of programs that have a lot of content, 
that cover all the basics, and that’s great. But really the effectiveness of a program 
is going to be in the implementation and actual living it. 

Parental commitment. Nineteen out of 21 educators stated that parental 

commitment to and involvement in school life in general and bullying prevention efforts 

in particular also influenced the implementation. Educators explained that 

implementation depended on the cooperation and support between educators and parents, 

in other words, between home life and school life. Establishing those relationships was 

seen as important in order to address behavioral challenges successfully and promote 

consistency in terms of desired student behavioral outcomes. An elementary school 

counselor described the importance of understanding the backgrounds of students and 

their families and building trustworthy relationships: 

I always find that the best educators are the ones that have relationships, who 
know their kids and their families. It is important for the schools to promote such 
relationships, such communities. Because when you can create those communities 
it does create trust between parents, educators, and students. There has to be that 
trust balance with parents. It is not easy, but it is very rewarding at the same time. 
I mean, that’s what we are really here on earth for, relationships; otherwise you 
can be home-schooled. 

A private school principal elaborated further: 

How do you really build the character of your students? It all gets back down to 
who the parents are, what do I know about the parents, what their interests are, 
what motivates them, what really drives them each day. . . . Parent involvement, 
student involvement, those are your keys right there. If you have that, then you 
have a better chance of controlling a situation than you would have otherwise. 

According to educators, creating relationships with parents was important because 

bullying occurred outside as well as inside of schools, and therefore educators’ ability to 

monitor bullying behavior was limited. In fact, some participants believed that it was 
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parents who were most responsible for students’ unwanted behavior, and their lack of 

involvement in the schools’ bullying prevention efforts acted as a barrier to 

implementation. An elementary school counselor shared her perceptions in the following 

way: 

For us to be successful in vanquishing bullying, everyone in school has to get 
involved. Now that also means parents. . . . Parents make and break these bullies, 
. . . because 90% of the time it is not the kid’s fault; it’s the modeling that they get 
at home. 

An elementary school teacher from a different state elucidated further the 

relationship of parental commitment to bullying prevention and the implementation 

process:  

As educators, we can do a lot to help children emotionally and socially; however, 
the other part to the equation is the family. If there is lack of parental support, it is 
very difficult for a child to make big changes unless the child has a lot of self-
motivation. . . . If there is a culture of bullying in the home, whether it is toward 
the spouse, children, neighbors, or races, . . . it becomes extremely difficult to 
help that child see that bullying is not okay. 

Students’ commitment. Besides educators’ and parents’ involvement, 13 out of 

21 educators stated that students’ ability to engage actively and consistently in the 

implementation of bullying prevention activities was also important. Educators argued 

that bullying in schools could not be reduced without students’ buy-in because much of 

the unwanted behavior was hidden from educators. The educators needed students not 

only to report the bullying incidents, but also to use the acquired skills to stop the 

unwanted behavior themselves. As a mental health worker explained: 

A problem schools can fall into is when they expect that adults are the ones solely 
responsible for creating safe schools and reducing school bullying. . . . Let’s say 
something happens at recess, and I get involved in processing the incident. I will 
have as much of the discussion with the two kids that are involved as I will have 
with the kids who might have watched that problem, and what they did or didn’t 
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do in either contributing to the problem or trying to do something to resolve the 
problem. 

Active student engagement in antibullying activities, which also included 

reporting their peers’ unwanted behavior, demanded a level of trust and rapport among 

students and educators. According to educators, there was no short cut to creating trust 

among students and educators. It was done by building relationships with students and 

showing genuine interest in their well-being. A private school principal discussed the 

value and the process of creating trustworthy relationships: 

You have to build a relationship with the student. You have to understand what 
the kid is all about. You cannot walk in and expect to spoon-feed knowledge all 
the time. That would be wonderful, but you cannot do that without getting to 
know the kid first. It helps not only from an academic standpoint, but also from a 
social developmental standpoint. But that just doesn’t happen overnight. It takes 
time to build a relationship, to build trust. So, a lot of times what we do is we’ll 
just sit down and talk to the student. You know, we will just sit down and have a 
casual conversation, not trying to solve any problems at that time. Just getting to 
know the kids. It is better to do that up front than it is after there is a problem. 

An elementary school counselor shared her perceptions: 

I think relationship is the most important thing in education because if a child 
genuinely knows that you believe in him, and that you have faith in him, I think 
they will move mountains for you. But if they don’t, if they think you are 
disingenuous and you are just going through the motions, then you have pretty 
much set yourself up for classic management for the rest of the year. 

Clear rules and expectations. One of the ways schools and districts improved or 

maintained stakeholders’ commitment for bullying prevention efforts was through clear 

and consistent rules and expectations. Sixteen out of 21 educators stated that crafting 

school- and districtwide discipline plans was an important factor facilitating the 

implementation of bullying prevention interventions. School discipline plans, according 

to educators, supported the implementation through the use of common language and 
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clear rules and expectations about appropriate student behavior. A private school 

principal shared her perceptions with respect to expectations for her students: 

If you’ve set the expectations for the students that this is what you expect them to 
accomplish in terms of their academic growth or their character growth, how they 
interact, or even their goals, then they will expect that from themselves and 
actually do it. You expect them to fine-tune all of those things, and then you will 
get what you expect. But before they can do it, they have to believe they can 
actually do it. So our expectations, with appropriate support, of course, encourage 
them to achieve those goals. 

Enforcing school expectations by keeping students accountable to practice and 

support appropriate behavior was equally important and made it unambiguous that 

bullying behavior was not condoned. A mental health worker explained the importance of 

rules and procedures and keeping students accountable for unwanted behavior in this 

way: “When there are no expectations for the kids to participate in stopping bullying, 

creating that safe environment, and being held accountable, then things are not going to 

improve.” 

Educators also stated that the rules and expectations were not designed solely for 

students but for all stakeholders, including educators and parents. When bullying did take 

place on school grounds, educators had to follow rules and procedures of how to deal 

with different bullying incidents. Following schools’ rules and guidelines and addressing 

the problem indirectly improved student commitment for bullying prevention efforts 

because it demonstrated to students that bullying would not be tolerated. A mental health 

worker expressed the process in the following way:  

Once we tell kids and we teach them that bullying is not going to be accepted in 
the school, there has to be a process to respond to that bullying. The kids have to 
understand that when we say it will not be tolerated, there is a very systematic 
way for educators to respond to bullying. First offense, second offense, 
seriousness of the offense, whatever it is, but everybody needs to be on the same 
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page with that. My experience is that schools where kids report higher levels of 
bullying, or feel unsafe, have adults who don’t follow through with what they said 
that they would do, or there are no consequences for the kid who is crossing the 
line in terms of bullying behavior. 

Lastly, if educators still did not show commitment to confront bullying behavior, 

some schools and districts included their lack of participation in bullying prevention 

efforts in their annual evaluation reports, as was stated by an elementary counselor: 

One way the buy-in happens, if teachers are unwilling to intervene, is that you 
hold them accountable for it. Sometimes just the understanding that this is going 
to be important on their annual review helps them become more concerned about 
implementation and using the appropriate skills to reduce bullying behavior. So 
part of it is personal accountability. 

Summary. The commitment of stakeholders—including educators, students, and 

parents—was a key facilitator during the implementation process. Establishing norms and 

expectations for creating an environment where bullying was out of the norm and did not 

fit with the culture, and where everyone was held accountable for implementing those 

rules, helped sustain stakeholders’ commitment to creating a positive and safe school 

environment. 

Research Question 3: Policy Implementation in High- and Low-Poverty Schools 

The final research question sought to explore educators’ perceptions of 

antibullying implementation in high- versus low-poverty schools, as shown by 

participants’ responses to the first two research questions. Educators’ responses to 

Research Question 1 showed no discernable differences based on schools’ poverty levels. 

On the other hand, educators’ responses to Research Question 2, and the factors 

influencing implementation, showed that schools’ poverty levels did influence 

implementation (see Table 4.4). Specifically, educators’ responses with respect to high- 
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and low-poverty schools differed in relation to students’ and parents’ commitment and 

involvement in bullying prevention activities. 

 
Table 4.4 
Policy Implementation in High- and Low-Poverty Schools 

Research Question 3: In what ways, if any, do perceptions of implementation differ for 
educators in high-poverty schools as compared to low-poverty schools, as shown by their 

responses to the first two research questions? 
Factor Components 

Parents in high-poverty schools were often less involved in bullying 
prevention activities 

Parental and student 
involvement 

Students of low SES were often less prepared to build relationships 
and participate in social-emotional and antibullying programs 

 

Finding 10: Parental and Student Commitment 

Bullying prevention programs needed active participation from the whole 

community, including students and parents, to reduce bullying behavior systematically 

and successfully. According to participants, the makeup and poverty levels of student 

populations and their families influenced the level of parental and student involvement in 

bullying prevention activities and presented additional challenges for educators during 

the implementation. 

Parental commitment. Ten educators explicitly or implicitly pointed out that the 

extent to which parents were involved in various bullying prevention activities was often 

influenced by their socioeconomic backgrounds. Parents from low-poverty public and 

private schools were typically, but not always, actively involved in school activities, 

volunteered their time, and were at times seen as “helicopter parents,” as stated by a 

private school principal:  

The parents at our school are sending their most precious gifts to us and we 
realize that. They are involved in almost every aspect of our school, and if they 
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think you are not doing something correctly, they will let you know. . . . We have 
a fleet of helicopter parents at our school. 

A school administrator from another private elementary school explained how 

formalized programs, such as STR, were sometimes used to keep helicopter parents at 

bay: 

A formalized program like Steps to Respect, I think, helps tremendously. It has 
made our bully prevention a little bit more structured, a little bit more rules. And 
to be totally honest, it helps in the classroom, but it’s also nice to be able to say 
when a parent asks, “What do you do for bullying prevention?” I can say, “Oh we 
do this piece and we do that piece, and you have formal things in place,” so it’s a 
little bit of insurance policy to keep those helicopter parents off your back. 

While active parental involvement was encouraged, and parents in more affluent 

schools were usually abreast of what was happening in their children’s schools, their zeal 

to give their view on every issue at times created the unintended consequence of 

undermining teachers by excluding them from the communication loop. A public school 

principal with experience in low- and high-poverty schools explained her situation in her 

current low-poverty elementary public school: 

For the community, for the families in my current school, a value for them is 
really communication—giving them the opportunity to communicate with me 
whenever there is an issue. The culture that I see in this school, . . . there is a 
missing step sometimes. . . . Parents call me and want to talk about an issue, and I 
would always start: “Have you talked to the teacher or student about it?”, 
whatever is appropriate. 

She elaborated further, 

Many times that step was not taken, and so I had to develop a culture of before 
you come to talk to me as a principal, I always want you to check in with the 
teacher. Not just as a courtesy, but they will have more information about what 
the issue is because they are with your child a lot more than me. So I will send 
you back, and if the issue is academic or bullying and if it is not resolved, then I 
am happy to meet with you. But you cannot just take a person out of the loop, 
especially with bullying that depends on communication and building 
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relationships with everyone. I mean, you have to start by giving people the 
opportunities to improve. 

On the other hand, educators who worked in schools where the percentage of 

students living in poverty was higher had a much harder time of even involving parents in 

school activities. While the principal’s challenge in the previously mentioned low-

poverty school was to create proper channels and sequences of communication among all 

stakeholders, her challenge, while working in high-poverty schools, was to persuade 

parents to come to the school, stating: “In my high-poverty school it was more inviting 

families to campus than anything else.” One of the reasons for lack of involvement, 

according to educators, was that parents in high-poverty schools often worked multiple 

jobs and had little extra time to participate in their child’s schooling. The same public 

school administrator elaborated on her perceptions: 

Another factor that high-poverty schools have, to be fair, is that families may not 
have the time. That is a luxury of more affluent schools that they have a parent 
that stays at home and can do all those school pieces. So paying bills rightfully 
should come first over a school meeting. It is not a choice; they have to work or 
they will lose their jobs. That is a huge factor in just how you can raise your child, 
and it is not a right or wrong; it is just a reality. 

Two elementary school counselors from separate states summarized the challenge 

of parental involvement and its relationship to poverty. A counselor working in a high-

poverty elementary school and a counselor working concurrently in both high-poverty 

and lower-poverty elementary schools discussed their perceptions. The counselor in the 

high-poverty school put it this way: 

My school and her school are day and night. Hers is from a very affluent area, you 
know. Now that is not to say she does not have the same issues as I, but you talk 
about parent involvement, there are parents over there knocking down the door. 
So it’s the opposite. Here you cannot get them in, and there they are knocking 
down the door. 
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The second counselor described the differences and challenges of parental 

involvement in her two schools: 

The biggest difference between the two schools, besides poverty and 
socioeconomic status, is a lack of parental involvement. At higher-SES school I 
am dealing with, can you believe this, with an overinvolvement of parents. Some 
of those parents need to just back off and let their kids be. I had one parent who 
did not want to leave their kid and could not really trust us that we would do a 
good job. When these parents are around kids more, these kids have more 
separation anxiety. At [low-SES] school, it’s the total opposite. I have a lack of 
parental involvement. Many work two to three jobs. Or it may just be that their 
number does not work, because their cell phone bill has not been paid, so it is 
really hard for me sometimes to get in touch with them. That is the biggest 
difference I see between the two schools. 

Besides working multiple jobs, educators also stated that parents of low-SES 

students were less likely to participate in their children’s school activities because of 

reasons such as communication limitations and lack of educational attainment. Two 

elementary counselors from different regions who worked in high-poverty schools 

elaborated on a challenge of involving parents from a low-SES background in school life: 

Parents of poor students are definitely less involved, but sometimes it’s their 
educational level and English proficiency. It’s such experiences that resulted in 
less involvement, and not because they didn’t care, but because they didn’t know 
how, or what to do, or how to help their children. 

The second counselor explained: 

Besides character and antibullying curriculums, I also teach parenting classes. 
Unfortunately, the parents that you really want to come are not coming. They may 
have too many jobs or don’t speak English; some are not motivated or even 
intimidated by the whole school experience because of their low level of 
education. Or they might have been bullied when they were in school so they 
have a bad taste about schools anyway. And that’s what I am running into a lot. 

To overcome the challenge of low parental involvement, educators in high-

poverty schools adapted their activities to fit the needs of their families and used different 
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strategies in order to improve parental involvement. While the strategies varied across 

schools, educators stated that persistency and making families feel a part of community 

were two important aspects of any strategy. A counselor and a principal shared their 

experiences: 

Yes, you have to go that extra mile, but that’s our job, our responsibility. What 
you have to do is be persistent, don’t give up just because they don’t show up a 
few times. Find out what the problem is, keep the lines of communication open, 
and make sure that you educate the parents, educate the students on the particular 
programs that you are implementing, and understand that because of their 
different backgrounds they may or may not be receptive immediately to what you 
have to say. 

A principal explained in more detail various strategies employed by her schools to 

improve parent participation: 

At my high-poverty school we didn’t do early morning meetings because we 
wanted parents to come and they were at work. So we decided to give two times 
and asked them to give two times that would work for them. If it means 5:00 or 
6:00 when they get off from work, we will make that happen. For some other 
families, as a last resort, we said we can do a home visit and asked them when 
would it be a good time for us to visit. So we can come to them instead of they 
coming to us. Another strategy we used was, maybe they do not want us to come 
to their home because they might not have a good home situation and they do not 
want us to see that. So we offered to meet at the library or a coffee area at the 
grocery store, just creating multiple opportunities and not giving up. 

However, sometimes even all the extra strategies were not enough to involve 

parents in high-poverty schools. A principal stated that some of the parents in her high-

poverty school were just not motivated enough about the education of their children and, 

therefore, did not see the need to participate in antibullying activities or come to parent-

teacher association (PTA) meetings. The principal stated: 

At public school I met parents of only a few kids who were struggling from an 
academic standpoint or a behavioral standpoint. Sometimes you would send a 
note home explaining about this kind of problem that we need to follow-up on, 
and some parents couldn’t care less, and never came. And it’s hard when you 
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have parents that won’t come to the PTA meeting. How do you reach them? And 
you cannot mandate it or say you will come to this or else. I mean you can’t. All 
we can do is offer it and just hope that those parents show. 

Lastly, while socioeconomic background was an important factor influencing 

parental participation in school activities, educators also offered examples in which the 

level and the manner in which parental participation occurred differed not only across 

socioeconomic groups, but also within groups of similar poverty levels. Students of low-

income families were not the only ones who lacked parental involvement in their school 

activities. An elementary teacher at an exclusive private school shared her experience: 

I think for my kids the hard part is that their parents are sometimes not always 
home, so it is a different issue. They have all the material things they need, but 
perhaps they lack time with their parents. The parents travel a lot or the parents 
work a lot, and so they are away from home. So we have the nannies and the 
babysitters who are taking care of these kids and come to school. So for them 
that’s hardship. 

An elementary teacher also shared her experiences from two high-poverty schools 

where families’ cultural backgrounds and their view of parenting in general and school 

participation in particular influenced their school engagement: 

Since I came to this district, I worked in two high-poverty schools. My first 
experience here was at a very poor school with a lot of what I would call poor 
white trash parents. The difference between this school and my second school, 
even though they are both low socioeconomic schools, poor white trash had an 
attitude of: “You owe me, and what do you mean my student isn’t doing well? 
Well, that’s your job. Why isn’t this happening?” 

She continued: 

At the school that I am at now, it’s immigrant poor, and there’s a huge difference. 
The immigrant families are very grateful for what they have and they teach their 
children to respect their teacher—now, that’s not 100%, you know, you can’t 
classify everything, but for the most part if you have a problem with a student, 
those parents come in and they’re saying: “You need to listen to your teacher, you 
need to do this,” so they are very sweet and respectful and supportive. 
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Student commitment. Building relationships and creating a sense of community 

were prerequisites for student involvement in bullying prevention efforts; however, 10 

educators stated that high-poverty schools had a more difficult time engaging students in 

such activities. One reason why high-poverty schools had a more difficult time involving 

students in antibullying activities, which required self-control, conflict resolution skills, 

and expression of empathy and concern for others, was that the children’s own basic 

needs had not been met yet. According to educators, students of lower socioeconomic 

background often came to school hungry, and that affected not only their academic 

abilities but also their social-emotional skills. A private school principal shared her 

previous experience of working in a public high-poverty high school: 

Of course in terms of economic conditions it makes a difference. You have kids 
who come in from the very low-income families, and a lot of times they will show 
up and they haven’t had breakfast yet. Maybe they went to sleep hungry the night 
before. It is hard to teach kids like that; it is hard to get them in the right behavior, 
feeling good about themselves, because there is anger built up because they do not 
have the basic things that others have. 

An elementary school teacher shared a similar view: 

Students make a difference, only because of their energy level. If children come 
hungry or tired to school, they are more likely not to control themselves, so I 
think having kids with unstable backgrounds makes it more challenging. 
Sometimes parents just do not have the time. They are working, so they do not 
have the time to be with their children and teach them or show them those 
things—how to interact. 

Another reason high-poverty schools had a more difficult time with student 

involvement was that antibullying programs at times went against the upbringing and the 

community climate of the students who grew up in poverty, as explained by an 

elementary school counselor: 
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There are some elements of climate in communities that kids bring to school and 
that tend to be associated with SES and resources and all that sort of stuff. You 
know, violence and poverty tend to go hand in hand. So schools where the SES of 
families is higher tend to have cultures which are somewhat more consistent with 
nonpunitive-based kinds of interventions that we try to teach here, and bullying 
prevention programs fall in that category. So, in my experience, students’ 
socioeconomic background and their community do influence what we can do. 

In fact, various students’ backgrounds and their parents’ difficulties to fulfill their 

children’s basic needs made it harder to create a sense of community in high-poverty 

schools. An elementary counselor elucidated the challenges in her high-poverty school: 

I call my school a Heinz 57 because we have very affluent, we have your middle 
class, we have your poor, and we have your dirt poor. We have bilingual kids. 
And I am not stereotyping—I am just saying this is what we’ve got. I mean we 
have everything. We have the real world. We have reality. We have students who 
come hungry to school and with the same outfit on that they wore 2 days ago, but 
we then expect these students to perform at the same level with the rest of my 
class. Really? How? That said, my school, we are a family. You can talk to 
anybody that has subbed at our school, and they will tell you they feel a sense of 
family connection here. But, we have to work harder to build such community, 
such climate when everyone is really diverse, where many students lack basic 
necessities that we take for granted. . . . We just have to worker harder. 

She elaborated further: 

Because of different populations that we have, there are greater challenges just 
because a lot of our kids do not have that experience that some of my other 
students have. For example, some of my students have never been out of the city. 
They will never, I should not say never, their chances of going to Disney World 
and Disney Land are slim to none. . . . I have some students in my school that 
have been there already three times. 

However, student commitment was affected not only by personal factors, but also 

by structural factors, such as a poor working and learning environment, that were often 

interrelated. A teacher from an urban high-poverty school stated that the city’s initiative 

to improve school conditions by creating smaller schools actually made it worse for low-

achieving students from poor neighborhoods to even attend school. According to the 
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teacher, the poor working conditions contributed to increased student dropout rates and 

her departure after just 1 year. She explained: 

Our city was trying to make reforms by taking the large high schools and breaking 
them up into smaller schools. It was just really sad, the way they dispersed the 
students across the city. It was great for those really high-achieving kids, because 
they went to the best schools. . . . Our students were left in crappy schools, with 
mostly low-achieving students with low expectations, . . . little hope, and no one 
at home pushing them. . . . There was just straight-up violence in our school. . . . 
A lot of my students ended [up] dropping out, and . . . I think I had four girls get 
pregnant that year, and only 10 of my students returned next year. . . . I left after a 
year. 

Strategies to improve student engagement in high-poverty schools. While 

educators spoke about the challenges high-poverty schools had to face, they also shared 

their strategies to ameliorate the problem and help students succeed. Educators pointed 

out that some of them had no prior experience with poverty and needed to be educated 

about its effects, as an elementary school counselor from two different high-poverty 

schools pointed out: 

I think our teachers need to be more educated in understanding the diversity of 
our students. Teachers are motivated, but they don’t know what to do. Or they 
feel such pressure to get all of this teaching done. 

An elementary school teacher from a high-poverty school shared her perceptions 

of how her new understanding of poverty changed her teaching strategies: 

Some of the things that I was doing before do not work with these students. I had 
to become educated as to what is going on here and how I can support my 
students, because I do not have an understanding of poverty myself. Some 
students come from homes where they do not know if there is going to be food on 
the table. They do not know if they are going to have a place to live. And so I 
have to understand that. For example, I had a boy that was homeless. Expecting 
him to have his homework every time was ridiculous. So how is he going to 
learn? Well, the most important part for me as a teacher is I’ve got to provide a 
safe place for these kids and make them feel safe, loved, that they are supported in 
every possible way. And so, you missed your homework—okay, all right, you are 
trying. 



 

138 

Besides changing their understanding of what poverty was and how it affected 

student education in general and their involvement in bullying prevention activities in 

particular, educators also took concrete steps to meet the basic needs of their students. An 

elementary school teacher described her strategy: 

Parents have to make a choice between feeding their children or spending time 
with them, and some just do not have that option. I just try to do what I can with 
what I have. So for example, if the kid comes hungry to school, it just depends on 
the grade level if I give them snacks or not. A lot of times they will just drink a lot 
of water and wait until lunch or, if they are younger, I will have snacks for them. 
You just have to be creative with what you have. 

An elementary school counselor went a step further and helped partner her school 

with a local church in order to provide weekend meals for her needy students: 

We see a growing population of homeless students at our school. That means that 
these kids do not have a permanent address and they are usually in homeless 
shelters with their families. And one thing that we do is we provide weekend food 
bags and they have things like oatmeal, macaroni and cheese, and fruit and milk. 
But we give them over the weekend because some of the children, I do not know 
what they are eating. And the principal and I, we are working with a church and 
another school’s counselor. They have been really generous with providing us 
these bags. It’s really sad. I see a lot of kids sometimes not being able to focus on 
their work and sometimes they get mean and frustrated because they are hungry. 
You cannot function when you are hungry. 

Other educators also changed specific bullying prevention activities to help 

students improve their behavior. An elementary school counselor described how she 

changed lesson plans to include more friendship skills as her campus changed 

demographics: 

When I came here, we were not a Title 1 campus. We just became a Title 1 in the 
last 4 years. A lot of our kids, what I am noticing now, don’t know how to be a 
friend, so I do more friendship groups. They do not know how to communicate 
face to face. This is where I am seeing my role has changed. I am having now to 
teach students how to be a friend. Just those basics that we take for granted that 
we already know how to do, and what are those things that will cause you not to 
be their friend anymore. That’s what I am teaching—social skills, they have none. 
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The counselor continued by comparing her activities with those of a more affluent 

school in the district: 

Some of the lessons that might be happening over there would not fit in my 
campus because of the population. They are not doing things like the social and 
the friendship piece that we are doing. Maybe my students need more of this, and 
her students already got it at home. They have mom and dad sitting right with 
them doing their homework. They sit at the table eating dinner together; they 
show them how to interact, where a lot of my kids’ parents work two or three 
jobs. 

Summary. Bullying prevention implementation could not succeed without active 

participation from the whole community, including students and parents. Parents in low-

poverty schools were often seen as too involved, while many parents from high-poverty 

schools, for a variety of reasons, were not able to participate to the same extent. That 

presented a challenge for high-poverty schools because antibullying programs depended 

on trusting relationships and cooperation among all stakeholders to reduce the unwanted 

behavior. In order to build such relationships, a certain amount of time, commitment, and 

skills were required from everyone involved in implementation—time and skills that 

more often than not parents and students in high-poverty schools did not have. 

Summary of Findings 

The study’s 10 findings are summarized in Table 4.5. 
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Table 4.5 
Summary of Findings 
No Finding 
1 Fidelity, adaptability, and sustainability. There was no perfect implementation fidelity across 

schools, and the key to successful implementation was a proper balance between fidelity and 
adaptability of interventions. Activities were adapted to the needs of students, staff, and parents. How 
activities were implemented differed across districts and schools, and over time even within schools. 

2 Part of a broader policy. The bullying prevention activities described by the participants were rarely 
implemented as stand-alone interventions, but were part of a broader policy that involved other 
character education, social-emotional, and behavioral support initiatives, with the aim of creating safe 
and positive school environments. The interventions varied from time-consuming schoolwide programs 
to relatively quick and simple bullying prevention activities. 

3 Resources. Adequate financial and personnel resources were key to any sustainable antibullying 
implementation, according to participants. State laws and economic cycles influenced school and 
district resources to varying degrees, and their available resources differed greatly across as well as 
within states. 

4 Leadership. School and district leadership support for bullying prevention interventions was 
necessary for sustainable implementation of bullying prevention efforts. Participants also revealed 
that not all educators, whether at the district or school level, had the same level of motivation and/or 
expertise to support their colleagues in bullying prevention appropriately and consistently. To 
overcome this challenge, some school and district leaders used a carrot and stick policy by flattening 
the hurdles to implementation through appropriate hiring and training policies and by holding 
everyone accountable for achieving the agreed-upon goals. 

5 Bullying prevention training. Professional development was an important factor that facilitated 
consistent and sustainable implementation, by increasing the knowledge, skills, and commitment of 
educators and parents for bullying prevention efforts. As implementations was scaled up, its 
importance increased because most educators and parents had no prior experience and training in 
social-emotional or bullying prevention education. 

6 Social media. Cyberbullying was one of the key barriers to bullying prevention implementation. 
Ever-greater use of social media among K-12 students resulted in more cyberbullying incidents, and 
educators often felt powerless to deal with such challenges. Although cyberbullying incidents 
occurred outside of the school environment, their negative effects influenced implementation of bullying 
prevention programs by making students feel less safe and creating a negative school climate. 

7 High-stakes testing. High-stakes testing acted as a barrier to implementation by reducing available 
time and resources for bullying prevention activities. High-stakes testing also added extra pressure on 
educators and students to meet the state performance standards, and that took priority over 
implementation of seemingly less important bullying prevention programs. 

8 School characteristics. School characteristics, such as their level, size, and type, influenced 
implementation of bullying prevention efforts. According to educators, elementary schools were the 
most appropriate level for bullying prevention implementation because of their greater focus on 
students’ developmental level, their organizational structure, and their smaller size. Elementary 
schools also had their drawbacks. They often lacked sufficient financial and personnel resources to 
deal with the extreme behavioral incidents, and their younger students had greater difficulties 
differentiating bullying incidents from normal conflicts. 

9 Stakeholder involvement. Stakeholders’ commitment to social-emotional and bullying prevention 
programs was perhaps the most important factor that influenced implementation. Promoting behavior 
where bullying was out of the norm depended on the commitment of educators, students, and parents 
to build respectful and trustworthy relationships. Clear and consistent rules and expectations of 
appropriate behavior, and enforcement of those rules, helped sustain stakeholders’ commitment to 
creating a positive and safe school environment. 

10 Parental and student commitment. Bullying prevention programs needed active participation from 
the whole community, including students and parents, to reduce bullying behavior systematically and 
successfully. According to participants, the makeup and poverty levels of student populations and 
their families influenced the level of parental and student involvement in bullying prevention 
activities and presented additional challenges for educators during the implementation. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

I do think that post-Columbine we developed an industry almost, based on the 
concept of bullying. . . . I guess my advice would be that we do not get caught up 
in that kind of mania and to think harder on more basic sort of climate issues of 
everyone feeling safe and that they have people that they can trust. If you really 
get caught up in this that we are going to take care of these bullies, you are sort of 
almost bullying people who you have labeled to be bullies. —School counselor 

Over the last decade, school bullying has received considerable media and policy 

attention; however, attempts to reduce the unwanted behavior through the 

implementation of numerous bullying prevention programs have not resulted in 

consistently positive outcomes (e.g., Baldry & Farrington, 2007; Farrington & Ttofi, 

2009; Ferguson et al., 2007; Rigby, 2002; Ryan & Smith, 2009; Smith et al., 2003; 

Smith, Pepler, et al., 2004; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). One of the main reasons for the 

lack of consistently positive outcomes is the large variation in the implementation of 

bullying prevention programs across different school contexts (Ryan & Smith, 2009). As 

Plog, Epstein, Jens, and Porter (2010) stated, “The mere existence of effective bullying 

prevention programs . . . is not sufficient for ensuring positive results” (p. 559). Programs 

can be comprehensive and have sound theoretical frameworks; however, success might 

not be achieved if implementers do not consider school contexts, which often vary 

substantially in terms of poverty levels, financial and personnel resources, leadership, and 

student and parental populations. 

This qualitative study involved a sample of 21 educators who over the years 

worked in 33 different school districts and over 100 schools. The goal of the study was to 

understand how educators across different contexts perceive implementation of bullying 
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prevention programs and the factors that facilitate or constrain this implementation. The 

study was not designed as an evaluation, but rather as a basic interview study to gather 

information about the various methods used by educators to address problems of bullying 

in schools. The educators interviewed worked in public and private schools from the 

elementary to high school levels; the schools varied substantially in terms of poverty 

levels and student populations. This chapter presents the study’s findings in the context of 

previous research and draws conclusions and implications for policymakers and 

researchers. 

Research Question 1: Implementation of Bullying Prevention Programs 

When policymakers describe the implementation of programs that will lead to 

change, they usually focus on what will be changed. However, just as important as what 

will be changed is how change will come about (Hall & Hord, 2001). In other words, 

how educators implement bullying prevention programs is just as important as which 

program is implemented. In fact, although bullying is an issue that receives much media 

attention, and 49 out of 50 states have passed bullying prevention laws, the results of this 

study show that schools rarely use the programs to focus solely on reducing bullying 

behavior; rather, they direct their efforts to create a safe and positive school environment 

while addressing broader social and emotional issues. 

Fidelity, Adaptability, and Sustainability 

The contexts described by the participants in this study varied substantially. 

Despite this variation, two common findings emerged across all schools: private, public, 

or charter; elementary or high school; high- or low-poverty. First, the results showed that 
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there was no perfect implementation fidelity across different schools, a finding consistent 

with previous literature on implementation. While evaluations of bullying prevention 

programs often conclude that if implemented with fidelity, the programs have the 

potential to reduce school bullying behavior (see Black, 2007; Olweus & Alsaker, 1994; 

Roland, 1993; Stevens et al., 2001), Durlak and DuPre (2008) stated that perfect or 

almost perfect fidelity can rarely be achieved, especially over an extended period of time. 

They found in their meta-analysis of the literature that “expecting perfect or near-perfect 

implementation is unrealistic” and that “positive results have often been obtained with 

[implementation] levels around 60%” (p. 331). Because contexts differ, educators 

invariably have to adapt interventions to the needs and capabilities of their stakeholders. 

Previous research suggests that fidelity and adaptability can occur simultaneously, with 

the key to successful implementation being a proper balance between the two (Durlak & 

DuPre, 2008). The findings of this study support previous research and suggest that the 

optimum “mix” depends on the context in which implementation occurs—in other words, 

on the needs and capabilities of school staff, students, and families. 

Besides suggesting a proper balance between fidelity and adaptability, the data 

also suggest the importance of sustainability. Educators stated that taking a long-term 

approach to the implementation process is critical because there are no quick fixes to 

creating a safe and positive school climate where bullying is not the norm. This finding is 

consistent with previous bullying prevention literature that showed that the longer and 

more fully a bullying prevention program is implemented, the greater the chances of 

creating a positive school climate and reducing students’ unwanted behavior (e.g., 

Limber & Nation, 1991; Roland, 2000; Whitney et al., 1994). 
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The literature recommends viewing implementation as a long-term process rather 

than as an event. Hall and Hord (2001) stated that it takes at least 3 to 5 years for 

programs to be implemented well, and for each additional unit (e.g., school, district, or 

state) that undertakes change, the process is extended another 3 to 5 years (e.g., Hall & 

Hord, 2001; Hall & Loucks, 1977; Hall & Rutherford, 1976). Hall and Hord (2001) also 

argued that implementation of different prevention programs is rarely given the necessary 

time to succeed because “too many policy-makers at all levels refuse to accept the 

principle that change is a process, not an event, and continue to insist that their changes 

be implemented before their next election, which typically is within 2 years” (p. 5). The 

findings from this study give further evidence that implementation is viewed as an event 

rather than a process. Most summative evaluations of bullying prevention programs occur 

within 2 years of a program’s inception (e.g., Baldry & Farrington, 2007; Ryan & Smith, 

2009; Smith et al., 2003; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). This period is too soon to determine 

if bullying prevention programs are effective or if they will remain effective in 5 years. In 

fact, several of this study’s educators stated that the commitment for bullying prevention 

programs was usually sustained for a year or two and then the programs “fizzled out.” 

Previous studies on prevention and specifically bullying prevention found large variations 

in the degree of program implementation after 5 years, which points to the challenge of 

implementation sustainability (e.g., Dusenbury et al., 2003; Jimerson, Swearer, & 

Espelage, 2010). 

Bullying Prevention Activities as Part of a Broader Policy 

The second finding under Research Question 1 is that while interventions varied 

from time-consuming schoolwide programs to relatively quick and simple bullying 
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prevention activities, they were not implemented as standalone interventions, but rather 

as part of a broader policy. This broader policy involved other character education, 

social-emotional, and behavioral support initiatives, with the aim of creating safe and 

positive school climates. Most participants argued that rather than focusing their efforts 

narrowly on bullying behavior, schools should focus on more basic climate issues where 

everyone feels safe and has the opportunity to build relationships with people they can 

trust. In fact, targeted school bullying prevention programs that lack the broader goal of 

creating a safe and positive school environment are likely to have only marginal success 

(Cohen, Espelage, Twemlow, Berkowitz, & Comer, in press). 

Research Question 2: Factors Influencing Implementation in Bullying Prevention 

Educators were encouraged to discuss factors they considered important in 

promoting or constraining implementation of bullying prevention efforts in their schools 

or districts. The seven factors they emphasized—resources, leadership, bullying 

prevention training, social media, high-stakes testing, school characteristics, and 

stakeholders’ commitment—are discussed below. 

Resources 

 Over two decades ago, Eric Hanushek (1989) argued in his article, “The Impact of 

Differential Expenditures on School Performance,” that “there is no strong or systematic 

relationship between school expenditures and student performance” (p. 47). Hedges, 

Laine, and Greenwald (1994) analyzed the same data and found that resources were 

related to achievement and that money did matter after all. The inconsistent results can be 

accounted for by methodological differences between the studies—for example, the 
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criteria for selecting research to be included in the meta-analysis. This study’s finding, 

based on educators’ perceptions with respect to resources, offers no such dichotomy and 

is very clear: resources do matter. Educators across all states, schools, and respondent 

groups revealed that financial and personnel resources not only make a difference, but are 

actually prerequisites for any systematic and long-term implementation of bullying 

prevention interventions. The data showed that one of the reasons implementation usually 

falters after a few years is precisely because adequate resources are not available. This 

finding is consistent with other literature on prevention intervention that found lack of 

financial resources as a primary obstacle to school implementation efforts (Forman et al., 

2009). In addition, four different systematic reviews that analyzed prevention programs 

across various disciplines also found that resources affect the implementation process 

(Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Fixsen et al., 2005; Greenhalgh et al., 2004; Stith et al., 2006). 

By interviewing educators from different schools, districts, and states, the data 

also showed that not only were financial and personnel resources important, but they 

differed substantially across different contexts. Differences in resources for bullying 

prevention programs reflect in part differences in overall state and local per-pupil 

expenditures. Cornman (2013) reported that average per-pupil expenditures among 50 

U.S. states during 2010-2011 varied from as low as $6,326 to as high as $20,793 (pp. 11-

12). The current study also pointed out that large variations in funding did not occur only 

across states, but also within states and even within districts. For example, educators’ 

perceptions, confirmed through document analysis, showed that per-pupil expenditures of 

two districts from a single state varied from $23,425 and $11,674 for the 2010-2011 

school year—a difference of over 100% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). 
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This finding is consistent with variations within states not included in this study. For 

example, during the 2009-2010 school year, per-pupil expenditures of districts in one 

U.S. state ranged from approximately $6,000 to over $20,000 (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2013, as cited in Atchison, 2014). 

While financial resources are not sufficient in and of themselves to reduce 

bullying in schools, they are a prerequisite for bullying prevention efforts for several 

reasons. For example, financial resources allow schools and districts not only to purchase 

sufficient numbers of bullying prevention program kits, but also to conduct periodic 

professional development workshops with their entire staff. Financial resources are also 

needed for hiring an adequate number of educators, such as counselors and mental health 

and social workers, who work with and support students and teachers to improve their 

social-emotional skills. 

Another reason why resources, such as an adequate number of qualified 

personnel, varied across states was that some states viewed schools’ mental health 

services as a priority and mandated that schools at all levels employ school counselors, 

and others did not. States in which mental health services were not a priority usually did 

not employ counselors and/or psychologists at the elementary level. For example, the 

study found that districts in some states employed either no elementary school counselors 

or at the most one for the entire district, while districts in other states employed one or 

two counselors in every elementary school. The study also showed, however, that 

districts with greater financial resources sometimes were able to overcome the negative 

consequences of states’ mental health policies. Therefore, disparities in resources made 

sustaining bullying prevention programs more difficult for some districts than for others, 
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especially as economic downturns further reduced the amount of resources designated for 

bullying prevention efforts. 

Leadership 

 The study showed that bullying prevention efforts were difficult to sustain 

without support from school and district administrators. The educators in the study 

reported that school and district leadership was important in terms of setting definite 

goals, allocating adequate resources, ensuring professional development, keeping school 

educators accountable, and creating commitment for the implementation process. This 

finding is consistent with studies (Fixsen et al., 2005; Forman et al., 2009; Greenhalgh et 

al., 2004; Stith et al., 2006) that found leadership to be an important factor during the 

implementation process with respect to “setting priorities, establishing consensus, 

offering incentives, and managing the overall process of implementation” (Durlak & 

DuPre, 2008, p. 337). Other research also found that when principals promoted early buy-

in among stakeholders, the level of program implementation was higher (Aladjem & 

Borman, 2006; Desimone, 2002). 

Educators stated that district and school leadership support for bullying 

prevention programs was not uniform across districts or within districts. There was 

variation among school leadership with respect to the required commitment and expertise 

to support educators during the implementation process on a consistent basis. To 

overcome the challenge of buy-in and limited expertise among school leaders, some 

districts used a carrot and stick policy by flattening the hurdles to implementation 

through appropriate hiring and training policies and by holding everyone accountable for 

achieving the agreed-upon goals. 



 

149 

Bullying Prevention Training 

Adequate training in social-emotional learning and bullying prevention was 

another important factor that facilitated the implementation process. In-service 

professional development aided the implementation by equipping educators with the 

knowledge, skills, and commitment necessary to conduct various prevention activities. 

This finding is consistent with numerous studies in the literature of prevention programs, 

which found that adequate staff training was critical to implementation success 

(Dusenbury & Hansen, 2004; Elliott & Mihalic, 2004; Nation et al., 2003; Pentz, 2004; 

Sanders, Turner, & Markie-Dadds, 2002; Sandler et al., 2005). Because bullying occurred 

in schools, at home, and in cyberspace, training was often designed to “blanket” the 

whole community, including parents, school staff, and other local organizations in order 

to promote common language and expectations across all stakeholders. Sanders and 

colleagues (2002) also noted that standardized training facilitated implementation by 

equipping stakeholders with the basic knowledge and skills of a particular intervention. 

According to educators, the importance of training increased as implementation 

was scaled up to include greater numbers of schools, educators, students, and parents. 

One reason in-service training increased in importance was that most teachers lacked 

preservice training in social-emotional learning and bullying prevention knowledge and 

skills. Preservice teacher programs in some states did not include social-emotional topics 

as part of their education, nor were educators exposed to such topics while growing up. 

Social Media 

 Cyberbullying has been studied extensively over the past 10 years by numerous 

researchers in several countries (e.g., Bauman, Toomey, & Walker, 2013; Bulut & 



 

150 

Gündüz, 2012; Campbell, 2005; Cowie & Jennifer, 2008; Demaray, Malecki, Jenkins, & 

Westermann, 2012; Kowalski, Limber, & Agatston, 2012; Olweus, 2012a; Smith & 

Slonje, 2010; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). However, not all researchers view cyberbullying 

with the same urgency. For example, Olweus (2012a, 2012b) argued that cyberbullying is 

an overrated phenomenon that has not increased over time and, therefore, educators 

should instead direct their bullying prevention efforts at reducing traditional school 

bullying. On the other hand, other researchers argue that not only is the gap between 

traditional bullying and cyberbullying narrowing (Jones, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2012), 

but cyberbullying has actually been increasing over time (Cassidy, Brown, & Jackson, 

2011; Kowalski et al., 2012; Rivers & Noret, 2010). 

 One reason for inconsistent findings is that quantitative studies analyzing the 

prevalence of cyberbullying target students of different age groups and lack a singular 

cyberbullying definition; hence, there is a substantial variation of 10% to 40% in 

cyberbullying rates across such studies (Patchin & Hinduja, 2012a, 2012b). As is the case 

with traditional bullying, the lack of a single cyberbullying definition limits researchers’ 

ability to estimate and synthesize prevalence rates across cyberbullying studies (Patchin, 

2013). In fact, to gain a better understanding of the cyberbullying phenomenon, Patchin 

(2013) suggested supplementing findings from quantitative studies with qualitative 

inquiries. 

A finding that emerged from this qualitative study points to increasing misuses of 

social media outlets by students and the apparent inability of educators and parents to 

stop cyberbullying. In fact, cyberbullying was one of the key barriers to bullying 

prevention implementation, according to educators. The data from this study showed that 
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although cyberbullying incidents did not originate on school campuses, their negative 

effects influenced implementation of bullying prevention programs by making students 

feel less safe and creating negative school climates. This finding is consistent with 

previous research that found that cyberbullying negatively affected school climate 

(Hinduja & Patchin, 2012) and led to several detrimental consequences associated with 

cyberbullying, such as students having low self-esteem and feeling sad, angry, and 

depressed (Hinduja & Patchin, 2008, 2009). 

The ever-increasing use of social media and its influence on school climate 

spurred educators to raise awareness among students and parents about the negative 

consequences of social media misuse. Besides conducting workshops for students and 

parents on the dangers of social media and how to limit its use, three educators also 

mentioned that school uniforms made a difference in mitigating the negative effects of 

social media on school climate. These educators indicated that school uniforms reduced 

the perceived differences between students of different socioeconomic backgrounds and 

created a greater sense of belonging among students. In addition, they commented that 

uniforms helped students, even in wealthy, private schools, to stay more focused and 

engaged in the task at hand. Educators noticed greater levels of socializing and 

comparisons among students when they wore clothes of their choice than when they wore 

school uniforms. The finding is consistent with previous research (Han, 2010; Stanley, 

1996) that found a positive correlation between school uniforms and a reduction in 

student behavioral problems. On the other hand, Brunsma (2006) argued that school 

uniforms by themselves have shown little or no impact on student behavior and should be 

viewed as part of a broader policy. 
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High-Stakes Testing 

State and federal accountability measures, such as high-stakes testing, acted as 

one of the key barriers to bullying prevention implementation. Standardized testing 

policies, at times, resulted in unintended consequences, such as a narrowing of 

curriculum. Such testing also led to the narrowing of school programs more generally 

when schools and teachers diverted resources and time from “low-priority” activities, 

such as social-emotional and bullying prevention programs, to prepare students for high-

stakes testing examinations. In fact, according to educators, teachers were under the most 

pressure to ensure students’ adequate yearly progress and, therefore, most likely to 

experience high levels of stress. This was a problem because one of the goals of bullying 

prevention programs is for educators to act calmly and deliberately in order to find a 

compassionate solution for particular bullying incidents. When educators felt stressed and 

overburdened with testing requirements, their ability to resolve behavioral incidents 

peacefully was diminished. Besides diverting time, financial resources, and personnel 

away from bullying prevention efforts, high-stakes testing also negatively affected school 

climate indirectly, as counselors and mental health workers competed for time with 

overstressed and at times uncooperative teachers to conduct bullying prevention 

activities. Previous research by Black (2007) found similar results. In her evaluation of 

implementation of an antibullying program in inner-city schools, Black (2007) found that 

in order to comply with the federal and state testing mandates, all outside programs, 

including all bullying prevention efforts, were put on hold during the standardized testing 

periods. 



 

153 

School Characteristics 

 The data also revealed that school characteristics played an important role in 

influencing bullying prevention efforts. The characteristics that emerged from the data 

were school size (large versus small), level (high school versus elementary), and type 

(private versus public). According to educators, elementary schools were the most 

appropriate context for implementation of bullying prevention efforts because of their 

smaller size and their emphasis on developing the whole child. 

The implementation of bullying prevention and social-emotional programs 

depends on establishing trustworthy and respectful relationships among students, 

educators, and parents. Smaller schools had an easier time building such relationships and 

supporting individual students because of lower student-educator ratios. By making it 

easier for students and educators to create positive relationships, smaller schools also 

facilitated the process of creating a safe and positive school environment. Research on 

whole school reform also showed that smaller schools found it easier than larger schools 

to implement various reforms (Berends et al., 2002). The findings are consistent with 

research by McNeely, Nonnemaker, and Blum (2002), which showed that school size 

was negatively correlated with school connectedness. School connectedness was also 

found to be associated with student satisfaction (Loukas, Suzuki, & Horton, 2006), 

violence prevention (Karcher, 2002), and reduced drug use (Catalano, Haggerty, 

Oesterie, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004). 

School size in itself, however, does not lead to the effective implementation of 

bullying prevention programs if schools lack financial and personnel resources. While 

McNeely et al. (2002) found that school size was correlated with school connectedness, 
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the findings of this study also point to a relationship between school size and the level of 

resources. According to educators, smaller schools, which were often elementary schools, 

frequently lacked the financial and personnel resources provided to larger middle schools 

and high schools to address behavioral problems. This was especially true in states where 

mental health services at the elementary level were not a priority. 

Besides state-level priorities, school values and goals also influenced educators’ 

responsibilities. How educators viewed their roles and what was expected of them 

changed depending on the school level, even though their job titles as counselors, mental 

health workers, and social workers remained the same. For example, in elementary 

schools, the focus and the goal of most educators, parents, and students was on 

developing a well-rounded person, in other words, on developing a child’s academic, 

social, and emotional skills. For that reason, social-emotional, character, and/or bullying 

prevention programs were better aligned with elementary schools’ developmental 

approach and values of educating the whole child. On the other hand, the main focus of 

most high school educators, students, and parents is on selecting appropriate classes, 

passing college entrance exams, filling out college applications, and complying with the 

state’s accountability measures, such as high-stakes testing. 

Lastly, educators also pointed out that whether a school is private or public 

influenced the bullying prevention process. According to educators, private schools 

differed in two key aspects that affected implementation: the ability to choose their own 

students and the absence of high-stakes testing. Private school educators attested that 

their schools did not enroll students who, in their opinion, were academically or 

behaviorally “not ready” for their school. Just as importantly, educators and students in 
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private schools were not subjected to the extra pressure and stress of high-stakes testing 

that their colleagues in public schools had to endure throughout the year. 

Stakeholder Commitment 

 Bullying prevention programs focus predominantly on reducing traditional school 

bullying. However, the phenomenon does not occur solely in the confines of a school, but 

also takes place at home, in the neighborhood, and on the Internet. Therefore, it takes a 

group of committed educators, parents, and students to reduce bullying behavior. In fact, 

educators revealed that stakeholders’ commitment to social-emotional and bullying 

prevention programs was perhaps the most important factor that influenced 

implementation. Factors such as resources, leadership, and training are important because 

they aid implementation by improving educators’ skills, and more importantly, because 

they support educators’ buy-in. Without stakeholders’ commitment and willingness to 

embrace social-emotional philosophy, all other factors are insufficient to sustain 

implementation in the long run. Durlak and DuPre (2008) came to a similar conclusion 

when they stated that, in general, the aim of training was not only to equip stakeholders 

with necessary knowledge and skills but, more importantly, to motivate them sufficiently 

to continue with implementation in the future. Other research also found that 

stakeholders’ buy-in was one of the key factors affecting the implementation process 

(Cooke, 2000; Kallestad & Olweus, 2003; MacDonald & Green, 2001; Osher & Hanley, 

2001). A literature review of program implementation in diverse, urban high schools 

found that stakeholder support for the program was the most often cited factor that 

influenced implementation (Mayer, 2008). The schools required extra effort from every 
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stakeholder, including educators, students, and parents, if programs were to achieve 

success (Mayer, 2008). 

Educators’ commitment to bullying prevention was important not only because 

they had to teach students the necessary knowledge and skills, but also because they had 

to demonstrate the appropriate behavior themselves. According to a participant, educators 

could not go through the motions and expect students’ commitment to stop bullying. 

Changing students’ unwanted habits required teachers to demonstrate the proper way of 

resolving issues and following through to address bullying incidents. Educators’ follow-

through was an important factor for two reasons: It helped resolve bullying incidents in a 

peaceful way, and more importantly, it created trust between students and educators 

because it gave a clear signal to students that bullying behavior would not be tolerated. 

Findings from this study showed that trustworthy and positive relationships 

among students and educators were paramount in bullying prevention efforts because of 

the hidden nature of bullying behavior. Educators not only depended on students to report 

bullying incidents, but also relied on them to use the acquired knowledge and skills to 

stop the unwanted behavior. Previous research found that schools with more positive 

student-teacher relationships had fewer behavioral incidents (Gregory & Cornell, 2009; 

Wang, Selman, Dishion, & Stormshak, 2010). Woolley and Grogan-Kaylor (2006) also 

found that students who perceived teachers as caring and supportive performed better 

academically and were less inclined to engage in unwanted behavior, such as bullying. 

According to participants, stopping bullying behavior and reporting other 

students’ bullying behavior to authority figures required a level of trust between students 

and educators. Bryk and Schneider (2002) found that schools with “high relational trust, 
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such as good social relationships among members of the school community, are more 

likely to make changes that improve student achievement” (Thapa et al., 2013, p. 369). 

Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, and Easton (2010) also found that relational trust 

is the “essential element” of any school improvement effort and acts as a “glue” that 

coordinates and supports other critical factors, such as professional capacity, safety and 

norms, and parent-school-community relations, during the reform process. 

In addition to educator-student relationships, implementation also depended on 

the cooperation and support of parents. Parental commitment was necessary to keep 

students accountable for the unwanted behavior and to reduce bullying incidents that 

occurred outside of schools where educators’ capacity to monitor behavior was limited. 

Establishing positive and trustworthy relationships among stakeholders necessitated a 

certain amount of time, skill, and genuine interest for the other person. Unfortunately, 

competing priorities, such as high-stakes testing, often created a climate in which 

developing such relationships was rather difficult. 

To promote stakeholders’ commitment to the implementation process, educators 

created school- and districtwide discipline plans that specified rules, norms, and 

expectations about appropriate student behavior. The enforcement of school- and 

districtwide discipline plans strengthened student commitment to bullying prevention 

activities by proving to them that consequences for bullying behavior would be enforced. 

The findings are consistent with research by Gottfredson, Gottfredson, Payne, and 

Gottfredson (2005), which found that schools with better discipline management and 

enforcement of rules and regulations enjoyed “lower rates of student victimization and 

student delinquency” (as cited in Thapa et al., 2013, p. 362). Research also showed (e.g., 
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Eliot et al., 2010; Gregory, Cornell, & Fan, 2011; Woolley & Grogan-Kaylor, 2006) that 

schools with caring adults who consistently enforced rules and regulations had lower 

suspension rates and higher student willingness “to seek help in bullying situations” (as 

cited in Thapa et al., 2013, p. 363). 

Research Question 3: Policy Implementation in High- and Low-Poverty Schools 

The purpose of Research Question 3 was to determine if educators perceived 

differences in implementation in high-poverty schools versus low-poverty schools with 

respect to their responses to the first two research questions. Educators’ responses to 

Research Question 1 showed no discernable differences based on schools’ poverty levels. 

However, poverty was a factor when educators discussed their perceptions with respect to 

Research Question 2, and their responses differed in two important ways: the ability and 

commitment of parents and students to engage in bullying prevention efforts. 

Parental Commitment 

Educators perceived that parents in low-poverty schools were generally more 

involved in school activities and often volunteered their time, skills, and financial 

resources to the school community. In contrast, educators perceived that parents in high-

poverty schools were less likely to participate in various school activities for several 

reasons. One reason was that parents from low-socioeconomic backgrounds often felt 

intimidated by schools and educators because of their lack of educational attainment. 

Educators also perceived that parents of low-socioeconomic status students often worked 

multiple jobs just to provide the basic necessities for their families. This left them with 

little or no extra time to participate in their children’s school activities. Educators also 
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perceived that poorer students were more likely to live in single-parent households. 

According to educators, single parents from low-socioeconomic backgrounds find it more 

difficult to not only provide adequate resources for their children, but also to share 

quality time with them. The finding is consistent with previous research by Gross, 

Sambrook, and Fogg (1999), which found that the 1996 welfare reform (welfare-to-work) 

resulted in approximately 84% of single mothers “of school age children in low 

socioeconomic neighborhoods participat[ing] in the labor force” by 1998 (Hong, 2009, p. 

88). Working long hours in low-paying jobs, often with unpredictable schedules, not only 

left little time for monitoring their children’s behavior, but also made parents’ 

involvement in bullying prevention programs difficult (Hong, 2009). 

Lastly, educators perceived that parents from poor communities tend to have 

cultures that are at times inconsistent with nonpunitive interventions, such as bullying 

prevention programs. Previous research by Ary et al. (1999) found that parents from low-

income communities are more likely to employ authoritarian parenting and use harsh 

discipline than parents from middle- and high-income communities. Ary et al. (1999) also 

found that parenting variables related to harsh discipline and inconsistent parental 

supervision, among others, are “powerful predictors of aggression and later delinquency” 

(Hong, 2009, p. 88). 

Student Commitment 

Educators perceived that poverty also affected students’ commitment to 

participate in bullying prevention efforts. Bullying prevention programs require students 

to use self-control, apply conflict resolution skills, show empathy for other students, and 

build trust with other students and educators. These tasks can be more challenging for 
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students from low-income backgrounds when their basic needs for food, safety, and 

shelter have not been met. According to educators, students from low-income families 

were more likely to come to school hungry, tired, angry, or stressed, which made it more 

difficult for them to “access” the necessary skills to create a logical and compassionate 

resolution for a particular behavior incident. 

Students living in economic hardship are also more likely to be exposed to a 

plethora of risk factors such as health and safety issues, cognitive lags, and acute and 

chronic stressors that may negatively affect their participation in academic and social 

aspects of school life (Jensen, 2009). In 1995, Graber and Brooks-Gunn (1995) estimated 

that 5% of well-to-do families experienced six or more risk factors (such as sickness, 

divorce, or eviction), and 19% experienced no risk factors. On the other hand, “35% of 

poor families experienced six or more factors and only 2%” did not experience any 

(Jensen, 2009, p. 7). 

Educators also stated that because low-income students more often lacked the 

basic necessities, such as appropriate clothing, school supplies, or money for student 

meals that other students took for granted, they were more likely to react to perceived 

negative conditions with outbursts of anger and resentment. Research found that students 

living in poverty are at a higher risk of being affected by the very behavioral problems 

bullying prevention programs are attempting to reduce (Atkins et al., 2002; Hong, 2009; 

Qi & Kaiser, 2003). The findings from this study also showed that students from a high-

poverty urban school had a greater risk of poor school attendance records because of their 

behavior problems and because the school environment was unsafe. Unfortunately, 

nonattendance “is the factor most closely correlated with dropout rates,” and educators 
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can only support and help students if they attend class (Jensen, 2009, p. 10). Therefore, 

schools in general and bullying prevention programs in particular that do not take into 

account the additional challenges faced by low-income students and their families find it 

particularly difficult to prevent the widespread, yet mostly hidden, bullying behavior. 

Policy Implications 

The findings from this study have several implications that are directly relevant to 

practitioners and policymakers as they attempt to tackle school bullying by designing and 

implementing various social-emotional and bullying prevention activities in diverse 

contexts: (1) the need for a broader policy that focuses on the general goal of creating a 

safe and positive school environment; (2) the importance of adequate financial and 

skilled personnel resources; (3) the challenges and unintended consequences of 

competing demands, such as high-stakes testing measures; and (4) the influence of 

broader socioeconomic factors beyond the school environment that influence students 

and their families. 

A Broader Policy 

This study’s overall policy implication is that there is no silver bullet or one-size-

fits-all solution that can successfully tackle the problem of school bullying. Although 

policymakers prefer simple and straightforward solutions, the phenomenon of school 

bullying is neither simple nor straightforward. In fact, the Substance Abuse and Mental 

Health Services Administration’s National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs does 

not list a single bullying prevention program (Cohen, 2014). In other words, government 
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officials concede that there are no bullying prevention programs that can tackle all of the 

problems successfully. 

Bullying prevention programs predominantly focus on improving student-to-

student and educator-to-student relations without considering how institutional practices 

that might model bullying among educators themselves are perpetuating the unwanted 

behavior. In addition, bullying prevention programs have often not shown success in 

involving parents in bullying prevention efforts. Schools do not operate in a vacuum, and 

without a concerted effort from the whole community, including parents and educators 

who keep students accountable and also model appropriate behavior, bullying among 

students will not be reduced. 

 Rather than creating programs that target bullying and focusing solely on bullies 

and bully-victims (Committee for Children, 2005), policymakers should consider broader 

policies that focus on creating a safe, positive, and stress-free school environment, while 

promoting students’ academic, social-emotional, and character skills. Research suggests 

that feeling physically, emotionally, socially, and intellectually safe is an unfulfilled need 

among many K-12 students (Cohen et al., 2011). Therefore, the need is beyond the scope 

of any particular program and is based more generally on creating an environment where 

trustworthy and respectful relationships can be developed and nurtured among all 

stakeholders. 

Adequate Financial and Skilled Personnel Resources 

Policymakers can have a large impact by promoting policies that address healthy 

school climates and social-emotional and character education, in addition to the academic 

curriculum. One way of promoting these elements is by allocating resources to hire 
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adequate staff, such as counselors, mental health workers, and social workers at all levels 

and by ensuring that they, along with teachers and principals, receive continuous 

professional development in the relevant skills. In fact, professional development is 

particularly important because bullying prevention efforts depend on the participation of 

the whole community, and teachers have often felt ill-prepared to address behavioral 

problems properly (Allen & Blackston, 2003; Bauman & Del Rio, 2006). Therefore, in 

addition to improving educators’ knowledge and skills through in-service professional 

development, policymakers, by working with state educational agencies, can also ensure 

that teachers’ preservice education includes social-emotional and character curriculum. 

These aspects would not only better prepare teachers to address and prevent any bullying 

incidents, but would also reduce pressures on schools and districts to allocate sufficient 

resources and time for in-service training. 

With respect to personnel resources, the support of district and school leaders and 

their importance to bullying prevention implementation efforts cannot be overstated. 

Currently, the U.S. Department of Education’s dimensions for school improvement do 

not focus on this important factor (Cohen et al., in press). Highly effective school leaders 

help foster student learning and are more effective in influencing school climate (Branch 

et al., 2012; DeVita, Colvin, Darling-Hammond, & Haycoc, 2007; Leithwood, Louis, 

Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). Previous studies have identified school administrators as 

key in effective implementation of various programs, including bullying prevention 

efforts (Forman et al., 2009), and the findings from this study show that lack of 

commitment for these efforts was one of the main reasons why implementation was not 

sustained over time. 
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Test-Based Accountability Measures 

 While student testing has its place in education, the current focus on high-stakes 

testing competes with efforts to improve school climate. High-stakes testing creates extra 

pressures and stress for teachers and principals and detracts from the time and resources 

required for social-emotional programs (Clarke et al., 2003; Jones et al., 1999; Pedulla et 

al., 2003). The testing requirements have also resulted in higher attrition rates among 

teachers (Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, & Diaz, 2004; Forman et al., 2009; Hoffman, Assaf, 

& Paris, 2001; McCabe, 2008; Tye & O’Brien, 2002), which make it more difficult to 

create consistent relationships between teachers and students. In fact, Black (2007) found 

that two of the main barriers to bullying prevention implementation in poor urban schools 

were “high staff turnover and competing priorities,” such as standardized testing (p. 25). 

Therefore, high-stakes testing might be especially detrimental to students from low-

income backgrounds, who are in greater need of individualized teacher support and 

mentorship. 

Addressing Broader Socioeconomic Challenges 

Schools and bullying prevention efforts do not operate in a vacuum, and 

community factors such as level of poverty, crime rates, access to adequate health care, 

level of violence in the neighborhood, and parental involvement affect interventions 

(Espelage & Swearer, 2004). Children living in poverty are more likely to be homeless, 

sick, and under chronic stress (Jensen, 2009); therefore, for them and their families, 

bullying prevention programs may not be a priority. To assist students and families who 

live in poverty, educational resources and services need to be combined with other social 

and health care policies in order to reduce the negative effects of poverty on behavior and 
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academic performance and close the ever-widening socioeconomic gap. Unfortunately, 

the current economic decline has further reduced federal, state, and local funds allocated 

for families and schools living in poverty. If policymakers continue to demand that 

schools comply with state-based accountability measures and deliver on their agenda of 

“every child a graduate, college and career ready” (Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction, 2013) without addressing children’s basic needs for food, shelter, and health 

care, the revolving door of endless programs and educational policies will continue 

unabated. 

Research Implications 

 The study’s findings highlight the need for continuing research in two areas: (1) 

promoting the use of qualitative research in assessing bullying prevention programs, and 

(2) including cyberbullying, along with other types of bullying, in studies of bullying 

prevention programs. 

As discussed in chapter 3, the intention of this study was not to provide a 

prescription for “what works” in bullying prevention, but rather to strengthen the 

understanding of how educators, students, and families interact and attempt to overcome 

barriers to bullying prevention implementation that are unique to their particular contexts. 

The focus was on increasing knowledge of efforts by schools to prevent bullying, rather 

than on offering policy prescriptions that may or may not be applicable to a particular 

context (Dumas & Anderson, 2014). Samples in qualitative studies are not representative 

of the broader population and, therefore, the results cannot be generalized. However, the 

results can lead to hypotheses that can then be tested with a more representative sample 

in future studies. Moreover, future studies can go beyond a focus on educators’ 
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perceptions, which might not coincide with what is actually taking place; in other words, 

what bullying prevention activities are actually implemented and how they are 

implemented might differ from educators’ perceptions. It would be useful for future 

research to include a larger sample of educators and obtain data from both interviews and 

other sources, such as classroom observations, in order to better understand the actual 

process of implementation. For example, student and parental involvement is key to any 

implementation effort. Determining how parents and students perceive bullying 

prevention efforts and what they consider to be barriers and facilitators to their 

involvement can further deepen our understanding of bullying prevention. 

A future study might also incorporate mixed methods by using surveys in addition 

to a sample of interviews. While quantitative research focuses on the “what” or the cause 

and effect of a particular issue, qualitative research is concerned with “why,” or the 

process through which the effect occurred. For example, future studies employing mixed 

methods could first use the Comprehensive School Climate Inventory (CSI) to provide a 

comprehensive picture of educators’, students’, and parental perceptions with respect to 

the four broad categories of safety, teaching and learning, interpersonal relationships, and 

the institutional environment (National School Climate Center, 2014). Such a study 

would support this study’s findings of viewing bullying prevention efforts as part of a 

broader policy rather than focusing solely on bullying prevention. After determining 

school climate quality across numerous schools, or the “what,” a sample of various 

stakeholders from selected districts and schools might be interviewed to understand their 

perceptions of the causes and potential solutions in creating safe and positive school 

environments. Creating a safe and positive school environment requires the participation 
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of the whole school staff because the unwanted and mostly hidden bullying behavior 

often occurs in the halls, on the playground, during recess, and at lunch. Therefore, it will 

be important that the sample also includes school staff such as cafeteria workers, janitors, 

and school custodians. 

 Future bullying prevention research should also focus on cyberbullying and the 

influence of social media on school climate and student behavior. As is the case with 

traditional bullying, cyberbullying also lacks a single definition, which makes 

understanding the phenomenon more difficult. Qualitative researchers, well versed in the 

art of interviewing, may be in a good position to overcome this challenge and understand 

more thoroughly how students perceive and experience the phenomenon of 

cyberbullying. Although less frequent than traditional bullying, cyberbullying can have 

consequences that are just as devastating and even more persistent because the behavior 

is not limited to school hours and can reach the victim instantly. The effects of 

cyberbullying also have a much wider audience and may potentially embarrass and 

humiliate the victim in front of thousands of people. The suicide of a Rutgers University 

student after his sexual encounter with another student was secretly posted on the Internet 

highlights the potentially devastating consequences of cyberbullying. 

Summary 

The findings indicate that the phenomenon of bullying cannot be solved by any 

single program or policy, and there is no one-size-fits-all solution for the multitudes of 

challenges schools face with respect to bullying. Although policymakers cannot change 

how students, parents, and educators interact with each other or mandate their 

participation in bullying prevention efforts, they can start by minimizing the unintended 
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consequences of policies such as test-based accountability measures and promote those 

that encourage stakeholders’ skills and commitment for bullying prevention efforts. The 

findings suggest that several factors influence implementation, such as financial and 

personnel resources, training, district and school leadership, social media, high-stakes 

testing, stakeholders’ commitment, and student socioeconomic background. Although 

this list suggests that no single factor is sufficient to promote or prevent successful 

bullying prevention efforts, the study’s findings point to student socioeconomic 

background and its numerous negative consequences that influence student behavior as a 

key barrier to implementation that bullying prevention programs rarely take into account. 

To overcome the aggregate risks of poverty requires a number of policies that minimize 

their effects, such as sufficient financial and personnel resources, training, supportive 

leadership, other social and health care services to assist low-income students and their 

families, and above all the commitment of the whole community to create a safe and 

positive school environment where bullying is not accepted. If implementers of 

antibullying programs do not account for variations in school contexts and adapt 

interventions to fit the needs and skills of educators, students, and parents, consistent 

positive outcomes of bullying prevention programs will remain an elusive goal. 
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APPENDIX A: 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL AND GUIDING QUESTIONS 

Educators’ Perceptions of the Factors Influencing the Implementation 
of Bullying Prevention Efforts in U.S. Schools 

 
Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today and share your knowledge and 

opinions on the topic at hand. As you probably know, I am a doctoral student of 
education policy in the Graduate School of Education and Human Development at the 
George Washington University. I am writing my dissertation on the topic of educators’ 
perceptions of school bullying prevention efforts, specifically the factors facilitating or 
constraining implementation of a bullying prevention program. 

You were selected for this study because you are a school [district] educator and 
have been involved with antibullying efforts in your school [district]. The interview will 
last approximately 45 minutes, and everything we discuss during this interview or 
subsequent interactions will be kept confidential, including your name, position, school 
association, and any recorded comments and opinions. 

Do you have any questions before we start? 
 

Research Question 1: In the view of educators, how are bullying prevention programs 
implemented within schools? 
1. I would like to discuss with you the bullying prevention efforts in your school 

[district]. Can you describe to me, please, the activities in your school [district] and 
how these activities are implemented? 

2.  Are you involved directly in the bullying prevention efforts? What are your 
responsibilities? 

3.  Has your role with respect to bullying prevention programs changed over time? If so, 
in what ways? 

 
Research Question 2: In the view of educators, what are the factors facilitating and 
constraining the implementation of a bullying prevention program? 
4.  Could you describe, please, the factors that have helped you implement the program 

in your school [helped the district support schools’ antibullying efforts]? 
5.  In what way have these factors aided the implementation? 
6.  Could you describe the factors that have made it difficult for the school [district] to 

implement bullying prevention activities? 
7.  In what way have these factors hindered the implementation of bullying prevention 

efforts? 
8.  What are your recommendations with respect to any changes that you believe should 

be made in bullying prevention efforts or how implementation can be improved? 
9.  Is there anything that I have not asked that you think is important? 
 



 

198 

APPENDIX B: 

LETTER OF INVITATION 

 

Educators’ Perceptions of the Factors Influencing the Implementation 
of Bullying Prevention Efforts in U.S. Schools 

 
My name is Ferry Stepancic, and I am a doctoral student at the Graduate School 

of Education and Human Development at The George Washington University. I am 
conducting a research study on the factors influencing implementation of antibullying 
efforts in U.S. schools. If you were or currently are a school or district educator who 
might have had experiences with bullying prevention activities at your school or district, 
you are cordially invited to participate in the study. 

The issue is not if and why bullying should be stopped in our schools, but how to 
reduce bullying successfully and systematically across different schools—schools that 
may substantially differ in terms of resources, student populations, teachers, poverty, and 
violence levels. While most researchers agree that bullying interventions can be effective, 
the mixed results of various evaluations suggest that there is no silver bullet or one-size-
fits-all program that can tackle the complex issues of school bullying successfully. 

The purpose of my doctoral dissertation is to identify factors that educators 
believe can facilitate the implementation of activities and programs that address bullying 
prevention, as well as factors, including conflicting demands on educators, that might 
constrain implementation. These activities might be programs specifically designed as 
bullying prevention programs, or they might be programs that focus on violence 
prevention and positive school climate more generally. Educators often face what are 
overwhelming burdens of mandates, which make it very difficult at times to accomplish 
other, often equally important, goals. The pressures resulting from the requirements of 
high-stakes testing are, perhaps, the most visible outcomes of these mandates. 

This research has no preconceived views about which program or activity would 
be “best.” Nor is the study intended to be an evaluation; rather, it is a basic interview 
qualitative study with the intent to learn more about the phenomenon of school bullying 
prevention from people with first-hand experience. The study is also designed so that the 
information provided will be relevant to school educators and district officials. 

The study sample will include 21 school and district educators. The length of the 
interviews will be approximately 45 minutes. With your permission, I will record the 
interviews and transcribe them afterwards. You will have the opportunity to review the 
transcript and suggest corrections before the study is completed. Your responses will be 
completely confidential, and the data obtained in the interview will be kept in a secure 
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place and ultimately destroyed. To increase confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used if 
needed for your name, your school, and your district. As a token of gratitude for 
participating in the study, you will receive a $25 Amazon gift card. 

I am working under the direction of Dr. Iris C. Rotberg, Research Professor of 
Education Policy. If you have any further questions about this research study, please do 
not hesitate to contact me at 202-492-0381 or ferry@gwu.edu to let me know if you are 
willing to participate in this study. 
 
Sincerely, 
Ferry Stepancic 
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APPENDIX C: 

RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 
Study: Educators’ Perceptions of the Factors Influencing the Implementation 

of Bullying Prevention Efforts in U.S. Schools 
Principal Investigator: Iris C. Rotberg, Ph.D.  
Sub-Investigator: Ferry Stepancic  
 
Introduction: 

You are being asked to participate in a research study being conducted by Ferry 
Stepancic (202-492-0381) for a dissertation under the supervision of Dr. Iris C. Rotberg 
(202-994-2537) in the Graduate School of Education and Human Development at the 
George Washington University. 

You are being asked to participate because you are an educator in a school that has been 
involved in implementation of a bullying prevention program and have met the sampling 
criteria for this study. Also, your employment status will not, in any way, be affected 
should you choose not to participate in the study or if you withdraw your participation. 

Purpose: 
The purpose of this study is to identify factors that in the view of educators facilitate or 
constrain the implementation of a bullying prevention program in high- and low-poverty 
schools. The study will focus on a sample of schools in multiple states and school 
districts. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to participate in a private interview, 
which I will conduct. The interview will be audiotaped if you give permission. The 
interview will be conducted at a time, date, and location that is convenient for you. 
Questions that will be posed to you will be aimed at obtaining your perceptions of the 
factors affecting implementation of an antibullying program. The interview should last 
approximately 45 minutes. 



 

201 

Possible Risks: 
Data collected are not particularly sensitive or personal, and as such no emotional 
discomfort is anticipated. Although there is a risk of breach of confidentiality, strict 
confidentiality procedures are designed to ensure complete confidentiality of participants, 
schools, the district, and the state in reporting the results of the study. In addition, you 
may refuse to answer any of the questions or may stop your participation in the study 
altogether at any time. 

Possible Benefits: 

Although there is no direct personal benefit from taking part in this study, findings from 
the study may be used to inform policies aimed at improving antibullying programs and 
policies to reduce school bullying. 

Right to Withdraw from the Study: 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. You may decide not to begin or to 
stop your participation in this study at any time. Your records will be used for research 
purposes only. 
If you choose not to participate or stop participation, you will not be at risk to any loss of 
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Your supervisor and other staff members 
will not be informed whether or not you participate in this study. Your answers to the 
questions will not be shared with them directly. 

Confidentiality: 

If you decide to participate, your responses will be completely confidential and 
pseudonyms will be used for data used in any publications to the extent permitted by law. 
The data obtained in the interview will be kept in a secure place and ultimately destroyed. 
Data collected are not particularly sensitive or personal, and as such no extreme 
emotional discomfort is anticipated. Your records may be accessed by members of the 
university department charged with research oversight. 

Contacts and Questions: 
If you have further questions about this research study, please contact Ferry Stepancic at 
ferry@gwu.edu or Dr. Iris C. Rotberg at irotberg@gwu.edu. 
If you have any question about your rights as a research participant, contact the Office of 
Human Research at the George Washington University at 202-994-2715. 
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APPENDIX D: 

STEPS TO RESPECT: OVERVIEW, ACTIVITIES, GOALS, AND EXAMPLES 

The Steps to Respect program is based on the education of elementary school staff and 
their students (grades 3-6). The goal of the program is to reduce school bullying by 
increasing student and school personnel awareness of and responsiveness to bullying. To 
do so, school staff, including counselors, administrators, and teachers, attend two training 
sessions. The training sessions focus on responding to bullying reports and helping 
students who are victims of bullying. The program also provides students with 1-hour 
weekly sessions for 12 to 14 weeks. 

 
Table A.1 
Activities of Steps to Respect, with Corresponding Goals and Examples 

Activity Goals and examples 
Whole-school components 
Create antibullying policy and 

procedures 
Develop shared understanding of bullying, 

consequences, and sequences 
Conduct staff training in bullying 

prevention 
Increase adult awareness, monitoring, and 

intervention schoolwide 
Give parent presentation; send 

home program materials 
Increase parent awareness and involvement with 

student learning 
Classroom lessons 
Teach friendship skills Promote good peer relations and reduce the 

likelihood of victimization 
Practice emotion regulation skills Role-play “cool and calm” responses to provocation 
Identity types of bullying 

behavior 
Define and discuss direct, indirect or relational, and 

sexual bullying behaviors 
Teach specific bullying 

prevention skills 
Assess safety and recognize, report, and refuse 

bullying behaviors (“The 3 R’s”) 
Discuss peer group values and 

behavior 
Identify fair, respectful, and responsible behaviors 

(e.g., helpful bystanders) 
Support transfer learning Encourage skill use in daily events (e.g., cue 

students to invite others to join recess games) 
Individual interventions 
Take student bullying reports 

using protocol 
“The four-A response”: affirm behavior, ask 

questions, assess immediate safety, act 
Coach students involved in 

bullying 
Determine history, provide support and/or 

consequences, generate a plan for the future 
Follow up with involved students Assess plan’s success and long-term safety of 

children; refer and contact parents as needed 
Note: From Hirschstein et al., 2007, p. 8. 
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Figure A.1. Steps to Respect intervention components, proximal outcomes, and distal 
outcomes for students, classrooms, and schools. Reprinted with permission from Brown, 
Low, Smith, & Haggerty, 2012. 
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APPENDIX E: 

FREQUENCY OF THEMES REPORTED BY EDUCATORS 

The three tables, one for each research question, were created to demonstrate the 

frequency of each theme for each respondent group. The data reflect the responses of the 

educators in this qualitative study and cannot be assumed to be representative of the 

broader population of educators. 

 

Table A.2 
Frequency of Themes Related to Research Question 1 

 
Research Question 1: In the view of educators, 
how are bullying prevention efforts implemented 

within schools? D
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Fidelity, adaptability, and sustainability 
Activities were implemented as prescribed, with 
fidelity  

1 0 0 1 0 2 

Activities were adapted to the context 1 4 5 7 2 19 
Activities were not consistently sustained over time 1 1 2 8 2 14 
Part of a broader policy 
Antibullying programs were part of a broader policy 
to promote safe and positive school climates 

2 4 3 8 2 19 

Schoolwide and curriculum interventions 
Interventions were implemented schoolwide 
involving all school staff, parents, and students 

1 1 3 3 2 10 

Interventions were not implemented schoolwide, but 
as curriculum interventions limited to classroom 
lectures and discussions run by counselors and 
outside speakers 

1 3 2 5 0 11 
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Table A.3 
Frequency of Themes Related to Research Question 2 

 
Research Question 2: In the view of educators, what are 

the factors facilitating or constraining the 
implementation of bullying prevention efforts? D
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Resources 
Financial and personnel resources 1 4 5 7 2 19 
Economic downturn affecting school budgets 0 0 3 2 0 5 
School funding and mental health policies, which 
influenced financial and personnel resources 

1 0 0 2 2 5 

Leadership 
School administrators’ support by setting goals, ensuring 
resources, and keeping school educators accountable 

2 3 5 8 2 20 

District administrators’ support through goal-setting, 
resource allocation, training, and accountability 

2 1 2 5 2 12 

Antibullying training 
In-service professional development 2 2 4 5 2 15 
Preservice training and exposure to bullying prevention 0 0 1 2 1 4 
Social media 
More cyberbullying incidents, which negatively 
influenced school environments 

1 1 4 4 0 10 

Reduced bullying after implementation of school uniforms  0 1 1 1 0 3 
Other federal and state mandates, such as testing  
Stress, reduced time, and reduced implementation 
resources related to high-stakes testing 

0 0 3 6 1 10 

School characteristics (level, size, type) 
School characteristics: level, size and type  0 3 4 2 2 11 
Elementary schools as the most appropriate level to begin 0 3 2 2 2 9 
Reduced implementation time in secondary schools due to 
prioritization of other issues, such as high-stakes testing, 
graduation requirements, college requirements  

0 4 5 8 2 19 

Increased ease in creating relationships and positive school 
climate in smaller schools 

0 2 1 2 1 6 

Ability of private schools to select students that met 
schools’ academic and behavioral expectations, which 
aided implementation 

0 1 2 1 0 4 

Difficulty of elementary students in differentiating 
between bullying, conflict, reporting, and tattletale 

0 0 2 4 0 6 

Stakeholders’ commitment (buy-in) 
Educators’ commitment and involvement  0 3 2 2 2 21 
Parental commitment and involvement  0 3 2 2 2 19 
Student buy-in, facilitated by positive and trusting 
relationships  

0 3 2 2 2 13 

Clear and consistent rules and expectations 2 4 3 5 2 16 
 



 

206 

Table A.4 
Frequency of Themes Related to Research Question 3 

 
Research Question 3: In what ways, if any, do 

perceptions of implementation differ for educators 
in high-poverty schools as compared to low-poverty 
schools, as shown by their responses to the first two 

research questions? D
is

tri
ct

 A
dm

in
. (

n=
2)

 

Sc
ho

ol
 A

dm
in

. (
n=

4)
 

Te
ac

he
r (

n=
5)

 

C
ou

ns
el

or
 (n

=8
) 

So
ci

al
 / 

m
en

ta
l 

he
al

th
 w

or
ke

r (
n=

2)
 

T
ot

al
 (n

=2
1)

 

Parental and student involvement 
Parents in high-poverty schools were often less 
involved in bullying prevention activities 

0 2 4 4 0 10 

Students of low SES were often less prepared to 
build relationships and participate in social-
emotional and antibullying programs 

0 2 3 4 1 10 

 


