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Introduction

Bullying in schools is a repeated or potentially repeated form of aggression that involves an observed
or perceived imbalance of power and can harm students physically, psychologically, socially,
academically, or reputationally. It should not be reduced to one personality trait, one family problem,
or the assumption that every aggressive student lacks confidence. Bullying develops through
interactions among individual behavior, peer-group norms, family relationships, school climate,
supervision, physical and digital environments, and wider cultural attitudes. Some students use
aggression impulsively, while others may use it strategically to gain status, attention, or influence.
Effective prevention therefore requires more than punishing one student after an incident. Schools
need clear definitions, reliable reporting, trained staff, consistent investigation, support for targeted
students, proportionate intervention for those responsible, and ongoing evaluation of whether
students actually feel safer. A social-ecological perspective is especially useful because it examines
how behavior is reinforced or discouraged across settings rather than assigning a single cause to the
child involved (Swearer & Hymel, 2015; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2024).

Forms, Causes, and Social Context

School bullying may be physical, verbal, relational, discriminatory, or digital, and the forms often
overlap. Physical bullying includes hitting, pushing, threatening harm, or damaging property; verbal
bullying includes persistent insults or humiliating comments; relational bullying involves exclusion,
rumor-spreading, or manipulation of friendships; and cyberbullying can spread through messages,
social media, gaming platforms, images, or group chats. Not every argument between students is
bullying because ordinary conflict may lack repetition or a meaningful power imbalance. Correct
classification matters because the response should fit the behavior. Causes are equally varied.
Individual difficulties with empathy or emotional regulation may contribute, but peer approval, fear of
becoming a target, harsh group norms, weak supervision, discriminatory attitudes, and poorly
managed school spaces can also reinforce aggression. Research on school environments shows that
physical design, supervision, and students’ use of space can influence social behavior and bullying
opportunities (Izadi & Hart, 2024). Schools should therefore ask not only why one student acted
aggressively but also what conditions allowed the behavior to continue or gain an audience.
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Effects on Targets, Aggressors, and Bystanders

Students who are bullied may experience fear, loneliness, humiliation, school avoidance, sleep
problems, anxiety, depression, self-harm risk, reduced concentration, and declining academic
participation. These outcomes do not occur in every case, and bullying should not be presented as the
sole cause of all later mental-health difficulties, but systematic reviews show meaningful associations
between repeated victimization and adverse psychological outcomes (Moore et al., 2017; Wolke &
Lereya, 2015). Academic effects can arise when students miss school, avoid certain areas, or devote
attention to anticipating threats rather than learning; peer victimization has also been associated with
lower academic achievement (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010). Students who bully others likewise need
intervention because persistent aggression can damage relationships and school engagement,
although the behavior should not become a permanent identity label. Bystanders may feel fear, guilt,
or pressure to join in, and silence can unintentionally reward the aggressor. When adults repeatedly
fail to respond, the wider school community may conclude that intimidation is tolerated, reducing
trust in staff and making future reporting less likely.

Whole-School Prevention and Safer Environments

Effective prevention requires a coordinated school-wide approach rather than occasional assemblies
or isolated classroom lessons. Administrators, teachers, counselors, support staff, transportation staff,
coaches, students, and families should share a clear definition of bullying and understand how
concerns will be documented, investigated, and followed up. Staff need practical training in
recognizing physical, verbal, relational, discriminatory, and cyberbullying and in interrupting incidents
without escalating them. Schools should also use surveys, incident reports, student feedback, and
staff observations to identify high-risk locations and times such as transitions, cafeterias,
playgrounds, buses, locker areas, or unsupervised digital spaces. Environmental changes can improve
sightlines, lighting, supervision, and access to trusted adults. Evidence suggests that well-
implemented school-based programs can reduce both bullying perpetration and victimization,
although effects vary by program and setting (Gaffney et al., 2021). UNESCO (2019) similarly frames
school violence and bullying as an education and safety issue requiring systematic prevention.
Prevention should therefore be treated as a continuing quality-improvement process in which policies,
training, supervision, and school climate are adjusted according to evidence rather than assumed to
work simply because a policy exists.

Responding to Reports and Supporting Students

When bullying is reported, the immediate priorities are safety, calm fact-finding, preservation of
relevant evidence, and assessment of physical or emotional harm. Students should generally be
interviewed separately so that a targeted student is not required to describe the experience in front
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of the alleged aggressor. Investigators should examine repetition, power imbalance, witness
accounts, digital evidence, previous reports, discriminatory content, and the broader peer context
rather than relying on one assumption about motive. The targeted student may need a safety plan,
counseling, academic support, supervised transitions, or a designated adult contact, and those
changes should not function as punishment for reporting. The student responsible for bullying should
receive proportionate consequences together with supervision, behavioral support, family
involvement, and opportunities to develop safer ways of gaining attention or resolving conflict.
Ordinary peer mediation may be inappropriate where intimidation creates an ongoing power
imbalance. Trauma-related reviews emphasize the value of coordinated support involving schools,
families, peers, and health professionals rather than expecting one person or one disciplinary
measure to resolve the problem (Hikmat et al., 2024).

Families, Peer Action, and Monitoring Progress

Parents and caregivers need clear information about school policy, reporting channels, digital safety,
warning signs, and the limits of confidentiality. Families of targeted students can document events,
reassure the child that reporting was appropriate, and collaborate on a practical safety plan without
encouraging retaliation. Families of students who bullied others should receive specific evidence and
expectations while avoiding the message that the child is permanently bad or incapable of change.
Peer behavior is also important because students often witness bullying before adults do. Prevention
programs can teach safer bystander responses such as refusing to share humiliating content,
supporting the targeted student privately, informing an adult, or seeking help as a group; a meta-
analysis found modest improvements in bystander intervention following school-based programs
(Polanin et al., 2012). Progress should not be measured only by the number of formal complaints
because reporting can rise when trust improves. Schools should also monitor anonymous climate
surveys, attendance, repeated victimization, incident locations, response times, disciplinary patterns,
and whether affected students report greater safety after intervention.

Conclusion

Bullying is a preventable school-safety and educational problem that emerges from interactions
among individual behavior, peer norms, family relationships, school climate, supervision, physical
environments, and digital communication. Its consequences can reach beyond the immediate incident
by affecting mental health, attendance, learning, relationships, and confidence in adults. Effective
prevention therefore requires a combination of clear policy, trained staff, confidential reporting,
careful investigation, safer school spaces, positive peer norms, proportionate accountability, family
involvement, mental-health support, and continuous evaluation. Schools should neither minimize
bullying as ordinary childhood conflict nor assume that every aggressive student has the same
psychological problem. They should instead identify the specific behavior, power relationship, context,
and needs involved in each case while improving the environment that surrounds it. Evidence from
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school-based prevention research shows that coordinated programs can reduce victimization and
perpetration, but success depends on sustained implementation rather than one-time messaging
(Gaffney et al., 2021). A strong school response protects targeted students, changes harmful

behavior, and builds a climate in which reporting is trusted and dignity is consistently reinforced.
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