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THERE EXISTS AMPLE evidence that a substantial number of children and youth experience, at least temporarily, bullying in school.1 Bullying is understood to be an interaction between at least two people during which a somehow stronger person (or group) gains power over a weaker person who is not able to defend himself or herself.2 As the bullying process unfolds over time, the power imbalance increases.3 Too many young people are chronically involved in bullying as victim, perpetrator, or bystander. Research suggests that bullying roles are moderately stable in preadolescents and adolescents but change a lot in children.4 Research shows that youth involved in bullying have plenty of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and academic problems.5 Clearly, stopping bullying in schools is of the highest importance.

Over the past two decades, prevention and intervention programs have been developed by research teams all over the world. Most of these programs have been rigorously evaluated, with strict criteria of evidence used, and many of them are available for schools.6 Research has also demonstrated that many of these programs are effective.7 The articles in this volume introduce five examples of evidence-based antibullying programs that were developed in European countries. The program descriptions cover their program goals, main underlying theoretical ideas, program elements, implementation model, and a brief summary of evaluation results.

We hope that educators will find these articles helpful for choosing evidence-based approaches to stop bullying in their schools.
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Executive Summary

Chapter One: Bullying in schools: What is the problem, and how can educators solve it?

Dagmar Strohmeier, Gil G. Noam

This chapter reviews recent research on bullying from an educator’s perspective. It is well known that bullying, a serious issue in schools, can be prevented when educators intervene. But research has shown that it is difficult for educators to detect bullying situations in their school and intervene competently and effectively. This chapter examines how educators can detect bullying, how they can best tackle serious cases of bullying, and how they can best prevent bullying in the long run.

Chapter Two: The Bernese Program against Victimization in Kindergarten and Elementary School

Françoise D. Alsaker, Stefan Valkanover

The Bernese Program against Victimization in Kindergarten and Elementary School was designed to be adaptable to the very different situations and needs encountered by teachers in kindergarten and elementary school. The basic principle of the program is to enhance teachers’ ability to address bullying. The program consists of six modules, each corresponding to a specific topic. Teachers are urged to implement the tasks discussed during the meetings in their own classes during the time between the meetings. The program has been evaluated using a prevention-control pre- and posttest design. The informants were teachers as well as children. There was a significant interaction between time (pre- and posttest) and group (prevention and control) as to victimization. Changes in teachers’ attitudes toward bullying and their ability to cope with such problems were also significant and in the expected direction.

Chapter Three: The Zero program

Erling Roland, Unni Vere Midthassel

Zero is a schoolwide antibullying program developed by the Centre for Behavioural Research at the University of Stavanger, Norway. It is based on three main principles: a zero vision of bullying, collective commitment among all employees at the school using the program, and continuing work. Based on these principles, the program aims to reduce student bullying by increasing the school’s ability to uncover and stop bullying, and eventually to prevent it. The Zero program was launched in 2003, but the work that led to it goes back to the first national steps against bullying in 1983. The program extends over sixteen months as teachers develop their awareness of bullying and their competence in addressing it. Students and parents are involved in the program as well. The role of the school leadership is very important. More than 360 Norwegian schools have carried out the program.

Chapter Four: Making bullying prevention a priority in Finnish schools: The KiVa antibullying program

Christina Salmivalli, Elisa Poskiparta

The KiVa antibullying program has been widely implemented in Finnish comprehensive schools since 2009. The program is predicated on the idea that a positive change in the behaviors of classmates can reduce the rewards gained by the perpetrators of bullying and consequently their motivation to bully in the first place. KiVa involves both universal and bullying specific actions to prevent the emergence of new cases of bullying, stop ongoing bullying, and reduce the negative consequences of victimization. The program has been evaluated in a randomized controlled trial involving 234 Finnish schools and during broad dissemination across Finnish schools (the evaluation involving almost one thousand schools) with positive findings. The program content and the implementation model are presented in this article, and the findings from the evaluation studies are summarized.

Chapter Five: School-based prevention of bullying and relational aggression in adolescence: The fairplayer.manual

Herbert Scheithauer, Markus Hess, Anja Schultze-Krumbholz, Heike Dele Bull

The fairplayer.manual is a school-based program to prevent bullying. The program consists of fifteen to seventeen consecutive ninety-minute lessons using cognitive-behavioral methods, methods targeting group norms and group dynamics, and discussions on moral dilemmas. Following a two-day training session, teachers, together with skilled fairplayer.teamers, implement fairplayer.manual in the classroom during regular school lessons. This chapter offers a summary of the program’s conception and underlying prevention theory and summarizes the results from two evaluation studies. Standardized questionnaires showed a positive impact of the intervention program on several outcome variables.

Chapter Six: ViSC Social Competence Program

Dagmar Strohmeier, Christine Hoffmann, Eva-Maria Schiller, Elisabeth Stefanek, Christiane Spiel

The ViSC Social Competence Program has been implemented in Austrian schools within the scope of a national strategy plan, Together Against Violence. The program is a primary preventive program designed for grades 5 to 8. The prevention of aggression and bullying is defined as a school development task, and the initial implementation of the program lasts one school year. The program consists of universal and specific actions that are implemented through in-school teacher training and a class project for students. The program was evaluated with a randomized intervention control group design. Data were collected from teachers and students. Results suggest that the program reduces aggression in schools.

Chapter Seven: Risk and protective factors, longitudinal research, and bullying prevention

Maria M. Ttofi, David P. Farrington

This chapter presents the results from two systematic/meta-analytic reviews of longitudinal studies on the association of school bullying (perpetration and victimization) with adverse health and criminal outcomes later in life. Significant associations between the two predictors and the outcomes are found even after controlling for other major childhood risk factors that are measured before school bullying. The results indicate that effective antibullying programs should be encouraged. They could be viewed as a form of early crime prevention as well as an early form of public health promotion. The findings from a systematic/meta-analytic review on the effectiveness of antibullying programs are also presented. Overall, school-based antibullying programs are effective, leading to an average decrease in bullying of 20 to 23 percent and in victimization of 17 to 20 percent. The chapter emphasizes the lack of prospective longitudinal research in the area of school bullying, which does not allow examination of whether any given factor (individual, family,. or social) is a correlate, a predictor, or a possible cause for bullying. This has important implications for future antibullying initiatives, as well as implications for the refinement of theories of school bullying. It is necessary to extend the framework of the traditional risk-focused approach by incorporating the notion of resiliency and investigating possible protective factors against school bullying and its negative consequences.
1

Bullying in schools: What is the problem, and how can educators solve it?

    Dagmar Strohmeier, Gil G. Noam

Educators need strategies to detect bullying in their schools and need to be able to apply effective interventions.

BULLYING IS A serious problem in schools, and many bullying episodes among students could be stopped as soon as they start if educators intervened. These interventions are, however, rare or ineffective.1 Teachers are usually not present when bullying occurs and are often never told about the incidents. Researchers found that only 30 to 50 percent of self-reported victims told a teacher about the bullying. But even when teachers directly observe bullying, their actions to stop the incidents are not always successful.2 Therefore, it is crucial that educators learn (1) how to detect bullying in their schools and programs, (2) how to distinguish light cases from serious ones and how to best intervene differentially with bullies, victims, and bystanders, and (3) how to best prevent bullying in the first place.

This issue of New Directions for Youth Development is dedicated to these sets of complicated and urgent topics. All but one state in the United States now have antibullying laws, and many countries around the world show concern and struggle to implement policies, regulations, and programs. We are in the middle of a shift from viewing bullying as a painful but typical “kids’ thing” to be solved by the peer group to a new understanding of bullying as a serious matter with long-term consequences needing adult intervention. In the process, we need to review what can be done and the evidence that interventions work. Rules and regulations are only one set of needed change; convincing and educating based on evidence is quite another. Thus, the emphasis in this issue is on international research, programs, and even country-wide interventions. At the end we will return to the question of what educators should do when they do not have sufficient funding to implement full antibullying programs, yet want to do more in their schools and programs than improvise or keep the status quo.

What is bullying, and how can educators learn to detect it?

In research and the popular literature, bullying has been defined as a subset of direct or indirect aggressive behavior characterized by intentional harm doing, repetitive aggressive acts, and an imbalance of power.3 Studies show that educators widely agree with the scientific definition.4 However, in real-life situations, it is not always easy for educators to identify whether an incident is bullying.5 Educators are more likely to recognize bullying when the behavior displayed by bullies is direct than when it is indirect.6 Educators also rate physical and verbal attacks as more serious than social exclusion.7 Moreover, to infer hostile intent and to distinguish it from playful behavior can be quite difficult for educators in typical settings.8 Educators often do not pay enough attention to the fact that bullying is usually not a single event; rather, it happens repeatedly over a period of time.9 Also, when there are clear signs of power imbalance—if a child matches widely held assumptions about victim characteristics (for example, the child is smaller or physically weaker than the others, disliked by peers, or has disabilities) and is perceived as not responsible for the bullying incident—educators are more likely to recognize that bullying is going on.10 In addition, even educators at the same school may not agree with each other’s definitions of bullying or those of their students or the students’ parents.11 In fact, educators usually underestimate the amount of bullying that is taking place. There are also differences between educators and students concerning the perception of the frequency of interventions in bullying: only 25 to 35 percent of students reported that teachers usually intervene in bullying situations; in contrast 75 to 85 percent of teachers reported that they intervene “always” or “often” when observing a bullying episode among their student.12

To summarize, research clearly suggests that it is important and necessary that educators better understand what bullying is. More specifically, educators need to learn how bullying can be detected in their settings. Related to the issue of recognition, educators also need to adequately respond in bullying situations.

How can educators best respond to bullying situations?

Bullying is often considered to be a relationship problem and a group phenomenon rather than solely an issue of individual perpetrators or victims.13 This perspective implies that bullying is understood as unfolding in particular social contexts constituted by educators, parents, or peers.14 When educators, parents, or peers provide social contexts that discourage bullying, much has been done for prevention. And even when bullying has already happened, consistent, immediate, and visible interventions by educators, parents, or peers can stop bullying.15 Adequate responses by teachers are considered to be most important in a whole-school approach to intervention and prevention.

To explore which strategies trainee teachers use for intervention, Nicolaides, Toda, and Smith found that they were most confident in supporting victimized students and were least confident in their ability to make bullies stop bullying.16 Thus, the greatest need for training was to learn how to conduct effective conversations with bullying students. Research further revealed that teachers are more likely to intervene if they perceive the incident to be serious, if they are highly empathic with the victims, and if they show high levels of self-efficacy.17

These important findings have been incorporated in most evidence-based prevention programs introduced in this issue that offer educators strategies for dealing successfully with acute bullying. In the final chapter of this issue, we will address the topic of whether change can occur only if a whole school, or even a whole district, bullying prevention program is put in place. Does the evidence support individual actions, or do such actions always have to be systemic, systematic, and create an overall synthesis of practices?

How can educators prevent bullying in the long run?

Research shows the best strategy to prevent bullying in the long run is to apply whole-school evidence-based programs. The most effective programs engage schools in a school development project and aim to change the practices in the school and the school culture over time.18 These programs usually offer both preventative and interventionist measures. Thus, it is crucial for educators to be familiar with evidence-based programs in order to make the right choice for their schools.

Evidence-based practice has been defined as an approach that “helps people make well-informed decisions about policies, programs, and projects by putting the best available evidence from research at the heart of policy development and implementation.”19 Evidence-based practice has gained importance in recent years, and standards for research leading to evidence-based practice have been defined.20 However, there are considerable differences in the implementation of evidence-based interventions and programs in practice among both countries and various public service areas.21 Especially in the field of education, the adoption of instructional programs and practices has still been driven more by ideology than by evidence, in contrast to other sectors of society such as medicine and agriculture.22 Consequently, many research findings that have the potential to support policymakers in the field of education are still being ignored.

Various efforts have been undertaken to define standards of evidence, for instance, by the What Works Clearinghouse (see http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/), the Best Evidence Encyclopedia (see www.bestevidence.org), the Campbell Collaboration (see www.campbellcollaboration.org), and the U.K.-based Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating Centre (see www.eppi.ioe.ac.uk). However, the methods used in these efforts vary, leading to inconsistent conclusions regarding which programs and practices have strong evidence of effectiveness.23

Anti-bullying programs have been studied more intensely than many other areas of social and emotional interventions in schools. Much credit goes to Dan Olweus and Erling Roland, the Norwegian pioneers of this line of work. Interestingly, many other research-based anti-bullying approaches have also had their origin in Europe, and thus our issue has a strong focus on European work that can help in the next phase of research and application of evidence-based antibullying programming.

This issue of New Directions for Youth Development introduces five examples of evidence-based anti-bullying programs. We chose programs that were rigorously evaluated, applying strict criteria of evidence to be represented in this issue. Thus, all programs are based on proven scientific ideas, they have been applied in real life settings several times, and their effects have been demonstrated using state-of-the art analytical and statistical methods. The program descriptions cover (a) the program goals, (b) the main theoretical ideas about the underlying mechanism, (c) the program elements, (d) the implementation model, and (e) a brief summary of evaluation results. Moreover, a systematic/meta-analytic review of longitudinal studies is also covered in this issue. We end by describing common elements found from anti-bullying, program to program, and introduce our four-component model of practices we recommend the education communities implement. We hope that educators will find the approaches helpful to stop bullying in their schools, as well as in their afterschool and summer programs.
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