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TRAUMATIC EFFECTS OF BULLYING
Even bystanders who witness bullying experience trauma comparable to firefighters,
police officers and paramedics during an earthquake.
BY DIANA SCHROEDER

This article is the first in a series on
bullying that continues with practical
prevention strategies for school
counselors.
ullying affects school climate as it
affects each student whether he
or she is the bully, the bullied or
the bystander. Some of us remember
what it is like to come to school and
worry about the day ahead.
I We worried about ridicule, exclusion,
assault, taunts or rumors.
I We wondered why no one noticed
or did anything to help.
I We stood in the background and
worried that we would be the next
target.
I We sometimes tormented others
because we could.
In the midst of our social angst, the
primary objective was to learn math,
reading, social studies, art, physical education and science. However, the learning
process was disrupted, and some days it
was impossible.
Bullying has existed in society since
the beginning of time. Some see it as a
sociological phenomenon that separates
“the men from the boys” and as a necessary part of human survival. Others
argue that working to prevent bullying is
a waste of time and resources because it
is part of a child’s normal development.
With more and more news reports on
bullying-related suicides and tragedies
as well as the emergence of cyberbullying, the topic is part of our national conversation. Now, students being “safe at
school” means more than just physical
safety and encompasses larger social
and emotional issues.
The newly adopted National School
Climate Standards: Benchmarks to
Promote Effective Teaching, Learning
and Comprehensive School
Improvement reflect the correlation
between social and emotional safety
and learning. These new standards
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reflect an increasing body of empirical
research that indicates that the capacity
of students to feel “safe, valued, cared
for, engaged and respected in school” is
intrinsically tied to school performance,
attendance and overall youth development.
Five identified national standards are
available for review on the National
School Climate Center’s Web site at
www.schoolclimate.org. In Pennsylvania,
however, the draft of these standards
reflects a similar plan with slightly different language:
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The education community has a
shared vision and coordinated plan
for promoting, enhancing and sustaining a positive school climate.
The education community promotes
an environment of harmony that
recognizes and understands diversity and builds positive citizenship
where all members are welcomed,
safe, engaged and supported.
The education community meaningfully and proactively engages its
larger community to create and sustain positive school climate.
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The education community and its
partners provide a nurturing learning environment that specifically
promotes the acquisition of social,
emotional behavioral, ethical and
academic competencies.
I The education community provides
a safe and secure learning environment that promotes health and
wellness.
Inherent in the national and
Pennsylvania School Climate Standards
is the understanding that an emphasis
on students’ social and emotional learning needs enhances learning. The pressure to achieve academically has, at
times, been a sole focus, rather than
embedded in the concepts of building
connections of support for students and
providing safe havens for students where
learning and youth development are
encouraged simultaneously.
Although these new standards present
challenges for schools and teachers, the
outcomes and intentions of the standards are consistent with appropriate
child-development parameters and
incorporates Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs. It is difficult for children to tend
to the rigors of education if no one has
met their basic developmental/physiological needs.
Where does bullying prevention fit
among the essentials of education?
Research demonstrates that it needs to
be near the top of the list. Dan Olweus,
Ph.D., and Susan Limber, Ph.D., have conducted much of the research that shows
how the failure of adults to address bullying behaviors in a school environment
results in consequences more farreaching than fear of being in school.
According to Olweus and Limber’s
book, “Blueprint for Violence
Prevention,” those consequences include
an increased likelihood of future felony
convictions. When adults fail to address
aggressive behavior of bullies and
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A school that fails to address
bullying sends a clear
message of acceptance of
aggressive behavior, and it
indirectly encourages its
continuation. This fosters an
environment where certain
children are viewed as
“deserving” of the aggressive
treatment of their peers.
bystanders, then victims suffer depression, low self-esteem and potential suicidal ideation.
A 2004 study on the physiologic
responses to bullying found that students who were witnesses or bystanders
to bullying experienced a level of intensity of trauma comparable to the “distress
levels of police, firefighters and paramedics during the 1989 San Francisco
earthquake.” Further research on the
physiologic effects of bullying indicates
that students who are targets of bullying
experience significantly more somatic
complaints of headache, sleep disorders
and abdominal pain than students who
are not targets.
A school that fails to address bullying
sends a clear message of acceptance of
aggressive behavior, and it indirectly
encourages its continuation. This fosters
an environment where certain children
are viewed as “deserving” of the aggressive treatment of their peers.
Since 2007, the Highmark Foundation
has provided funds to the Windber
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Research Institute and the Center for
Safe Schools to institute and evaluate
the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program
(OBPP) in its 49-county service region.
The resulting collaboration that includes
consultation with Olweus and Limber
has resulted in the largest implementation study of bullying prevention programming in the United States. The
Highmark Healthy High 5 Bullying
Prevention Institute was established at
the same time to support schools
adopting the OBPP and to disseminate
the study’s outcomes. To date approximately 275 schools and more than
150,000 students are implementing the
OBPP, an evidence-based prevention
program, in central and western
Pennsylvania. The project goal is to
implement bullying prevention programming in 20 percent of schools in this
region, and monitor and evaluate the
outcomes. (Read more about OBPP
grant opportunities on p. 22).
The Bullying Prevention Institute also
offers professional development and
education opportunities for school personnel and other professionals throughout Pennsylvania. The goal is to support
those who are committed to improving
school climates and helping students
increase academic performance because
they feel safe at school. I
Please contact the author for a list of
references to this article.
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Diana Schroeder is director of Bullying
Prevention Initiatives for The Center for Health
Promotion and Disease Prevention at Windber
Research Institute, a Signature Partner of the
Highmark Foundation. A certified OBPP trainer
since 2001, Schroeder works with school districts across the state to implement the program. Schroeder serves on the state’s advisory
committees for bullying prevention and safe
schools. She can be reached at
dschroed@pitt.edu.
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