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At the Making Caring Common Project, we are working to equip educators with the knowledge and skills
they need to prevent bullying and make schools more caring, respectful places. We have developed a set of
low-burden strategies schools can put into action right away.

1. Assess the School Environment
Why conduct a school survey?
Gathering information about school climate from students and staff is the only way to get an accurate
picture of whether the school is caring and safe for everyone. For meaningful, lasting change to take root,
it’s vital to have ongoing information about the experience of your students and staff and to hold yourself
accountable. Getting information from your school community is simple — and can make a big difference.
Tips for using surveys effectively
•

Conduct school-wide surveys 2-3 times a year. Repeat surveys at the midpoint and at the end of the
year to assess progress, and adjust the action plan based on results.

•

Surveys can be short, and conducted anonymously with students and staff.

•

Survey questions should include how often, when, and where bullying occurs; whether students have
peers and adults they trust; whether students and staff believe the school lives up to its stated values; and whether students feel excluded or have symptoms of depression, anxiety, or loneliness.

•

Designate a leadership group composed of administrators, staff, parents, and students to review the
data and make an action plan.

•

We recommend that you share the results with the entire school community to create impetus for
change and to establish genuine accountability.

Finding a survey
•

Making Caring Common’s School Survey

•

National School Climate Center’s Comprehensive School Climate Inventory

•

California School Climate, Health, and Learning Survey

2. Be Part of the Solution
All school adults — from bus drivers, to teachers, to librarians, shape the tone and norms of a school community. When adults model respectful behavior, show students that they care, respect students’ voices, and
take responsibility for monitoring and effectively responding to student behavior, they create the foundation
of caring and respectful communities.
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Strategies for educators
•

Ensure that every student has a healthy relationship with at least one school adult. Research shows
many benefits when students have a positive relationship with even one school adult. Students need
someone that will not just tell them what to do, but will listen and provide support and guidance. It could
be a teacher, counselor, or school support staff member. One way to do this is “relationship mapping” to
see which students do and do not have positive, nurturing relationships with school adults. Learn more
about relationship mapping here.

•

Take the pledge: Encourage all adults to sign upstander pledges. Create a standard form for school staff
to sign that says they will speak up and step in to make the school a safe place for all students. Publicly display the pledges so students will know who to go to and so that other staff will feel positive peer
pressure throughout the school. See an example of a pledge.

•

Assign adults to be in charge of monitoring places like hallways, bathrooms, and sports fields. Let’s face
it, there are areas at every school where bullying is more common. Staff can be on a rotating schedule
to show students that all parts of the school are monitored, to step in when necessary, and to identify
and develop relationships with isolated students.

•

Enact effective consequences for bullying. Students should face consequences when they engage in
cruel or hurtful behavior, but those consequences should teach why those actions were hurtful and
should be changed. Discipline strategies should include formative consequences like requiring the
student to write a letter to the victim, writing an essay about times they’ve been hurt by others and how
it made them feel, or conducting a project on discrimination or the consequences of bullying. For more
information on using formative consequences effectively, check out this tipsheet from PREVnet.

•

Some schools also use a restorative justice approach, which focuses not on blame or punishment, but
instead on repairing harm or injustice done to one or more members of the community. For example, this
can happen through meetings in which those who have been harmed and those who have inflicted the
harm talk about the incident(s), causes, and feelings, and come to resolutions about how the harm will
be repaired. Restorative justice practices are driven by a core philosophy and they take time and commitment to put in place. It is vital for those leading and facilitating restorative justice efforts to have training
and experience.

To read more about restorative justice, check out this report.
For training, support, and additional information, visit:
• Center on Restorative Justice (Boston, MA)
• International Institute for Restorative Practies (Bethlehem, PA)
• Restorative Schools Vision Project (Sacramento, CA)

3. Mobilize Youth
Students are powerful agents of change. They have the most wisdom about how the social dynamics of their
schools work and the most leverage with their peers. They can and should take leadership for changing social
norms. But they need adults to create and encourage their leadership.
Adults set up the right conditions, facilitate students in using the solutions they develop, and help spark
ideas. Adults often ask students to speak out against bullying and go against the tide. But we should also help
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students change the tide. This means changing social norms so that students feel respected not when they
degrade other students, but when they respect and include others.
Strategies for educators
•

Do a “circle of concern” exercise with students. Ask students to identify who they care about at school
outside of their friend group. Help students notice who is in and outside of their circle of concern. Is a
new student, a student who is a loner, a teacher, or the bus driver outside their circle of concern? Why?
Ask them how this could be hurtful and help them consider how to expand their circle. Learn more about
how to do this exercise.

•

Recruit students to take a leadership role in creating a more welcoming and inclusive school environment.
In middle and high school, create a volunteer committee comprised of students who will work together
to create a positive school community. Recruit a range of students, including those who are trusted,
and socially prominent. Use this committee to generate ideas and to help implement solutions. One
immediate way to get started is to challenge student council to make ‘positive school culture for all’ its
main goal.

•

Make inclusion an expectation and eliminate common opportunities for exclusion. Don’t let students pick
teams during gym class. Being picked last is an ongoing humiliation. Adults should create fair teams
and make sure that teams are changed regularly so students have the experience of playing with many
different peers. Supervise elementary school students to ensure everyone is included and finds playmates at recess. Also, find ways to empower students of all ages with choice and responsibility. For example, help them learn to set and enforce the rules for sports and games. In these ways they can learn
social and democratic skills.

4. Build a Positive Community
Every student needs opportunities to think deeply about what it means to be caring and respectful, both as an
individual and as a member of the school community. Individual or group projects are a great way to provide
these opportunities and to ensure that every student — not just those in public leadership roles — is engaged.
Why conduct student projects?
When all students are required to do projects that are meaningful and applied in an ongoing way, they have
opportunities to really engage with topics of caring and respect. This can lay the foundation for making these
thoughts and behaviors norms and ways of living day to day.
How do adults lead the projects?
Adults should approve and facilitate projects, being sure to lead conversations with students about what they
learned and how they will apply it to change their own behavior and the school at large.
Adults should provide ample time for reflection and apply the learning from these projects in an ongoing way. A
one-time project isn’t going to change students’ attitudes or the school community. Optimally, the projects would
occur over several weeks or the whole year. Alternatively, multiple related projects could be implemented over
the year.
Project examples
•

Organizing a school-wide walk through the community to observe instances of kindness and unkindness
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•

A poetry-slam in which students explore themes of respect and community

•

A video project examining a specific topic like cyberbullying or homophobia

•

A letter-writing campaign to school staff about how they can help promote a more caring school

•

Conducting interviews with school or other community members that students have not previously known
and sharing lessons learned about their lives and contributions to community

5. Develop Social and Emotional Skills
Students need strong social, emotional, and ethical skills in order to contribute to a caring community and treat
others with respect. Students, educators, and parents all play important roles in the development of these
skills, especially when the school makes concerted efforts to build them.

Strategies for educators
•

Adopt an evidence-based social and emotional learning (SEL) or character education program. Students
are less likely to bully and be bullied--and they are more likely to be effective leaders in improving the
community--when they develop social and emotional skills, including self-awareness, the ability to manage conflicts, the ability to empathize with others, and the skills to stand up for themselves and others
effectively. Research indicates that students are also more likely to be more successful academically,
and in life in general, when they have these skills. Make sure, though, that you use strategies that are
deep and effective enough to make a difference and that they have a proven record of success. Learn
how to find and use an evidence-based SEL program that is a good fit for your school. Learn more about
the SECURe program developed by Making Caring Common staff to promote social and emotional skills.

•

Train all staff in the school community. Many well-intentioned adults struggle with how to manage
student conflicts, build students’ social skills, and encourage a sense of responsibility for others. Many
adults report wanting more training and admit to turning their backs because they just don’t know what
to do. Minimal training can help, but more intensive training can make a much bigger difference. Check
out these toolkits for teachers and other school staff. And once you have selected an SEL program, be
sure to use that program’s training resources for staff.

•

Make parents your partners. Parents can be invaluable partners in preventing bullying and it’s worth
the time and energy to find effective ways to engage them. It’s particularly important to help parents
understand that bullying is everyone’s problem — not just kids who are being bullied — and that everyone
has to be part of the solution. A good way to start is to walk parents through your bullying policy in
person, either at parent-teacher conferences or at a parent meeting. Include a pact that outlines
parents’ responsibilities and the school’s responsibilities, and sign it together. Send parents home with
a copy of the policies and pact. Include guidance for parents on how to report bullying and cruelty to the
school as well as how the school will respond.
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Additional Resources
Websites and Organizations
The following is a partial list of websites and organizations that provide research-based resources for children,
teens, parents, educators, and/or community members to prevent bullying and/or develop social, emotional, or
ethical capacities.
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning disseminates information on the benefits and
importance of social and emotional learning. Their website provides resources related to selecting a social and
emotional learning program at schools, and offers suggestions related to the training, funding, and assessment
of such programs.
The National School Climate Center helps schools integrate social and emotional learning with academic instruction. Their website features tools, and best practices for promoting and measuring positive school climate.
The “Bully Prevention” section of the website provides information on topics like building a community of “Upstanders” and promoting student leadership.
PREVNet (Promoting Relationships and Eliminating Violence) is a network of researchers, organizations,
and governments committed to stopping bullying. Their site features research-based strategies for parents,
students, educators, and community members to prevent bullying and promote relationships. Their site provides
downloadable, easily accessible handouts, manuals, and research summaries.
The Morningside Center for Teaching Social Responsibility fosters social and emotional learning in schools
by supporting an array of school-based programs. Their website features descriptions of social and emotional
programs that promote conflict resolution and intercultural understanding. Their sister website www.
teachablemoment.org offers free lessons and activities for teachers to promote social and emotional learning in
the classroom.
Not in Our School is a national campaign to engage young people in preventing bullying and promoting respect
in their schools. The website includes videos, activity suggestions, a guide for getting a Not In Our School campaign going in your school, and a forum for young people to share stories and ideas.
The Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations of Early Learning disseminates research and evidencebased practices to early childhood programs. Their site features resources for policy-makers, families,
educational coaches, and teachers/caregivers about promoting social and emotional development in young
children (ages 0-5).
Safe and Supportive Schools provides tools and manuals, research briefs, and additional readings about topics
within the broad areas of school engagement, environment, and safety. The “School Climate Measurement”
portion of the website features a school climate measurement tool compendium.
StopBullying.gov, managed by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, features information for
students, parents, educators, and community members on how to intervene in bullying situations. The “References and Resources” section of the webpage includes summaries of bullying research, policy information and
briefings, and links to additional websites and tools.
Cyberbullying Research Center provides up-to-date, research-based information about the nature, extent,
causes, and consequences of cyberbullying among adolescents. The site features cyberbullying research
summaries and publications, resources about responding to cyberbullying situations, and a place to read and
share personal stories of cyberbullying.
Education.com offers (bilingual) resources for parents that cover a wide range of topics about bullying. The site
provides research-based articles for parents of children who are bullies, victims, or bystanders, and provides
information about cyberbullying, young children and bullying, bullying in schools, and prejudice.
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Common Sense Media provides teachers and school administrators with a “toolkit” that contains resources to
aid in the creation of a positive school culture and work to end cyberbullying. The site offers elementary, middle,
and high school teachers access to grade-appropriate classroom lessons and tools and strategies for working
with parents.
Initiatives or resources for LGBT youth and youth with disabilities:
Pacer’s National Bullying Prevention Center features information and resources for children, teens, parents and
educators around bullying topics with a particular focus on students with disabilities. Their additional websites
www.teensagainstbullying.org and www.kidsagainstbullying.org are designed for kids by kids and feature videos
and art, games and activities, and developmentally appropriate information for kids about bullying.
The Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network provides tips, strategies, and tools for educators, students,
and supporters to promote school communities where all members are valued, regardless of sexual orientation
or gender identity. Their site features resources for building student allies, and information about participating in
nation-wide school initiatives and projects that promote respect and diversity.

Programs and Curricula
The following is a partial list of programs that provide research-based, rigorously evaluated interventions that prevent or reduce bullying and/or develop social, emotional, or ethical capacities in children and youth.
PATHS: Promoting Alternate THinking Strategies Program (grades Pre-K to 6)
Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (grades K to 8)
Second Step: Social Emotional Skills for Early Learning (grades K to 8)
Steps to Respect: A Bullying Prevention Program (grades 3 to 6)
The Incredible Years: Parents, Teachers, and Children’s Training Series (ages 0 to 12)
4Rs: Reading, Writing, Respect, and Resolution: A Social and Emotional Learning and Language Arts Program
(grades Pre-K to 8)
Tools of the Mind: A Program to Promote Intentional Self-Regulation (grades Pre-K and K)
Caring School Community Program: A Program to Build Classroom and School-Wide Community (grades K to 6)
I Can Problem Solve: An Interpersonal Cognitive Problem Solving Program (grades Pre-K to 6)

Making Caring Common Project
Harvard Graduate School of Education
14 Appian Way
Cambridge, MA 02138
Phone: 617-385-9544
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