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Bullying Prevention
in Out-of-School and 
Afterschool Settings

This guide, produced by Center for Safe Schools and Pennsylvania Statewide Afterschool/Youth Development Network (PSAYDN), 
was originally developed with funding provided by the Highmark Foundation. It was informed by research and the perspectives of youth 
development and bullying prevention practitioners and updated in 2023 to reflect current best practices and research.

What is bullying?
Bullying is a form of intentional negative behavior directed at 
another person who has a difficult time defending himself or 
herself. 1 The child who bullies may be stronger, more popular or 
hold some type of power over the child who is bullied.

Three-component definition of bullying:
•	 It involves an intentional negative behavior.

•	 The behavior may be repeated over time.

•	 It involves an imbalance of power or strength,  
which can be real or perceived.

Bullying can be physical or verbal and may involve manipulation 
of social relationships. This latter type of bullying, a form of 
relational aggression, 2 tends to manifest differently in males 
and females. Among girls, relational aggression often takes the 
form of deliberate exclusion or rumors. 3 Among boys, this type 
of aggression often draws attention to a student’s perceived 
masculinity or sexual orientation. 4, 5

Cyberbullying is “willful and repeated harm inflicted through the 
use of computers, cell phones and other electronic devices”. 6 
While cyberbullying is of increasing concern, face-to-face bullying 
is much more common and many instances of online bullying 
include an element of face-to-face aggression. 7 For these reasons, 
it is important for out-of-school time (OST) programs  
to implement proven strategies to prevent and address face-to 
face bullying and supplement those strategies with education 
related to cyberbullying.

Afterschool and out-of-school time (OST) 
programs are in a position to address bullying 
because they offer activities and relationships 
that can assist students in developing important 
life skills. According to the Afterschool Alliance, 
afterschool programs “provide access to caring 
adults and offer a more informal environment 
that is distinct from the school day.” Such 
settings may allow children to feel safe from peer 
pressure, build confidence and learn how to deal 
with bullying. 20 Yet, in order for OST programs 
to effectively prevent and address bullying, OST 
leaders need to be knowledgeable about the 
issue and implement specific strategies.
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Is bullying really a problem? 
When it comes to bullying, statistics tell the story. According to 
federal data sources, approximately one in five students report 
being bullied. Approximately 46% of students ages 12-18 who  
were bullied during the school year notified an adult at school 
about the bullying. 8 

According to National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
students 12-18 report that being the subject of rumors, being 
made fun of, or called names were the most common types of 
bullying behavior that occurred. Of students reports of bullying, 
the majority occurred at school or on school grounds. Only 16% of 
bullying reports were reported to be online or via text. 9

Studies in health and youth development emphasize the 
importance of attending to bullying issues. This research 
suggests that youth who are involved in bullying are more likely to 
experience mental health symptoms 10,  11 and suicidal ideation 12 
than students who are not directly involved.

Targets of bullying can suffer socially and academically, due 
to the potential effects of bullying on self-esteem and school 
attendance.13 Children who bully others are more likely to engage 
in anti-social or risky behaviors than non-bullying peers. 14,  15,  16,  17

How should OST programs  
address bullying?
OST programs can prevent and address bullying by adopting 
strategies that emphasize the role of these programs in providing 
safe environments, building healthy relationships and promoting 
youth development.

Establishing a safe environment for youth involves a combination of 
strategies grounded in sound policy, staff training and intervention 
when bullying is suspected.

By providing a caring staff that is effective in intervening in bullying 
situations, OST programs demonstrate to youth that bullying 
behaviors will not be tolerated. Because bullying resembles other 
forms of aggression and often goes undetected, it is important 
that staff be trained in how to recognize bullying, how to support 
students who are targeted, and how to implement OST policies 
related to bullying and peer aggression. It is important that OST 
staff address all forms of peer aggression, even acts that do not 
meet the definition of bullying.

At its core, bullying prevention is about nurturing healthy 
relationships among children and youth. Research suggests 
that children are less likely to become victims of bullying when 
they have higher perceived levels of social support from teacher, 
parents, peers and close friends. 12,  18

Out-of-school time programs offer smaller, more intimate settings 
for building positive relationships among children and youth and 
with adults. By engaging youth in planned activities that focus on 
teamwork, identifying each other’s strengths and supporting one 
another, OST programs can play an important role in supporting 
healthy relationships among youth. Activities that focus on building 
youth relationships “ensure that students develop a strong 
network of friends,” a protective factor in students’ lives. 2

While safety and positive relationships are important components 
of students’ OST experiences, it is also critical for OST programs to 
implement youth development strategies that address bystanders’ 
responses to bullying. According to experts in bullying prevention, 
the reaction of bystanders to peer aggression can play a critical 
role in determining if bullying will persist. 19 Therefore, it is essential 
for OST providers to develop expectations for how youth will 
respond when they witness aggression from others and engage 
youth in building a climate of support. 

Children and youth can work together to promote a safe and 
supportive community through service activities that have an 
anti-violence or anti-bullying message and through outreach 
to younger youth. This type of community service “cultivates 
empathy, improves self-esteem and promotes positive attitudes”. 2

“Beneficial programs across the country are aiding in the fight against bullying and teaching  
children that aggressive and detrimental behaviors are not something to be taken lightly”.2



Elements of Bullying Prevention in OST Settings

Adopt bullying prevention polices that 
define bullying and cyberbullying; address 
reporting procedures for students, 
parents and staff; and identify prevention 
and interventions strategies that will be 
consistently used by program staff.

Train staff on how to recognize bullying, 
how to have proactive conversations 
with students about bullying and peer 
relationships and how to intervene when 
staff witness any form of peer aggression.

Use surveys or focus groups to determine 
the nature, prevalence and location of 
bullying issues in the out-of-school setting. 
Implement strategies to address common 
forms of bullying and ensure that staff are 
assigned to monitor trouble spots.

�Implement follow-up procedures and 
supports for students involved in bullying. 
Follow-up conversations should reinforce 
adults’ concern for students’ safety and 
the program’s expectations for student 
conduct. Programs should seek additional 
intervention or support for children that 
are involved in bullying situations when 
emotional or behavioral problems are 
persistent or severe.

Teach social and emotional skills and active 
bystander skills, relying on evidence-based 
programs and practices when available.

Engage students in activities and service 
projects that reinforce social justice themes 
and peacemaking skills.

Involve parents proactively and responsively. 
Parents often look to schools and youth-
serving organizations for information about 
bullying and related issues. Provide this 
information in a variety of formats. Make 
sure parents are aware of the program’s 
policy of notifying parents of suspected 
bullying and available supports for children 
and families.

Monitor bullying prevention practices over 
time to ensure strategies and interventions 
are having the desired effect.
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Visit CenterForSafeSchools.org for bullying prevention resources and services.
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