








 
 
 

 

What Adults Can Do to Help Youth Experiencing Bullying 

As an adult, you are an important catalyst in guiding kids through addressing and preventing bullying. When 
young people experience bullying, they o!en feel like there’s nothing that can be done to stop it. Whether you’re 
a parent, educator, or concerned adult, there are ways you can help. 

�1. Listen 
When a child approaches you about a bullying situation, be prepared to listen without judgment and provide a safe 
and supportive space in which the child can share their experience and work out their feelings. Recognize that it 
can be hard to talk about the experience. "ey may be experiencing the emotional e#ects of bullying—insecurity, 
embarrassment, fear, vulnerability, anger, or sadness—and it could take time for them to fully share their story. 

Help the child recognize the signs of bullying 
Adults can prepare themselves to talk with children by considering how they are going to 

handle the child’s questions and emotions. They can also decide what information they 
would like to give the child about bullying. 

When a child begins to tell their story, listen and ask questions that encourage them to talk. Even if you know all 
the students involved, don’t make assumptions. Bullying is frequently socially nuanced; there may be important 
details that are overlooked or not reported, not every bullying situation is as it seems on the surface, and there 
is always more than one side to the same story. Respond with empathy, concern, and care. It’s important to 
learn as much as possible about the situation, such as how long the behavior has been happening, who has been 
involved, and what steps have been taken. Giving the child space to talk through their experience and emotions 
is an important step. Bullying can be traumatic and opening up about the experience could take time. Be patient 
and allow the child to con$de in you on their own terms. 

2�. Provide support and encouragement 
Reassure the young person con$ding in you that you are glad they’re talking about their experiences. Let them 
know that they are not alone, and you are there to help. Just as bullying can be an emotional issue for the 
child experiencing it, bullying can also be emotional for you. It’s natural to experience your own feelings, like 
frustration, anger, confusion, or sadness, but always remember that the child is now looking to you for help. 
It’s important to recognize that some typical adult responses to bullying are not helpful for children. Adults 
sometimes have the impulse to tell the child to stand up to the person who is bullying, to advise them to ignore 
the bullying, or to take matters into their own hands. While these reactions express genuine concern and good 
intentions, they are likely to be ine#ective. 
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"e best way to help the child is by taking measures that focus on their emotional and physical health, such as 
keeping their self-esteem intact and making sure they feel safe at school. 
How to show your support: 

• Tell the child that it is NOT their fault and bullying is never justi$ed 
• Remind them they are NOT alone 
• Explain that it is your responsibility as an adult to help them and ensure they feel safe and protected 
• Let them know that they deserve respect just like everyone else 
• Assure them that they have a right to feel safe at school and at home 
• Help them create an action plan by thinking through the possible ways of responding and moving forward 

3. Empower 
A!er learning the child’s story, it’s time to think in terms of “self-advocacy” for the child. "is process means 
$rst letting the child communicate what they need and then helping the child get what they need. One idea to 
encourage self-advocacy is to work together to create an action plan outlining a strategy and response to the 
bullying. When developing the plan, talk with the child about how they would like the situation to be di#erent 
and how to make that happen. 
Involving the child in de$ning a solution to the bullying can be powerful. So o!en, those who are bullied feel 
helpless and think nothing will ever change. Working together creates solutions that are inspired by the child’s 
strengths and abilities and can help build con$dence and resilience. 

Student Action Plan 
A document designed to help develop a customized strategy to address bullying. 

Incorporates a 3-step process designed to think through solutions fit for the individual. 

https://pacerteensagainstbullying.org/advocacy-for-self/student-action-plan 

4. Think who else should be involved 
As part of developing a plan, it is also helpful to identify others who can help the child. "ink about those 
who in%uence their life. When a child is being bullied it can impact their education, emotional well-being, 
and even physical health. It’s important to think through not only what can be done to address the bullying, 
but also how to build the child’s con$dence, increase resiliency, and develop self-advocacy skills. 
When dealing with a bullying situation, it’s important to involve a parent or guardian and adults at school 
such as teachers and faculty members to ensure the child feels supported at home and at school. A trusted 
physician or counselor can be included to help with issues like anxiety, depression, and self-image. You may 
also want to talk with a coach or the leader of a club activity to determines if there are any bullying issues 
among the participants, or if being part of the team or club could provide the child with stronger social 
connections. Work with the child to identify whom you want to contact, what you want to ask them, and how 
you will be involved moving forward. "e next step is to share this action plan with the other adults involved 
in the child’s life. 
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5. Understand local and federal laws and policies 
In cases of bullying, it’s important to have a working knowledge of student rights. Follow these steps to ensure 
that you understand all the help and support available. 

•  Document all events and communication.  "is is important because written records provide a history. 
Keep your writing factual, not emotional, and include background on any steps you plan to take or have 
already implemented. Save all written correspondences, like emails, texts, and posts on social media. 

•  Check your state’s legislation on bullying.  Each state has di#erent laws and policies pertaining to 
bullying, along with requirements for how schools should respond. 

•  Contact your school and request a copy of the district’s bullying policy. 
•  See if there is a Safe Schools bullying prevention o!ce for your state’s Department of Education; it  

can be a local resource to learn more about your state’s legislation. 
•  Determine if the bullying is based on race, national origin, sex, age, disability, or religion.  Bullying of 

this nature can qualify as discriminatory harassment. Schools are required to respond to these situations 
under federal civil rights laws. 

Did you know? 
"rough legislation, education codes, and model policies, state and local lawmakers and educators have taken 
legal and administrative action to prevent bullying and keep all students safe. Ask your school for their policy. 
Access detailed information on a speci$c state’s protections at StopBullying.gov. 

Why is it important for adults to get involved? 
•  If students could stop bullying on their own, they would 
•  Bullying can make kids feel powerless; they need to know someone is there for them 
•  Kids see adults as role models and kids will follow their example 
•  Adults set the rules, so adults need to be the ones who enforce them 
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What Youth Can Do If They Are Experiencing Bullying

No matter what form it takes, negative behavior directed at you hurts. If you’re pushed, hit, or your things are 
ripped o! or trashed, it hurts. If you’re ignored by friends, humiliated by the actions of a classmate, or cruel 
things are posted about you online, it hurts. If it happens to you, you’ve probably asked yourself, “Why me?” 
You know how painful it is to be treated this way.
So seriously, if you think you are being bullied what can you do? A lot! It’s not always easy to know what you 
should do, but it’s important to know that you have options. "ese steps will help you with ideas.

1. Know how bullying is defined
If you ever wonder if you are being bullied, start by thinking about the dynamics of bullying and how it applies 
to your situation. Hallmarks typically include:

• "e person is being hurt, harmed, or humiliated with words or behavior
• "e behavior is repeated or there is a concern that it will be repeated
• "e behavior is being done intentionally
• "e person being hurt has a hard time stopping or preventing the behavior
• "e hurtful behavior is carried out by those who have more power, such as being older, being physically

bigger or stronger, having more social status, or when a group of students single out an individual

Are You Being Bullied?
Click here to access the interactive checklist!

https://www.pacerteensagainstbullying.org/
advocacy-for-self/are-you-being-bullied

It’s important to know that bullying can happen to anyone–and it’s not always so easy to recognize. If you are 
still trying to determine if you’re experiencing bullying, take a look at the checklist below. Read each of the 
following questions and check any boxes you think might apply to your situation.

# Do other students make mean comments about you?
# Have you ever been called hurtful names?
# Are you teased for how you look or act?
# Do you feel alone or isolated at school?
# Has anyone ever spread mean or untrue rumors about you?
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# Are you ever purposely excluded from a group?
# Have you ever felt that someone you thought of as a friend is trying to control you?
# Has someone ever touched you in a way that felt inappropriate, demeaning, or threatening?
# Has anyone ever mocked or mimicked the way you talk or act?
# Has anyone ever damaged your belongings?
# Do other students physically hurt you on purpose?
# Are you ever afraid to go to school?
# Do you get anxious about how you are treated by other kids at school?
# Have photos of you ever been posted online without your permission?
# Has anyone ever pretended to be you on social media?
# Have people posted mean things about you online or commented in a mean way on your posts?

"e more boxes you check, the more likely it is you are being bullied. 

2. Embrace these important points
• No one ever deserves to be bullied
• You have the right to ask for help to stop the behavior
• Your opinion about what to do is important
• You don’t have to go through the bullying experience alone

Remember the bullying is not your fault and know that it’s natural to feel emotions such as sadness, fear, 
loneliness, anger, or confusion as a result of it. Sometimes, we have the tendency to minimize how bullying 
makes us feel, but it’s so important to pay attention to and recognize your feelings and how the actions of others 
a!ect how you feel. "e next step is to start thinking through what you can do.

3. Recognize the issue, think about ways to take action

If you are experiencing bullying, think through some of the issues you may encounter, as well as how you can 
take action: 

The issue: I don’t want to tell anyone. 
How to take action: Tell someone you trust.
"ose who bully depend on their targets being silent, as it allows their behavior to continue without 
consequences. Your natural reaction to bullying might be to isolate yourself from peers and family; it may 
be too painful, hurtful, or embarrassing to even talk about. And yes, it can be really hard to talk about what’s 
happening. As di$cult as it might be, it’s important to connect with someone and share what you are going 
through. Ideally, you’ll talk about it with a parent or an adult whom you trust. If you don’t feel comfortable 
telling an adult, start by con%ding in a friend and asking them to help you sort through your situation with a 
goal of talking to an adult about it.

The issue: I don’t want to be called a snitch
How to take action: Recognize that the goal of using that label is to silence you.
Reporting is sharing legitimate information to protect yourself or another person. Tattling is more commonly 
done with ulterior motives, such as to intentionally get another person into trouble. When you are being 
bullied, the person bullying you may try to keep you silent by trying to shame you into thinking you are doing 
something wrong by telling. "ey want you to be silent so that there are no consequences for their behavior.
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The issue: I was told this was just the way it is.
How to take action: Know there are laws designed to address bullying.
"ere are state and federal laws that provide protections against bullying and harassment. In general, schools
will have a bullying prevention policy, which addresses the right to be safe at school. Research your school’s
policy about bullying prevention, state laws that apply to bullying, and how to report inappropriate behavior to
social media. Learn, on your own or with the help of others, how each of these can be used to assert your rights.
You may have additional protections under federal law when the bullying is about:

• Race, color, or national origin
• Sex or gender
• Religion
• Disability

State and local laws may provide additional protections on other bases, including sexual orientation.

 
 
 

The issue: I already told someone and nothing changed.
How to take action: Don’t give up; tell another person. 

If you told an adult about a bullying situation and it wasn’t helpful, 
continue to be a self-advocate. Know that you have the right to speak up 
for yourself and let another adult know what you need to feel safe. As a 
next step, think through who else you can tell, such as a parent, a school 
administrator, a favorite teacher, a counselor, or another adult in the 
community whom you trust. "en share important information with 
them, either in person or in writing. Make sure to include:

• A description of the bullying
• Where and when it happened
• Who is involved
• Steps that you have taken

Sometimes it’s helpful to remind the adults you speak with about the laws 
or school’s bullying prevention policy that outline their responsibility 
in handling bullying situations. "en, ask for advice and their help to 
address the situation.

The issue: This is only happening online.
How to take action: Document, block, and report.
"ere are three main action steps when bullied on social media, texting, or other electronic means. 

1. Document: Your initial impulse might be to delete a harmful post, but once you do that it could be
lost. Instead, think through if you want to keep evidence of the bullying, so that the information can
be shared with an adult. Take a screen shot and save it to your %les or capture the content in a manner
comfortable to you.

2. Block: Remove the opportunity for the person to contact you.
3. Report: Tell someone what’s happened. Just as you deserve to be safe at school, you deserve to feel safe

online, too. Let someone know, a parent or a trusted adult, and show them the evidence of the bullying.
You can also report the individual to the social media or service provider.
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The issue: I’m told that I don’t fit in.
How to take action: Find others with similar interests. Learn to embrace and nurture what sets you apart. 
"ere’s so much pressure to try to %t in when you’re a teen. Yet, the irony is that no two people are the same. 
"ink through what you like to do, and then seek opportunities to connect with those that share your interests. 
It might be hard to recognize right now, but the very attributes, talents, or interests that you are being 
teased about are o&en the traits that eventually become your strengths. "ink about the person interested in 
technology who could go on to pursue that computer science degree, or the child who spends all their time 
reading and grows up to write best-selling novels.

The issue: I’m being bullied by my teacher, coach, or another adult.
How to take action: Talk with your parent or guardian.
Bullying is about power and the power dynamic between an adult and a student usually favors the adult. It is 
generally not helpful, and o&en not safe, to confront an adult about their behavior. It’s important that you share 
what’s happening with a parent or a trusted adult, as their advice and action is critical in this type of situation.

The issue: I’m being bullied outside of school.
How to take action: Do your best to remove yourself from the situation and report it. 
Bullying can happen in the neighborhood where you live, at your favorite store, or on a city street. It’s important 
to know that most laws address bullying that happens at school. If you are being bullied, for example, during 
the summer or on weekends at your local park or grocery store, report it to the adults who are in charge. "is 
might be the store owner, the park patrol, or even a police o$cer. Most bullying happens outside the view of 
adults, which makes it very important that you report it, so adults can keep you safe and hold those who are 
bullying accountable. 

4. Address the bullying and be your own (self) advocate
Now that you have a better understanding of the issues, it’s time to think about how to be your own (self) 
advocate and trust that change can happen when action is taken. "e very de%nition of change is that something 
di!erent happens; trying another approach creates the opportunity for new outcomes. Positive change is much 
more likely to occur when you practice self-advocacy skills, which means thinking through what you need, 
sharing that information, and asking for help. 
First, being a self-advocate does not mean you have to %x the situation on your own. It means that your ideas 
and perspective are important. Self-advocacy means learning to speak up for yourself, telling people what you 
need, and taking action. Start by creating your own plan—either on your own or with a trusted adult—that 
works for you and your situation. "is is an opportunity to develop a strategy to change what’s happening to 
you. In your plan, include:

• What is happening to you, when and where it takes place, and who is involved.
• What you would like to change, how things could be di!erent, and what would help you gain control

over the situation.
• Your role in this action plan, who else should be involved, and what they could do.

Once you’ve created a plan, share it with an adult so they can support you in a way that makes you feel 
comfortable. Express your ideas and learn to respectfully disagree if you don’t feel con%dent with other options 
presented. Your voice is important and your opinions on what to do matter. 

Next Step
Be a self-advocate, learn how to create your own Student Action Plan.

https://pacerteensagainstbullying.org/advocacy-for-self/ 
student-action-plan

https://pacerteensagainstbullying.org/advocacy-for-self/%20student-action-plan/

