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ENCOURAGING 
UPSTANDERS 
Studies show that in 80% of bullying 
incidents, there are witnesses.   When these 
witnesses intervene, bullying is stopped 
about half of the usual time. This suggests 
that schools should empower students with 
the skills they need to step up when they 
see bullying. 
 
 
TEACHING STUDENTS TO BE 
UPSTANDERS 
Know what to look for . A definition of 
bullying is helpful: there’s a power 
imbalance between the bully and victim 
(size, age, popularity); the behaviour is 
intended to harm another person; it happens 
more than once. It’s also important for 
students to know the wide variety of 
bullying: physical (punching, kicking, 
pinching); verbal (name-calling, taunting, 
threats, electronic messages); relational 
(spreading false rumours and personal 
information, group exclusion).  
Define bullying as requiring urgent action. 
Students are more likely to act when they 
feel a situation is an emergency so they need 
to know that bullying produces 
psychological as well as physical 
consequences: including anxiety, low 
self-esteem, sadness, depression, fear, school 
refusal, isolation and even suicide.  
They also need to be aware of the way 
bullying undermines feelings of community 
and safety in a classroom.  
 

Take personal responsibility to be a 
change agent.  If students feel it is somebody 
else’s responsibility, they will not help the 
bullying victim. To increase personal 
responsibility, students must begin to see 
themselves as responsible citizens who are 
not afraid to stand up. Upstanders do not 
need anyone to ask them to intervene.  
Feel competent to engage.  To build this 
level of self-assurance, discuss actual 
incidents students have witnessed and view 
educational videos or clips from popular 
media, identifying what upstander behaviour 
would look like. Role-play possible 
interventions. 
Decide to engage.  Interventions might 
include using humour to defuse the situation, 
creating a distraction, asking if the bully 
realises the way the victim feels, saying 
bluntly that the behaviour is wrong and 
needs to stop, helping the victim escape, and 
telling an adult. Students can also be 
encouraged to reach out to marginalised 
students who might be bullied.  
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