Partnering
with Connecticut Schools and Communities
to Promote a Safe Environment
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All told, as many as one in four children and adolescents in the United States are targets
of bullying.1 It is one of the most widespread and under reported public health problems
within our communities and, in some cases, can lead to dire consequences. As many as
160,000 children stay home sick on any given school day because they are scared of
being bullied.2
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Tipping over a classmate’s lunch tray or playing a practical joke in school used to be
dismissed as “kids being kids,” often depicted in coming-of-age movies and novels.
But these days, bullying has become much more pervasive and harmful.
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Connecticut has historically taken a progressive approach to curb bullying. In 2011, the
bu
s w ill b e
state passed legislation designed to promote a positive school climate and systematically
address bullying in its 1,178 public schools. As a result, every public school is now required to
adopt anti-bullying policies and designate an on-site staff person to investigate cases of bullying.
Schools must also assemble multidisciplinary committees that are charged with monitoring trends and
implementing a plan to create a safe school environment. The new law, coupled with other state-based
initiatives, provides a basic road map of expectations and renewed accountability for public schools. Many
private schools are also following suit. However, with limited resources schools are having to find creative
ways to engage students, parents and teachers in efforts to promote a supportive and respectful school
environment.
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The Governor’s Prevention Partnership Positive School Climate Initiative is championing this issue
statewide by working with state leaders and agencies to promote real, positive changes, as well as
providing Connecticut schools with hands-on training, optimal survey selection, best practices and
resources to help achieve this end. The Partnership’s efforts are driven by the belief that: 1) every child
deserves to feel safe, accepted and cared for and 2) creating a positive learning environment that is free
from the threats of violence, bullying, alcohol or drug abuse can help students succeed and thrive.

Bullying Hurts
There is mounting evidence that bullying can be detrimental to
children’s psychological and physical health. It can negatively affect
the academic, social and emotional well-being of both the aggressor
and the target.

Experts say three
characteristics can help
distinguish bullying
from mean behavior.

What is bullying?

Bullying tends to:

Bullying can be physical or emotional in nature. Emotional abuse may
include derogatory remarks, labeling, name calling and teasing, as well
as purposeful attempts to socially isolate or exclude someone.
Physical acts or gestures may involve shoving, hitting, fighting,
spitting, and tripping or threatening to do so.

n Be intentional
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n Represent an imbalance

of power
n Be repetitive
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Unfortunately, the advent of the Internet and social
media has made matters worse. It has become easier
than ever for kids to use technology to disparage a
peer. Some websites even offer a cloak of anonymity
that bullies can hide behind to deliver insults or threats;
kids no longer need to face someone directly or even
be in the same room.
Schools must also be equipped to properly consider
whether student misconduct also violates students’
civil rights. For example, does the aggressor’s behavior
seem to be driven based on someone’s race, color,
national origin, sex, disability, religion, sexual
orientation, or gender identity? The Governor’s
Prevention Partnership helps educate schools on how
to better prevent and identify cases in which bullying
crosses the line to harassment.
There are many reasons someone might bully a peer.
Experts say that while some cases of bullying are very
clear cut; others are subject to interpretation. The
general policy, however, remains “if you see mean,
intervene.”

How is bullying affecting Connecticut children?
Bullying can affect kids’ social and emotional
development, mental and physical health and
academic performance and participation in peer group
activities. Studies show these children are also more
likely to experience depression and anxiety disorders
that can persist into adulthood.
In 2011, research by the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) found that compared with their
peers, those who are on the giving or receiving end of
bullying are more than three times as likely to seriously
consider suicide, intentionally injure themselves, report
being physically abused by a family member, or use
drugs and alcohol.3 Other research finds students
affected by bullying are more likely to be involved with
the justice system and be dependent on public
assistance programs.4 The horrific events at Sandy
Hook Elementary School in 2012 shine dramatic light
on the potential ramifications and long-term effects of
bullying and the need for additional support systems.

hostility and
inferiority — even
more so than
others.5
All of this points
to an urgent need
for comprehensive
bullying prevention
programs that
address both
students’ physical
and emotional
safety.

“We have to do more to engage students and
build [trusting] relationships so they feel
invested in their school environment and
feel comfortable reporting any bullying or
mean behavior.” — Program manager at
The Governor’s Prevention Partnership

What to Watch For
Being bullied can affect a child’s psychological
well-being and physical health. Studies show that
kids who are frequently bullied may report: 6,7
n Difficulties being social
n Skipping recess and withdrawing from their

peers or other activities
n Anxiety and/or depression
n Suicidal thoughts or attempts
n Eating disorders
n Poor appetite
n Headaches
n Sleep disturbances and fatigue
n Stomach upsets

Even children who are neither the perpetrator, nor the
target of acts of bullying are affected; one study found
that kids who passively witness bullying behavior
reported greater feelings of depression, anxiety,
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n Muscle and joint pain
n Greater medication use
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School Climate Matters
What is the connection between a safe school
environment and bullying?

According to the National School Climate Center,
four focus areas should be considered when
improving school climate:
• Safety

A positive school climate refers to the quality and
character of the school environment and has been
proven to help prevent bullying and promote other
favorable outcomes for kids. Efforts to make schools
safer can help increase academic achievement, foster
connectedness among students and staff, lower
dropout rates, and enhance the overall social and
emotional well-being of our youth.

• Relationships
• Teaching and Learning
• The Institutional Environment

A positive school climate has been linked to:
• Better academic achievement
• Fewer incidences of bullying

A recent review of more than 200 related studies
concluded that a “sustained positive school climate is
associated with positive child and youth development,
effective risk-prevention and health-promotion efforts,
student learning and academic achievement, increased
student graduation rates, and teacher retention.” 8
What exactly constitutes a positive school climate?
Although there are differing definitions, The Governor’s
Prevention Partnerships believes that a positive school
climate exists when all students feel valued, accepted,
respected and safe in an environment where they feel
supported by adults and students alike. It includes
setting forth a certain expectation for how people
relate to and treat one another. Creating a safe school
culture should not focus solely on physical safety, but
social and emotional safety too. Kids ideally want to
feel that someone “has their back” and that they are
part of a nurturing environment.

• Lower levels of drug use
• Fewer self-reports of psychiatric problems
• Reduced absences and drop-out rates since there
is greater student engagement
• Healthy behavioral outcomes

Bottom line: A sustainable, positive school environment
can help foster healthy relationships, social and
emotional development and promote learning for kids
that can help pave the way for a better and more
fulfilling tomorrow.

Bullying as Stated in Connecticut Law9
As defined by 2011 Connecticut Public Act 11-232, bullying is defined as:
(A) the repeated use by one or more students of a written, oral or electronic communication, such as
cyberbullying, directed at or referring to another student attending school in the same school district, or
(B) a physical act or gesture by one or more students repeatedly directed at another student attending
school in the same school district.
When those repeated action:
• Causes physical or emotional harm to such student or damage to such student’s property, or
• Places such student in reasonable fear of harm to himself or herself, or of damage to his or her property, or
• Creates a hostile environment at school for such student, or
• Infringes on the rights of such student at school, or
• Substantially disrupts the education process or the orderly operation of a school.
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Prevention Works – The Role of The
Governor’s Prevention Partnership
Cultivating a safe, respectful school environment does
not happen by chance. Nor does it occur in a vacuum.
At a minimum, it requires the steadfast commitment of
school leaders, staff, parents and students; an
understanding of the existing school culture and
bullying behaviors; and strategic implementation of
policies and programs.
As a leading statewide resource for school-based
bullying prevention and positive school climate efforts,
The Governor’s Prevention Partnership is helping to
unite and train schools to be better equipped to
recognize and prevent bullying and fulfill the state’s
mandate. The Partnership not only serves as a
clearinghouse of information on bullying prevention, it
also provides one-on-one technical support to schools,
helping staff take inventory of existing resources and
school discipline/bullying prevention approaches and
coordinate a tailored plan of action. The Partnership
also offers grants to offset school training costs for
programs including student assistance team sessions
and a 3-part school climate training series covering
best practices and how to use the National School
Climate Center’s 12 Dimensions of School Climate as a
framework.
The Governor’s
Prevention
Partnership takes the
time to show schools
how they can be
creative and
leverage what they
have in-house to
start transforming
the school’s climate.
The organization
also remains the
State’s lead
ambassador for
Operation Respect — CT, a national character building
and bullying prevention program founded and led by
famed singer Peter Yarrow. In 2012, over 65,000 youth
were impacted by The Partnership’s bullying
prevention and positive school climate efforts.
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The Governor’s Prevention Partnership
is helping to:
• Promote positive, safe school environments
where kids can thrive
• Give schools access to evidence-based tools
and approaches
• Build capacity for schools through in-service
trainings and assessments
• Brainstorm creative solutions for schools to
curb bullying and create safe schools
• Collaborate and coordinate with other
invested stakeholders, for example the
Connecticut Commission on Children, the
State Department of Education and
lawmakers
• Encourage schools to adopt programs that
are inclusive of and work with students of all
backgrounds, including those with disabilities
and differing sexual orientation

“They [have] helped us with everything from
press releases to marketing and relevant
student messaging for our ‘Make a Change’
campaign. They really are a one stop shop for
everything we need.”
— Cromwell Middle School Teacher
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The 7 Key Ingredients for a Positive School Climate Improvement
The Partnership has best practices, sample policies and tools to help schools promote student engagement
and a safe, respectful and supportive school culture.
To be successful, schools should ideally strive to have:
1 Strong administrator buy-in and support. School principals and staff must have a shared vision and
commitment to help cultivate and sustain an environment that deters bullying.
2 Effective school policy. Schools must adopt clear policies against bullying behaviors that are consistent
with state law.
3 A safe school climate committee. This dedicated group serves as the vehicle for positive school-level
change.
4 Ongoing assessment. Public schools must conduct biennial assessments using a state-issued survey.
5 Data-driven decision making. School climate surveys can identify important trends and areas of concern
throughout all stages of the improvement process. These data can help schools develop action plans.
6 Programs and practices. School-wide program, policies and practices should reach EVERY student and
address issues at the building, classroom and individual levels.
7 Measuring and evaluating. After a specific program/practice is implemented, it is important to reflect and
analyze its effectiveness towards reaching your specific school climate goal. Understanding the challenges
and successes may provide you invaluable support in the ongoing process of your school climate
improvement efforts.

What sets The Governor’s Prevention Partnership apart from other organizations is its broad
approach to supporting youth safety and wellness. The Partnership has been able to leverage its
mentoring, underage drinking and substance abuse and safe schools and communities
departments to provide a holistic approach to providing prevention services to the adults and
youth in communities across Connecticut.
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PREVENTION IN PRACTICE
School Spirit and Acceptance Thrive at Ellis Tech
Jessica Bibeau, a social worker at Harvard H. Ellis Technical High School in Danielson, CT, says that getting
kids to report bullying behaviors is a challenge.
“If you want kids to report, you need to develop a relationship with them and engage them in some way,”
Bibeau explains.
The goal at Ellis Tech has been to create a safe, caring and
participatory environment that helps students develop
stronger allegiance to the school and feel as though their
voice is being heard.
By tapping into The Partnership’s resources and expertise,
Bibeau and her team have been able to develop and field a
tailored survey to identify key areas of concern, foster more
student leadership and engagement opportunities and learn
from on-the-spot trainings and role plays. The new school
climate team—comprised of teachers, guidance counselors,
social workers and students—is working to implement positive
change, and their efforts seem to be paying off.

By attending The Partnership’s Capacity-Building for School Climate Improvement and
Bullying Prevention training series, Bibeau says she and others have been better equipped
to spot bullying behavior and adopt strategies to prevent and stop it.
Students are participating in clubs and rallying around community service-oriented projects, which Bibeau
says have helped to reduce the number of hurtful and potentially dangerous behaviors such as bullying.
Homophobia is known to be one of the most common causes of bullying. But concerted efforts at Ellis Tech
are already helping to create a safer, more tolerant environment. In 2008, the Gay Straight Alliance started
with just eight students and has now grown to more than 50, including a dozen 9th grade males.
“In just five years, we have gotten out the message
that Ellis Tech is a safe and accepting place,” she said.
“Creating a positive school climate initiative has given our
kids a voice and it has become the most life-changing
experience I have ever seen.”
With the new legislation, schools have been given
a road map, but there are still challenges,
namely limited resources, money and a handful
of naysayers, explains Bibeau. Her advice to other
schools? “You have to be passionate and really
believe in the process, but there is no school that
can’t accomplish this if everyone works together.”
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Shaping the Healthy Future of Schools
Since the Sandy Hook Elementary School tragedy, there has been renewed focus on protecting our children and
addressing mental health issues and physical safety, as well as supporting the social, emotional, and behavioral
needs of our youth.
The Governor’s Prevention Partnership has played – and will continue to play – a lead role in making Connecticut
school environments safer. The Partnership is also looking for ways to extend its anti-bullying and safe schools
initiatives beyond the classroom and into the community to help ensure children’s safety during afterschool
programs, summer camps and sports programs. The Partnership is already building relationships with faith-based
organizations and youth-focused community organizations to expand its anti-bullying trainings and education.
Future efforts must also focus more broadly on children’s mental health and wellness and leverage interventions
that identify and maximize an individual child’s strengths and reengage kids early on so they can be healthy and
successful adults.

“I now understand how schools are set up to deal with bullying and how to partner with my
school, and I am comfortable asking the right questions to get the support needed for my child.”
— CT parent

If you would like to learn more about The Governor’s Prevention Partnership
Positive School Climate Initiative, please visit
www.preventionworksct.org/what/bullying.
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About The Governor’s Prevention Partnership
With a focus on Connecticut’s youth, The Governor’s Prevention Partnership is
a statewide public-private alliance, building a strong, healthy future workforce
through leadership in mentoring and prevention of violence,
underage drinking, alcohol and drug abuse.

30 Jordan Lane, Wethersfield, CT 06109
(860) 523-8042
www.preventionworksct.org

