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Ideally, bullying prevention should start in kinder-
garten and elementary school. The Bernese program 
examined in this article trains teachers how to tackle 
bullying between young children effectively.
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despite the growing interest in bullying in school, studies that 
address this issue in kindergarten are still rare.1 Studies focusing 
on victimization in kindergarten have clearly demonstrated that 
the rate at which victimization occurs in the early childhood years 
is comparable to that in grade school and that it has an immensely 
stressful effect on young children.2

Repeated victimization experiences may elicit intense negative 
emotions, including feelings of helplessness, worthlessness, and 
shame. Victimized young children report being afraid of their peers in 
day care centers and get higher social anxiety scores (teacher ratings) 
in kindergarten and in elementary school (self-report).3 Interestingly, 
the latter result was true for both passive and aggressive victims. As 
could be expected, school-aged children who are victimized have been 
shown to be afraid of going to school, which even leads to truancy in 
older students.4 Finally, victims’ anxiety has been demonstrated to be 
a consequence of victimization experiences and to make them more 
vulnerable to subsequent episodes of victimization.5
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In addition, victimization by peers has been demonstrated to 
lead to depressed mood in both school-age students and kinder-
gartners.6 Victimized kindergarten children have also been 
reported to show increases in depressed mood over a two-year 
period after entering elementary school.7

In sum, all studies conducted on kindergarten children demon-
strate that bullying problems occur at this early age. Also, most 
characteristics of school-age bullying are already present in kinder-
garten (for example, roles and witness behavior), and they have the 
same negative consequences.8 Knowing that victimization may 
result in stable negative expectations for peer relationships and 
negative self-evaluations and that negative experiences with peers 
influence the child’s expectations, motivation, and behavior in 
school, we argue that it is important that victimization prevention 
begins in preschool and at the latest in kindergarten.9 In fact, 
teaching contexts in kindergarten are ideal for implementing pre-
vention programs against victimization. The adult–to-child ratio is 
usually somewhat higher than in elementary school (depending on 
the country) and teaching schedules are highly fl exible, providing 
teachers with many opportunities to incorporate program ele-
ments in their teaching.10

The Bernese Program against Victimization in Kindergarten 
and Elementary School (Be-Prox) was designed to develop and 
maintain teachers’ ability to handle bullying behavior and prevent 
victimization. Be-Prox was developed in 1998 in the frame of a 
research project (and was based on well-known principles used in 
school programs against bullying and in various programs for 
developing social–cognitive skills training.11

Main theoretical ideas
There is broad consensus in the literature that bullying is an 
aggressive behavior systematically targeting specifi c children and 
lasting for extended periods of time; moreover, bullying is a social 
phenomenon involving all children in a class.12 We also view teach-
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ers as involved in the bullying problems themselves because they 
are part of the class system and often witness bullying episodes 
without noticing how serious the incidents are.13 Therefore, teach-
ers have to become aware of their central role in this process. Also, 
even if an outside expert could help stop an actual bullying prob-
lem in a class, bullying problems may come back in the same class 
or appear in another class some years later. Teachers will regularly 
confront this problem. Therefore, they are the target group in Be-
Prox. The goal is to teach them to detect bullying problems at an 
early stage, talk about bullying and victimization, prevent occur-
rences of bullying, and intervene when bullying does occur and 
stop it.

Be-Prox can be characterized as a systemic and value-oriented 
approach. It aims to change teachers’ attitudes and abilities in con-
fronting bullying and to introduce positive values that are central 
to healthy interactions in a class.

Teachers’ understanding of bullying is often limited, and 
because many feel insecure and often experience having very little 
support from colleagues when bullying problems occur, Be-Prox is 
based on transfer of knowledge and support.14 Knowledge is 
important, but it does not suffi ce. Teachers’ insecurity about their 
right to intervene and their ability to solve bullying problems often 
prevents them from taking action. Therefore, developing teachers’ 
awareness and offering them support play a central role in the pro-
gram. Because teachers often need support from colleagues to be 
effi cient in handling bullying, group sessions are an integral part of 
Be-Prox. We recommend forming groups with teachers from the 
same school to ensure that teachers help one another solve prob-
lems that arise after the course and supervision are over.

All elements of Be-Prox are based on empirical knowledge 
about bullying:

• Bullying is a social phenomenon; all children and adults are 
involved.

• It may be diffi cult to recognize bullying, especially when the 
forms used are subtle.



new directions for youth development • DOI: 10.1002/yd

18 EVIDENCE-BASED BULLYING PREVENTION PROGRAMS

• Nobody talks about it, and it is often trivialized.
• Children who are victimized cannot defend themselves ade-

quately and have little support.
• Bullying is highly rewarding for the bullies.
• Bullies are clearly lacking empathy and moral motivation.
• Bullying has tremendous psychological consequences.

Program elements and the implementation model
In our program, teachers have focused supervision for approxi-
mately four months as the program is implemented. We usually 
organize six group sessions (we used eight in our fi rst implementa-
tion of the program) and give teachers specifi c tasks to work on 
between meetings.15 All meetings follow the same basic agenda:

1. Information about specifi c topics is given.
2. Implications of the new information are discussed.
3. Specifi c implementation tasks are introduced.
4. Teachers work in groups to develop ways to implement antibul-

lying practices in their classes.
5. Teachers are urged to implement the specifi c preventive ele-

ments in the time between the meetings, and possible upcom-
ing problems are addressed.

The next meeting starts with a discussion of teachers’ experiences 
with implementing the tasks established in the previous meeting.

Since our fi rst implementation of the program, the agenda for 
the meetings has been changed slightly to meet teachers’ needs. 
For example, we give teachers some more time at the beginning, 
to learn about bullying and to consider the usefulness of preven-
tion, before they start talking about victimization with the chil-
dren, and we combine some other topics in a meeting. We now use 
the term module instead of meeting, because it makes the program 
more fl exible: one module, for example, can be addressed over two 
meetings. The overall model of Be-Prox has remained the same 
since its start, however.



 THE BERNESE PROGRAM AGAINST VICTIMIZATION 19

new directions for youth development • DOI: 10.1002/yd

Module 1: Sensitization: “Subjective attitudes”

The main purpose of the fi rst module (and meeting) is sensitiza-
tion. Specifi c aspects of victimization are presented. Teachers are 
encouraged to think about their own attitudes toward children 
involved in bullying and to make a commitment to values against 
it. Early diagnosis of victimization patterns is emphasized, along 
with information about different types of confl icts or aggressive 
encounters and bully-victim problems. Because we think that bul-
lying prevention is very much a matter of values, we give teachers 
some more time to prepare for the prevention program than we 
did at the beginning of our work with Be-Prox before assigning 
specifi c tasks. However, we do start addressing the importance of 
communication with parents and ask teachers to begin preparing a 
meeting with parents in which they will inform them about their 
work to address bullying. In fact, the issue of work with parents is 
addressed in all modules.

Module 2: Bullying may be hard to detect: “Look at it”

Issues that may interact with the early recognition of bullying and 
victimization are discussed, and new information is introduced. 
The task given to the teachers in the weeks between the fi rst and 
second meeting is called “look at it.” We emphasize the potential 
of teachers’ own “bad feelings” and intuition in the early detection 
process. They are invited to observe their students’ behavior sys-
tematically during the weeks following the meeting. Different 
approaches are discussed, but teachers are free to choose a method 
they feel comfortable with. They may also fi ll out questionnaires 
that we use in our research. They can decide how they want to 
document their observations or how they want to use the informa-
tion in the questionnaires for themselves.

Module 3: The rule of silence: “Let’s talk together about 
bullying and victimization”

This meeting starts with a discussion of the experiences teachers 
have had with their systematic observations. Then the discussion 
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moves on to information concerning the rule of silence in bullying. 
This refers to fi ndings that bullies, victims, and the other children 
never talk about bullying and that adults usually follow the same 
rule and do not address it either. We focus on how bullies use this 
rule of silence to gain even more power over the class and the 
teacher. Then we argue that breaking the rule of silence is a cen-
tral element in preventing bullying.

Next, we ask teachers to discuss how to introduce the topic in 
their class. Their task is to sensitize the children, just as they them-
selves were sensitized to the urgency of preventing (or stopping) 
bullying. Our experience is that many teachers feel uncomfortable 
about talking about victimization with the children, specifi cally 
when they have not directly observed harsh bullying in their 
classes. Therefore, we discuss softer ways to address it, starting 
with the issue of good and bad feelings. Our experience is that 
children nearly always report bullying experiences when they start 
explaining what bad feelings are.16

Module 4: Rules against bullying: “The contract”

Bullying is highly dependent on reward structures in the class. The 
importance of rules, limits, and structure for children’s develop-
ment is discussed. Also, the role of the so-called noninvolved chil-
dren in (indirectly) rewarding bullies is addressed. Bullying can be 
prevented or stopped only if new attitudes and norms can be estab-
lished against victimization of peers. Knowledge about the role of 
bullying attitudes, bullies’ defi cits in empathy and moral motiva-
tion, and their use of moral disengagement strategies are discussed, 
as well as the implication of these fi ndings.17

Following a description of experiences of various programs, the 
meeting emphasizes the importance of a positive team spirit in the 
class and the value of developing a behavior code with the chil-
dren.18 Teachers are invited to have a closer look at the Kandersteg 
Declaration against Bullying that was initiated by the fi rst author 
in 2007 (www.kanderstegdeclaration.com) and consider using it in 
their work with the children’s parents, their colleagues, and older 
students. Teachers and their students are free to agree on their 
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own way to define behavior rules and make a contract with 
another. In kindergarten and fi rst grade, children make drawings 
describing which kind of behavior should be enhanced or reduced. 
Because teachers often establish rules themselves without discuss-
ing them with the children, the importance of the participation of 
the children is underlined in order to ensure the commitment of 
all students.

Feedback on discussions with the children and the implementa-
tion of rules has been highly positive. Children are usually eager to 
work on the rules and produce many suggestions and drawings. 
Many teachers report that the children were proud of the behavior 
code they produced.19

Module 5: Take action: “The use of positive and negative 
sanctions”

Agreeing about a behavior code and even signing a contract is not 
enough to prevent (or stop) bullying if teachers do not follow up. 
The topic of this module is the importance of consistent teacher 
behavior, positive and negative sanctions, and the use of basic 
learning principles. Previous experiences showed how important it 
is to discuss these issues in depth.20 Teachers’ insecurity about bul-
lying and also about their role as teachers often inhibits consistent 
reactions to bullying behavior. We call the task given to the teach-
ers “Take Action,” which means that they should systematically 
and consistently use positive and negative sanctions, remind chil-
dren about the contract when needed, and reinforce positive 
behavior.

Teachers are encouraged to talk with the children about appro-
priate reactions in case a student breaks the rules and about posi-
tive and negative sanctions. The role of teachers is central: they 
must show that they are serious about not allowing any bullying in 
their class. We encourage discussions about rewarding positive 
changes in the class and motivating all children to help each other 
act in accordance with the contract.

Our experience is that the issue of reporting on bullying behav-
ior or requesting help from the teacher versus tattling on peers has 
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to be addressed because tattling is a sensitive issue. Many teachers 
were concerned about introducing a tattling culture in their classes 
if children were encouraged to report on rule transgressions 
regarding bullying behavior.21

Teachers’ tendencies to excuse aggressive behavior because of 
possible inner confl icts were intensely discussed in our fi rst imple-
mentation of Be-Prox. In addition, the role of the teacher as a 
socialization agent and many teachers’ reluctance to use negative 
sanctions is a recurrent and important topic. The tasks for the fol-
lowing implementation period are to:

• Discuss fairness, sanctions, and rewards with the children
• Note transgressions against the behavior code
• Refl ect on existing reinforcement patterns around victims and 

bullies in the class
• Look for resources in the class

Module 6: Developing social competence

Social competence, empathy, and positive activities are the focus of 
the sixth, and last, module, and given the theoretical frame of the 
program, civil courage is emphasized. Teachers are invited to help 
children take the perspective of victimized children, tell bullies to 
stop, and report bullying behavior to an adult when they cannot 
help themselves (see also module 5)—and in general, to engage in 
helping and supporting each other in diffi cult situations. We also 
invite teachers to include physical activities and body awareness as 
part of the planned positive activities. They are asked to train chil-
dren in differentiating between aggression and strength. Because 
victims generally perceive themselves as weaker than others and 
also are perceived as such by their peers even if physical tests do 
not support these views, educators need to develop victims’ aware-
ness of their own physical competence and strength and provide all 
children with a realistic perception of the strength of bullies.22

Also, because victims have repeatedly been found to have some 
diffi culty in setting limits, teachers are asked to emphasize each 
child’s right to say no and everyone’s duty to respect others’ limits. 
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We recommend the use of very clear signs or symbols to commu-
nicate one’s own limits. Teachers are asked to fi nd adequate teach-
ing material and use it with the children.

Concluding meeting: Consolidation through prevention goals

We arrange some time, mostly as part of the last meeting, to dis-
cuss with teachers how they can ensure that the prevention work 
will go on after the course ends. We encourage them to define 
some simple and easy-to-reach goals toward the overall goal of no 
tolerance for bullying.

By the end of the course, all teachers should have organized a 
meeting with parents. The issue is introduced as part of module 1, 
and it is followed up during the course. We offer some support in 
the form of discussions and provide materials if needed, but we do 
not participate in the meetings ourselves since we want teachers to 
experience their own ability to address bullying.

Evaluation results
This program was evaluated as part of a research project. A pre- 
and posttest design with a control and a prevention group was 
used.23 The most interesting sources of information with respect to 
changes in occurrences of bullying and victimization were the chil-
dren themselves.

Teacher data yielded no changes in reported bullying behavior 
for either the prevention group or the control group. Results on 
being victimized, however, showed signifi cant interaction effects 
for three of four types of victimization. All changes in the control 
group were negative: different types of victimization had increased 
signifi cantly. In the prevention group, scores on physical and indi-
rect victimization had dropped signifi cantly. Verbal victimization 
yielded no signifi cant results.24

Teachers in the prevention group invested much time in the 
program. Therefore, one could expect them to be eager to show at 
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posttest that bullying problems had declined. Teachers in the con-
trol group also spent much time completing questionnaires and 
organizing our interview visits. Consequently, they could also have 
been motivated to show that they managed well even without our 
program. Furthermore, teachers in the prevention group were 
highly sensitized to victimization, especially to subtle aggressive 
behavior. Thus, we could also have reported much more victimiza-
tion at posttest than at pretest just because they were more aware 
of problems. In sum, there are good reasons to consider the results 
as valid.

One of the strengths of our project was the multi-informant 
design, opening up the possibility of analyzing information from 
the children themselves as observers of bullying (using a peer 
nomination method). Nominations by peers as “being a victim” 
were used to create a dichotomous variable (0 = no or one nomina-
tion received, 1 = at least two nominations) as an indication of risk 
of victimization. In the prevention group, there was a decrease of 
15 percent in the number of children identifi ed as possible victims. 
In the control group, there was an increase of 55 percent. We 
interpreted the increase reported by the children in the control 
group as a normal pattern when nothing is done to prevent or stop 
bullying. Other analyses of the peer nomination data gave similar 
results.25 This fi nding corresponds to the results obtained on the 
basis of teachers’ data, suggesting either a decline in victimization 
in the prevention group or an increase in the control group.

The pretest/posttest comparisons of teachers’ attitudes and self-
reported behavior also clearly demonstrated that teachers in the 
prevention group felt more secure in their ability to address bully-
ing. They also reported at posttest that the children helped one 
another more than at pretest, and they found that children could 
learn to handle bullying situations. Also, in the prevention group, 
teachers were signifi cantly less convinced that victimization occurs 
only “behind their back,” or that “some children are born to be 
victims.” All in all, their reports refl ected a change toward a new 
attitude: “Victimization is a phenomenon teachers can be aware of 
and stop.”26 There were no such changes in the control group.
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Another encouraging fi nding was that teachers in the preven-
tion group developed positive attitudes toward working with the 
parents of the kindergartners during the project time. They agreed 
almost unanimously that it was very important to work with the 
parents and that it made sense to talk with parents about this prob-
lem. During this same period of time, teachers from the control 
group had become rather negative toward parents.27

The signifi cant decrease in victimization in the prevention group 
may seem modest at fi rst glance. However, when compared with the 
large increase in the control group, the reduction of victimization in 
the prevention groups must be qualifi ed as substantial. Furthermore, 
the similarity of the fi ndings based on teachers’ reports and chil-
dren’s peer nominations indicates high reliability of the fi ndings.

Farrington and Ttofi  included our evaluation results in one of 
their meta-analyses on school-based programs to reduce bullying 
and victimization. They used the prevalence data based on peer 
nominations. Be-Prox was one of the nineteen programs (out of 
forty-four retained for analysis) that appeared to be effective in 
reducing bullying or victimization, or both, based on signifi cant 
odds ratios computed by the authors for the meta-analysis. Be-
Prox yielded the highest odds ratio (3.14) in regard to reducing 
victimization.28

Conclusion
Our fi ndings and those in Farrington and Ttofi ’s meta-analysis 
confi rm that Be-Prox works and that it is possible to conduct bul-
lying prevention in kindergarten.29 Changes in teachers’ attitudes 
toward victimized children, the fact that they had gained confi -
dence in handling bullying, and several positive changes in chil-
dren’s reactions in the presence of bullying all offer hope that these 
teachers will continue acting to prevent bullying or to stop it 
before an intricate bully-victim pattern can develop.30 In the mean-
time, our program has also been used on many occasions with 
elementary school teachers and even in secondary schools.
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