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REVIEW OF RESEARCH

Second Step® Middle School
 ■ Recognizing Bullying & Harassment Unit

Depending on the choices made by the school or district, this unit may or may not be included in a Second Step® Middle 
School implementation. It is supplemental and is meant to be taught after the main four units. 

Second Step® Middle School’s supplemental unit helps 
students learn to recognize bullying and harassment in 
the modern world and provides strategies for students 
to intervene and reduce these negative behaviors in a 
thoughtful, safe, and responsible way. By teaching this 
unit after the four main Second Step® units, students will 
progress from learning intrapersonal skills to interpersonal 
skills, which can produce better program results (Cipriano et 
al., 2023). 

School bullying is “a damaging social process that is 
characterized by an imbalance of power driven by social 
(societal) and institutional norms. It is often repeated and 
manifests as unwanted interpersonal behaviour among 
students or school personnel that causes physical, social, 
and emotional harm to the targeted individuals or groups, 
and the wider school community” (UNESCO, 2023). 
Bullying can be physical (hitting), verbal (name-calling), 
or relational (social exclusion), and can happen both 
in person and online such as through texting or social 
media (Olweus, 2013). Research shows that all students 
involved in bullying—including the victims, perpetrators, 
and even those who only witness it—can suffer both short- 
and long-term behavioral, psychological, and academic 

consequences (Camodeca & Nava, 2022; Halliday et al., 
2021; Ttofi et al., 2011). 

There is evidence that universal social-emotional learning 
(SEL) programs can reduce bullying and harassment in 
middle school (Espelage et al., 2013, 2015; Nickerson  et al., 
2019). Research shows that students’ prosocial attitudes, 
beliefs, and behaviors can protect them from becoming 
victims or perpetrators of both traditional bullying and online 
bullying (Zych et al., 2019). Research also suggests that the 
prevention of bullying in middle school may prevent later 
sexual violence perpetration (Espelage et al., 2018).

Upstanders—those who intervene in bullying situations—can 
help reduce victimization (Salmivalli, 2014). Specifically, 
research shows that school-based bullying-prevention 
programs that target bystander intervention (such as raising 
awareness) can be effective in promoting positive intentions 
and behaviors from bystanders (Polanin et al., 2012). Raising 
students’ awareness of bullying, harnessing important 
social-emotional skills, and teaching students how to safely 
intervene in bullying situations, therefore, can be effective 
ways to reduce victimization from aggressive behaviors 
(Pfetsch et al., 2011).
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