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One of the key effectiveness processes within a whole school approach to bullying prevention is Social 

Emotional Education as a universal intervention to all students regardless of risk. Social and emotional 

education refers to what we call life skills or soft skills (or PHSE in Ireland) including self awareness 

and self regulation, social awareness and relationship building. One of the most commonly used 

definitions is by the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) in the US: “the 

process through which children and young people develop and apply the competences to develop 

healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show 

empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring 

decisions”  

There is strong international evidence that a curricular approach to social and emotional education is 

key for personal development to challenge a culture of violence in school.  Various reviews  of research 

have shown that social and emotional education leads to decreased anti-social bevaviours such as 

aggression, bullying and delinquency, decreased emotional distress such as anxiety and depression, 

enhanced mental health, wellbeing and resilience, increased positive attitudes towards self and others 

and towards learning,  prosocial behaviour such as sharing, collaboration, helping others, and 

increased academic achievement. 

There is growing recognition of social and emotional education as an aggression and bullying 

prevention strategy with its focus on regulating emotions, feeling and showing empathy for others, 

embracing diversity, engaging in responsible and ethical behaviour, and establishing and maintain 

healthy relationships.  

Together with my colleagues Paul Downes and two other colleagues we have developed a European 

framework on how Social and Emotional Education may be effectively strengthened and integrated in 

schools to promote positive development, resilience and mental health. The framework is based on 

interventional evidence and underlines various processes which need to be in place for social and 

emotional education to have an impact on positive student outcomes. More specifically it proposes a 

systemic, whole school approach to social and emotional education, combining a curricular approach 

with a contextual approach, an emphasis on both the classroom and the whole school climates,  a 

focus on both universal interventions and targeted interventions for students at risk or experiencing 

social and emotional difficulties,  and attention to both students’ and adults’ (school staff and parents) 

social and emotional competence. In this framework we propose  

1) A  curricular focus, including both direct instruction of social and emotional competences as a core 

content area on the timetable, and a cross curricular, transversal approach with social and emotional 

competences embedded in the academic subjects. This focus mobilises the students’ psychological 

resources to challenge a culture of violence and bullying in school, with children less likely to engage 

in bullying, to become victims of bullying, or to support bullying as bystanders. 

2) Classroom climate:  the classroom climate gives students the opportunity to observe social and 

emotional competences being practiced in the classroom by adults and peers, and to apply these skills 

themselves in their learning, their relationships and in other social activities. These take place within 

a physically and emotionally safe environment with students encouraged to understand each other, 

listen to each other, understand the perspective of each other, empathise with the thoughts and 

feelings of others, build knowledge collaboratively, support and care for each other,  resolve conflict 



constructively (eg restorative justice) and make ethical and responsible decisions. It is difficult for 

bullying to thrive in such a positive, caring context.  

The teachers’ attitudes and behaviour serve as a powerful role models in this is respect. For instance 

it is important that teachers do not rely heavily on punitive, coercive measures when dealing with 

conflict in the classroom; bully, humiliate or ridicule students themselves, or are seen as being unfair 

or discriminatory towards particular students or groups of students 

This requires however that all teachers need to be adequately trained not only in teaching and 

implementing social and emotional education, but also in developing their own social and emotional 

competences as part of mainstream teacher education. They need to have the competences to 

regulate their emotions, work on their biases and prejudices, be empathic, embrace and celebrate 

diversity, work collaboratively as part of a team, resolve conflict constructively and engage in 

instructional and restorative classroom management.  

3) Early intervention: Social and emotional education is most effective when started as early as 

possible, from early childhood education as students’ personality and behaviour are still taking shape.  

Social and emotional education in the early school years is related to important outcomes in 

adolescence and adulthood, such as positive mental health, success at school, employment,  healthy 

and stable relationships, and avoidance of anti social behaviour, substance use and delinquency. In 

the case of bullying particularly in the light of increasing evidence about its potential long lasting harm, 

both on the victim and the perpetrator, it is critical not only that prevention starts as early as possible, 

but that young victims and perpetrators are provided with psychological support as early as possible. 

4) Targeted interventions: Universal social and emotional education needs to be accompanied by 

targeted interventions for students at risk or in difficulty. These include specific interventions for 

students who are either more at risk of being involved in bullying or are already involved in bullying 

incidents. Such initiatives may include resilience building programmes, restorative justice, mentoring, 

cognitive behaviour therapy and counselling and may take place at whole class, small group or one to 

one basis. Particular attention needs to be paid to students who are more at risk of being bullied such 

as students with disability, students from migrant background and LGBTI students. 

5) Student voice: students need to participate actively in decisions at various levels at the school, from 

the design, implementation and evaluation of resources and programmes delivered at the school, to 

collaborative conflict resolution (both with teachers and peers) and supporting and mentoring each 

other. Their definition of bullying for instance varies from those of adults (they leave out issues of 

‘power imbalance’ whilst claiming that their behaviour was intended as play, fun, a joke)  

7) Parental collaboration and education: Parents’ active collaboration and education, facilitated 

through an empowering, bottom-up approach, is crucial for the success of social and emotional 

education. Parental education (eg positive parenting) has been found to be one of the strategies 

significantly associated with both a decrease in bullying and being bullied.  Parental education may 

include a universal approach for all parents involved as well as targeted interventions for parents who 

may benefit from more intensive, tailored programmes.  

9) Whole school climate marked by a code of behaviour that specifies  norms, values and expectations 

for students, staff and parents, such as respect,, collaboration, solidarity, and connectedness;  a focus 

on caring relationships across the school; inclusive and intercultural policies and practices;  restorative 

discipline practices and anti-bullying prevention guidelines;  opportunities to notice and reinforce 

positive behaviours among staff and students; and general focus on prosocial behaviour, 

collaboration, and kindness. 



 

 

8) Culturally and contextually relevant.  Social and educational programmes and interventions must 

also be sensitive and responsive to the particularities of the school’s culture and students’ needs and 

interests; this includes linguistic, cultural, social and other areas of diversity. In other words, 

programmes and interventions developed in other cultures and countries need to be adapted to the 

needs of the context where they are being implemented.  

Policy actions  

• In order for social and emotional education to become an effective anti bullying strategy, 

educational institutions need to foreground social and emotional education as a key 

competence area in education. Rather than being seen as an ‘add-on’ activity, it needs to be 

seen as an integral part of education for all the school community. This foregrounding requires 

making  provisions for adequate and sufficient time dedicated to social and emotional 

education in the curriculum 

• Teacher education in social and emotional education needs to start at initial teacher education 

supported by continuing professional learning. Teacher education programmes need to 

include competence frameworks that outline the key teacher competences necessary for the 

effective delivery of social and emotional competences in school. Such competences should 

also include the development of teachers’ own social and emotional competences 

• We need to start as early as possible to promote positive, prosocial behaviour, whilst nipping 

bullying at the bud and providing timely and adequate support to avoid the potential harmful 

impact of bullying 

• We need to include the child’s voice in schools in anything that we do, doing things with them 

rather than on them, from resource development, policy development, curricular 

implementation to school governance and management 

• Finally we need to have the parents on board working with us as allies for the sake of the 

children, whilst providing them with opportunities for education and training 

•  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


