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Breaking the Cycle: A Social-Emotional 

Approach to Bullying Prevention

Student: Karen Cruz, OTD/S

Site Mentor: Erin Schirm, Executive Director of  Meristem

Faculty Mentor: Natalie Perkins, PP-OTD, M.Ed., OTR/L, FIIE



Background
Meristem is a transitional program dedicated to 
preparing neurodiverse young adults (18-25) for 

a life of  greater independence through 
experiential practice.



1 in 5 students report being 
bullied on school grounds

(Luciano & Savage, 2007; AOTA, 2013; Copeland,et al., 2013; Thomas et al., 2017; Hymel et al., 2015; Volk et al., 2014; Center for Disease Control, 2021)



Literature 
Review

Whole-school approach

Social-emotional learning

Strengths-based doing

(D’Elia & Brooks, 2017; Njelesani, 2020; Gaffney, 2021; 
Hymel, 2015; Jones & Augustine, 2015; Lee, 2015)

(Daley & McCarthy, 2021; Gourneau, 2012; Thomas et 
al., 2017; Fetsch et al., 2021; Hase et al., 2015; Jones & 
Augustine, 2015; Garcia-Vazquez et al., 2020)

(D’Elia & Brooks, 2017; Njelesani, 2020; Gaffney, 2021; 
Hymel, 2015; Jones & Augustine, 2015; Lee, 2015)



Needs Assessment

The following themes were identified through a series of semi-structured 

interviews with staff members and students in the Meristem community:

Bullying is a 
very 

prominent 
issue on 
campus

Students 
involved in 
bullying do 

not feel 
supported

Staff and 
parents could 
benefit from 

more 
guidance

Results from the literature review and needs assessment revealed there is a gap 

in care and additional support is needed for communities affected by bullying.



Program Purpose

The 4-week program aimed to reduce instances 

of bullying by incorporating social-emotional 

learning principles, like:

• Fostering a sense of belonging

• Nurturing empathy

• Enhancing coping skills 

• Cultivating communication skills

• Building resiliency

• Empowering students



Guiding Theory

Biopsychosocial Model

Interventions and prevention 

strategies for bullying can be 

designed to address biological, 

psychological, and social aspects 

of a person. 

Model of Human Occupation

Bullying prevention strategies 

should be meaningful to promote 

new habit formation in the 

context of the environment.



This manual will provide a detailed breakdown of the session structure and 

information needed to successfully implement the bullying prevention program. 

Outcomes:

Program Manual

Session 3: Communication styles and boundaries

Learning objectives

● Studentwillbeabletodifferentiatebetweenpassive,assertive,andaggressive

communicationstyles

● Studentwillbeabletoutilizeassertivecommunicationstrategiestosethealthy

boundaries

Materials

● Sessionhandout

● Presentationslides

● Multipledice

● Roleplayingcuecards

Session structure & activities

I. Check in/ introduction

● Expectationsandgrouprules

● Bepoliteandlistenwhenothersaretalking

● Thisisasafespacetomakemistakesandlearnfromeachotherwithout

judgment

● Whatis saidinthis space,staysinthis space

● Icebreakeractivity–dicegame

II. Educational component–communicationstylesandboundarysetting

● Passive:downplaysyourdesiresandavoidsdisagreements/conflict

● Theotherperson’sneedsarepriority

● Makesyoufeelpowerless,controlled,andresentful

● Body language:slumped,avoideyecontactorlookingdown,and

mumbled

● Aggressive:makesdemandsanddoesn’trespecttheotherperson’s

feelings/thoughts(blamingothersleadstodefensivenessandtheywon’twantto

listen)

● Yourneedsarepriority(temporarysatisfaction)

● Controlling,angry,andputsothersdown

● Overtime,peoplemaychoosetonotbearoundyou● leadstoloneliness

andsadness

● Body language:loud/yelling,big/chestout/intimidating,fistsclenched

● Assertive:tellspeoplewhatyouwantinawaythatmakesthemwanttolisten

(attacktheproblem,nottheperson)

● Firm,direct,honest,andrespectful

● No,thankyou

● Pleasestop

● I’mnotcomfortablewiththat

● Thatwon’tworkforme,butmaybewecouldtry___

● “I”statements“Ifeel___whenyou___because__”

● Takesresponsibilityforyourfeelingswithoutblaming

others

● Yourneedsarejustasimportantastheotherperson’sneeds

● Body language:standtall,eyecontact,speakclearly,appropriatedistance

● Casestudy:introducescenariothentalkabouthow eachcommunicationstyle

wouldlookandhow theymaketheotherpersonfeel

● Examplescenario:youarereadytoleaveasocialgathering,butthefriend

youcamewithdoesnotwantto

● Boundaries:limits withinrelationshipsthatkeepbothindividuals safeand

preventbeingtakenadvantageof.Theyarecrucialinmaintaininghealthy

relationshipsandrootedinyourvalues

● Theycanchangeovertimeorfrompersontopersondependingonthe

relationship

● Lackofconfidence,fearofhurtingsomeone,guiltpreventusfrom

establishingboundaries ● itgetseasierthemoreyoupractice!

● Advocatingforwhatyouneedevenwhenothersdon’tagree

● Someonemaygetupsetinitiallyifyousetaboundarywiththem,

butiftheycareaboutyourwellbeing,theywilllearntorespect

them.

● Weuseassertivecommunicationtohelpsetboundaries

● Shouldfocusonyourownneedsandarenotmeanttocontrolthebehavior

ofothers

● Saywhatyouwantandwhyyouwantit(focusonyourfeelings)--should

notattacktheotherperson!

● Whenappropriate,youcancompromisebylisteningandconsideringthe

needsoftheotherperson.YouneverHAVEtocompromiseonaboundary,

butsomegiveandtakeishealthyinrelationships.

● Examples:“Ican’tdothat”“pleasestopdoingthis”

III. Activities

● Dice game–aimstobuildconfidenceandencouragereflectionofself-care

practices

● Students will be broken up into small groups and given one die

● Each number corresponds to a certain question

● Students will take turns responding until the time is up or all have had a

chance to share

● Role playing– communication styles

● Students will be broken up into groups of 3 and handed a cue card

● Each card will have a scenario and communication style

● Student will take turns responding to scenario with the communication

style listen on their card

● Example scenarios:

● Your friend usually chooses the restaurant you go to eat, but you

want to pick this time

● Your friend has asked you to work one of their shifts for them, but

you have a test this week that you need to study for.

IV. Discussion

● Which communication method do you normally use and how does it feel?

● What are some long term effects of using assertive or passive communication?

● Can you recall a time that you had to set a boundary with someone? How did it

go? What will you do differently next time?



The session-specific handouts will act as a guide for the group participants to 

support the structure of the session. The poster will have information for what 

to do in a bullying situation. 

Outcomes:

Student Resources

Communication and Boundaries

You should never have to

compromise on a boundary, but

some give and take is normal in

healthy relationships. 

The key to maintaining healthy

friendships is knowing how to

effectively communicate our thoughts

and feelings. Good communication

and boundary setting skills will

prepare us for managing conflict in a

productive way. 

I don't feel comfortable with this

Please stop doing that

That won't work for me

No thank you 

I can't do that for you right now

I need some time to myself

I feel ___ when you ___

Let me get back to you on that

Examples of Boundaries

Reminder!

Communication Styles 

Aggressive

Puts your

own needs

f irst

Assertive

Respect ful of

everyone's

needs

Passive

Puts other 

 person's

needs f irst



A newsletter will contain information for parents to identify signs of bullying in 

their children, strategies for reinforcing things learned during group, and 

resources for support. 

Outcomes:

Parent Resource



Impact

Satisfaction surveys and semi-structured interviews revealed that:

• Staff reported an increase in compassion toward students who bully others

• Staff observed students utilizing the newly learned skills during social conflicts

• Majority of students reported an increase in empathy, found participation in the 

program valuable, and would recommend this program to others

Staff reported a decrease in instances of bullying on campus



Discussion

Suggestions for future 

implementation:

•More sessions for shorter time

•Evaluate efficacy of parent resources

•In-service targeted to staff members 

and caregivers

Implications for the 

profession:

•Emerging practice area

•Holistic and comprehensive

•Client and family centered
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