
MY	FIRST	(ANTI‐BULLYING)	TOOLKIT:	THE	EARLY	YEARS	
From EyesonBullying.org: Three of the most important social skills for preventing 
bullying are 1) Social problem-solving, 2) Empathy, and 3) Assertiveness.  

1) To help children develop social problem-solving skills: 

 Find concrete ways to teach your children the skills they need to solve the 
problems they face. Although young children often have difficulty understanding 
abstract concepts, they readily understand concrete presentations of familiar 
problems. Demonstrations, dramatizations, puppet roleplays, and illustrated stories 
can help to make the abstract concrete. 

 Teach social problem-solving skills directly related to various forms of 
bullying—verbal, physical, and relational. When problem solving, select realistic 
situations for discussion, roleplay, and practice. 

 Help children understand and deal with their strong feelings about bullying. Let 
them know that strong feelings, such as anger, frustration, and fear are acceptable, 
but violence is never O.K. Help them learn non-hurtful ways to express their feelings.  

 Encourage impulse control and self-calming. Teach and model simple relaxation 
and self-calming techniques to deal with strong feelings. Help children to practice 
using these techniques. 

 Help children practice listening skills. Children need to listen attentively to 
understand what other children want, and why. Attentive listening begins by looking at 
the person speaking and being quiet while they talk—then repeating what they have 
said. 

 Provide children with practice in thinking of solutions, anticipating 
consequences, and evaluating the harmfulness of violent solutions. To prepare 
children to deal with bullying responsibly, help them to think of alternative solutions 
and the likely consequences, and discuss how bullying is harmful and unacceptable. 
Young children are more likely to think of alternative solutions in critical situations if 
they concretely discuss and practice them first, with adult guidance. 

2) To help children develop empathy skills: 

 Encourage children to label their own feelings and tell each other how they feel 
about bullying and related behaviors. In an atmosphere of understanding and 
acceptance, caregivers can talk about their own feelings and ask children to describe 
how they feel about bullying.  

 Discuss how children who are bullied might feel. Using pictures, stories, or 
puppets, ask children how they think the character in the picture or story feels, why 
they think the character is feeling that way, and what could be done to help the 
character feel better. 

 Explain that despite differences between people, everyone experiences certain 
basic feelings. Use pictures and stories to demonstrate that even people who look 
different from each other experience similar basic and universal feelings. 



 Remind children how they felt in situations similar to those faced by others in 
distress. For example, if a child falls down, remind another child how she felt when 
she fell last week. Enlist her aid in assisting and comforting the child who has just 
fallen. 

 Model empathy by talking about how you identify another's distress and think of 
ways to help. Call children's attention to empathic responses that take place in the 
classroom, when either the teacher or other children help and share their feelings 
with each other. Discuss how this behavior makes both the giver and the receiver feel 
good about each other. 

3) To help children develop assertiveness skills:  

 Teach children to speak directly to each other, rather than through the teacher. 
Dependence on the teacher to solve problems interferes with self-reliance and self-
confidence in social situations. (Note that this is not the right approach in cases of 
bullying behavior. In those cases, asking an adult for help should be encouraged.)  

 Teach children to ask for and offer things to each other in a polite and open-
ended way. Peers are more likely to acquiesce when asked nicely and given a real 
choice. 

 Teach children to say “No” politely and to accept “No” for an answer from 
others by saying “O.K.” Children need to know how to decline a request or offer in 
an acceptable way and respect that right in others. 

 Use demonstration and role-play to teach specific assertiveness skills related to 
bullying. Dolls and puppets can be helpful. 

 Take advantage of naturally occurring events to coach assertiveness skills. 
Children's motivation to learn is high in such situations. 

 Teach children to accept legitimate adult authority, but also to respectfully 
stand up for their rights with adults. Children should know that they are entitled to 
fair treatment from adults, as well as from children.   

 Teach children to use assertiveness skills to avoid submitting to bullying 
tactics, bossiness, or discriminatory acts. Children can be taught first to stand up 
directly to a bullying peer, and then to call for adult help if needed. Submission can 
lead to continued targeting, and it rewards the bully. 

 Teach children to ignore routine provocative peer behaviors. By ignoring the 
minor provocations, children practice controlling their own emotional reactions. They 
also deny the bully the reaction he or she seeks. 

 Teach children to use assertiveness skills proactively to meet their goals. 
Assertive behaviors often provide effective ways of achieving one’s goals without 
bullying, retaliating, or submitting. 

 Teach assertiveness to girls and boys equally. Avoid cultural bias toward 
accepting submissiveness for girls and aggressiveness for boys. 


