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This study evaluated a brief, bystander 
bullying intervention for elementary school 
students. Students in the intervention 
group reported an increase in knowledge 
and confidence to act as “defenders.” 
Students in the intervention group also 
reported an increase in self-esteem relative 
to the control group, although this finding 
was limited to sixth-grade students. The 
study found no group differences in sense 
of school belonging. This article discusses 
implications for school counselors. 

B
ullying is identified as one of the 

foremost problems faced by 
youth today (American Edu-
cational Research Association, 
2013). Although the literature 
documents consequences for 
elementary school students who 
are victims of bullying (Cook, 
Williams, Guerra, Kim, & 
Sadek, 2010; Glew, Fan, Katon, 
Rivara, & Kernic, 2005; Kim et 
al., 2015; Klomek et al., 2009) 
and who perpetrate bullying 
behaviors (Cook et al., 2010), 
negative consequences also 
are associated with witnessing 

bullying at school as a bystander 
(Cook et al., 2010; Demanet & Van 

Houtte, 2012; Rivers, Poteat, Noret, 
& Ashurt, 2009). Researchers have 
found that elementary school student 
bystanders benefit from intervening on 
behalf of students who are victims of 
bullying (Olenik-Shemesh, Heiman, 
& Eden, 2015). However, research is 
needed that evaluates the impact of 
bystander interventions on students 
trained to intervene as “defenders.” 
This study addresses this gap in re-
search by evaluating the efficacy of a 
brief, school-based bystander interven-
tion on the socioemotional adjustment 
of elementary school students trained 
to act as defenders to intervene in bul-
lying incidences.

Bullying and the Associated 
Negative Consequences
Bullying is a widespread social 
problem with approximately 25% of 
students in the United States reporting 
being bullied at school (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2015; Zhang, 
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Musu-Gillette, & Oudekerk, 2016). 
The most prevalent types of bully-
ing students report include: (a) being 
made fun of, called names, or insulted; 
(b) being the subject of rumors; (c) 
being pushed, shoved, tripped, or spit 
on; (d) being intentionally excluded 
from activities; (e) being threatened 
with harm; (f) having peers attempt to 
make them do things they do not want 
to do; and (g) having their property 
intentionally destroyed (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2015). 

Considering the prevalence and 
types of bullying students report, the 
wide range of negative consequences 
linked to bullying is not surprising. 
Findings from a meta-analysis indicate 
elementary school students who are 
victims of bullying report internalizing 
behaviors such as being withdrawn, 
depressed, anxious, and avoidant 
(Cook et al., 2010). Elementary 
school victimization also is associated 
with increased suicide attempts and 
completions in adulthood (Klomek et 
al., 2009). Further, elementary school 
students who are victims of bullying 
report somatization problems includ-
ing stomachaches and headaches, 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, 
cognition problems, conduct problems 
(Kim et al., 2015), and poor academic 
achievement (Glew et al., 2005). In 
contrast, elementary students who 
perpetrate bullying are more likely to 
engage in externalizing behaviors such 
as undercontrolled actions character-
ized by defiant, aggressive, disruptive, 
and noncompliant behaviors, as well 
as internalizing behaviors (Cook et al., 
2010). 

Although much is known regarding 
socioemotional difficulties associated 
with bullying for students who are 
victims or perpetrators, much less is 
known about consequences for stu-
dents who witness bullying as bystand-
ers, especially at the elementary school 
level (Cook et al., 2010). Research 
conducted with middle school students 
suggests that when students witness 
bullying at school they are at greater 
risk than students directly involved as 
victims and perpetrators (Rivers et al., 
2009). Specifically, Rivers et al. (2009) 

found that bystanders are at greater 
risk of substance abuse than students 
who are bullied and are at higher 
risk of negative nonclinical outcomes 
including concerns about schoolwork, 
drugs and alcohol, body image, and 
interpersonal and familial problems 
compared to students who perpetrate 
bullying behaviors.

Bystander Roles
Research indicates 60% of elemen-
tary school students report witnessing 
bullying at school (Aboud & Miller, 
2007). For these students, interven-
ing requires a willingness to engage in 
risk-taking behavior (Pozzoli & Gini, 
2010). For example, when students 
intervene on behalf of victims, they 
also risk being victimized themselves 
by aggressive peers who view the pro-
tective behavior negatively (Meter & 
Card, 2015). Thus, students respond 
differently to bullying incidences when 
they witness bullying behaviors. 

Bystanders are students who wit-
ness bullying without being directly 
involved as a victim or perpetrator 
and who can have a significant impact 
on the bullying incident (Padgett & 
Notar, 2013). Researchers have also 
used the term “upstanders” to refer 
to students who act as defenders on 
behalf of victims of bullying (Dunn, 
2009). Researchers have categorized 
student bystander responses into four 
distinct roles: (a) “assistants” who 
actively and directly help the bully 
victimize a target, (b) “reinforcers” 
who laugh at or simply witnesses 
the situation, (c) “outsiders” who 
often disengage or walk away from 
the group, and (d) “defenders” who 
intervene and/or console the target of 
bullying (Salmivalli, 2014; Salmivalli, 
Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & 
Kaukiainen, 1996, p.15). Of these 

four roles, only the defender role is 
associated with a decrease in bullying 
behavior. Specifically, researchers have 
found that when bystanders intervene 
or defend the target, bullying behav-
ior decreases (Hawkins, Pepler, & 
Craig, 2001; Padgett & Notar, 2013; 
Salmivalli, 2014; Salmivalli, Voeten, & 
Poskiparta, 2011). On the other hand, 
in elementary school classrooms, when 
bystanders reinforce students who 
bully or rarely defend victims, students 
who are victims report increased social 
anxiety and peer rejection (Kärnä, 
Voeten, Poskiparta, & Salmivalli, 
2010). Furthermore, student defenders 
in elementary school report decreased 
loneliness and increased social support 
(Olenik-Shemesh et al., 2015). 

Self-Esteem and Sense 
of School Belonging 
Researchers have identified both self-
esteem (Grills & Ollendick, 2002; 
Kowalski & Limber, 2013; Raskaus-

kas, Rubiano, Offen, & Wayland, 
2015) and sense of school belong-
ing (Duggins, Kuperminc, Henrich, 
Smalls-Glover, & Perilla, 2016; Eliot, 
Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2010; Gold-
weber, Waasdorp, & Bradshaw, 2013) 
as psychological buffers against bul-
lying. Specifically, students with high 
self-esteem report being targets of bul-
lying less frequently than students with 
low self-esteem (Kowalski & Limber, 
2013). Further, for students who are 
victimized, high self-esteem also serves 
as a buffer against anxiety (Grills 
& Ollendick, 2002) and academic 
problems (Raskauskas et al., 2015). 
Similarly, a strong sense of school be-
longing is protective against both vic-
timization (Duggins et al., 2016) and 
bullying perpetration (Goldweber et 
al., 2013). Students who have a posi-
tive perception of teachers and school 

BYSTANDERS ARE AT GREATER RISK OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE 
THAN STUDENTS WHO ARE BULLIED AND ARE AT HIGHER 
RISK OF NEGATIVE NONCLINICAL OUTCOMES.
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staff are more willing to seek help for 
bullying (Eliot et al., 2010). However, 
students who perpetrate bullying 
behaviors and who are victims of bul-
lying report decreased sense of school 
belonging and poor relationships with 
teachers (Raskauskas, Gregory, Har-
vey, Rifshara, & Evans, 2010).

Students who witness bullying 
report negative consequences (Rivers 
et al., 2009) and may also become 
victims themselves (Meter & Card, 
2015) or engage in probullying behav-
iors (Saarento & Salmivalli, 2015). 
Therefore, identifying protective fac-
tors for these students is important. 
Because research indicates elementary 
school students who act as defend-
ers report increased confidence and 
a higher sense of support than those 
who act passively (Olenik-Shemesh et 
al., 2015), training elementary school 
bystanders to take on the defender 
role may increase their self-esteem 
and sense of belonging, thus buffering 
them against negative outcomes and 
future victimization.

Bystander Intervention Programs 
Given the extent of the problem of 
bullying, all 50 states in the U.S. have 
legislation that requires school person-
nel to intervene and protect students 
against school bullying (U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, 
2015). The current standard for school-
based bullying prevention and inter-
vention is comprehensive, school-wide 
programs (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). 
According to a meta-analysis, although 
bystander intervention is an important 
component of combating school bully-
ing, few programs include this as part 
of comprehensive interventions (Pola-
nin, Espelage, & Pigott, 2012). More-
over, only a few studies have examined 
the impact of bystander interventions 
on students who are trained to inter-
vene as defenders among elementary 
school students (Kärnä et al., 2011; 

Williford et al., 2012). These studies 
support the efficacy of comprehensive, 
school-wide bystander interventions in 
decreasing anxiety and negative percep-
tions of peers (Williford et al., 2012) 
and increasing empathy toward victims 
and commitment to intervene on behalf 
of victims (Kärnä et al., 2011).

Although some evidence suggests 
that comprehensive, school-wide 
programs are associated with positive 
socioemotional outcomes on bystand-
ers (Kärnä et al., 2011; Williford et 
al., 2012), these programs place high 
demands on schools and teachers to 
deliver instruction (KiVa Antibullying, 
2014; Menard & Grotpeter, 2014; 
Salmivalli & Poskiparta, 2012). Thus, 
comprehensive, school-wide programs 
can be difficult for many schools to 
implement. Therefore, a need exists 
for programs that are practical for 
schools that lack the resources re-
quired to implement a comprehensive 
school-wide program (Midgett, 2016; 
Midgett, Doumas, Sears, Lundquist, & 
Hausheer, 2015). 

The STAC Program
STAC is a school-based, brief bystander 
intervention that encourages students 
to act as defenders on behalf of victims 
of bullying (Midgett et al., 2015). By-
standers are taught the STAC strategies: 
“stealing the show,” “turning it over,” 
“accompanying others,” and “coaching 
compassion.” A unique feature of the 
STAC program is that it is designed to 
be implemented by school counselors 
rather than taught through a teacher-
delivered curriculum. Shifting program 
leadership to school counselors is con-
sistent with the ASCA National Model 
(American School Counselor Associa-
tion [ASCA], 2012), which identifies 
the role of the school counselor as a 
systemic change agent, promoting stu-
dent achievement through school-wide 
initiatives, including programs that 
promote a safe learning environment. 

Thus, an important role for the school 
counselor is effectively implementing 
programs that reduce bullying to create 
a safe school climate and promoting 
emotional and social skills so students 
learn acceptable behaviors that improve 
social interactions (ASCA, 2014). These 
interactions include creating positive 
and supportive relationships with one 
another, demonstrating empathy, and 
engaging as advocates with the ability 
to assert themselves when necessary 
(ASCA, 2014). 

Initial research on the STAC pro-
gram provides support for its effective-
ness in teaching student bystanders 
intervention strategies they can use 
to act as defenders (Midgett, 2016; 
Midgett et al., 2015). Specifically, 
researchers found that after complet-
ing the STAC program, middle school 
students reported an increase in their 
ability to identify different types of 
bullying behavior, knowledge of the 
STAC strategies, and general confi-
dence intervening in bullying situa-
tions (Midgett et al., 2015). Research-
ers also demonstrated preliminary 
support for the STAC intervention in 
training elementary school students 
as defenders, with the greatest effects 
found among fifth-grade students 
(Midgett, 2016). Although these stud-
ies serve as an important first step in 
learning about whether STAC is effec-
tive in instructing students to intervene 
as defenders, neither study included a 
control group or investigated socio-
emotional outcomes for the students 
trained to act as defenders.

The Current Study
Despite evidence that acting as a de-
fender can reduce bullying and is asso-
ciated with positive adjustment among 
elementary school student bystanders, 
to our knowledge, only one study to 
date (Williford et al., 2012) has inves-
tigated the impact of brief, bystander 
programs on socioemotional outcomes 
for elementary students trained to act 
as defenders. Thus, the purpose of 
this study is to extend the literature by 
evaluating a brief, bystander interven-
tion on training bystanders to be de-
fenders to increase the socioemotional 

WHEN BYSTANDERS INTERVENE OR DEFEND THE 
TARGET, BULLYING BEHAVIOR DECREASES.
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adjustment of these students. More 
specifically, this study investigated the 
impact of a brief, bystander interven-
tion, STAC, on increasing reports of 
knowledge and confidence related to 
becoming a defender and on increasing 
self-esteem and sense of school belong-
ing among elementary students trained 
to act as defenders.

In terms of differences in outcomes 
by grade level, researchers have found 
that students in fifth grade differenti-
ate aggressive and prosocial behaviors 
at a higher level than students in third 
grade (Sullivan & Stoner, 2011). Prior 
research examining the STAC program 
indicates the training was most effective 
for fifth-grade students (Midgett, 2016). 
Therefore, another aim of this study was 
to examine grade level as a moderator of 
intervention effects, thereby investigat-
ing if one grade level is optimal in terms 
of bystanders’ likelihood to benefit from 
being trained to act as defenders. 

To achieve these aims, the authors 
randomly assigned students to an in-
tervention group or a wait-list control 
group. The authors hypothesized that, 
at a 30-day follow-up, (a) students in 
the intervention group would report 
an increase in ability to identify bully-
ing behaviors, knowledge of the STAC 
strategies, and confidence in interven-
ing in bullying situations compared 
to those in the control group, (b) 
students in the intervention group 
would report an increase in self-esteem 
measured by the Single-Item Self-
Esteem Scale (SISE; Robins, Hendin, 
& Trezensiewski, 2001) and sense of 
school belonging measured by the Psy-
chological Sense of School Member-
ship Scale (PSSM; Goodenow, 1993) 
compared to students in the control 
group, and (c) grade level would mod-
erate intervention effects with greater 
effects demonstrated among students 
in higher grade levels. 

METHODS
Participants
Elementary school students from an 
urban, public Northwestern school 
participated in this study. The school’s 

population included approximately 
458 students (51% female, 49% male), 
with 81% of students identifying as 
White, 10% Hispanic, 5% Asian 
American, 2% African American, 
and 2% as two or more races. Of the 
students at this school, 45% qualified 
for free lunch and an additional 8% 
qualified for reduced-price lunch. The 
school is located in a school district in 
which all elementary schools include 
kindergarten through sixth grade. 
The sample of 63 elementary school 
students included 55.6% females 
and 44.4% males enrolled in fourth 
(n = 22), fifth (n = 20), and sixth (n 
=21) grades. Participants ranged in 
age from 9-12 years (M = 10.54; 
SD = 0.93), with reported racial 
backgrounds of 71.4% White, 11.1% 
Native American, 3.2% African 
American, and 14.3% other. Overall, 
92.1% (n = 58) of the 63 participants 
completed the 30-day follow-up assess-
ment. The authors found no differ-
ences in the rate of attrition across the 
two groups, c2 (1) = 1.84, p > .05.

Procedure
The research team for this study con-
sisted of two counselor educators in a 
program that includes school counsel-
ing and a school counseling graduate 
student. Members of the research 
team worked with the counselor at the 
selected school to conduct the study 
procedures. The school counselor 
selected 71 students (22-24 per grade 
level) to participate in the program. 
In collaboration with teachers, the 
school counselor selected students 
perceived by the counselor and teach-
ers as possessing maturity, leadership, 
and responsibility to pilot the program 
at her school. To determine leader-
ship potential, the school counselor 
relied on the teachers’ experience with 
students in the classroom setting and 

her experiences working with students 
during classroom lessons, one-on-one 
brief counseling meetings, and small 
group meetings. The school counselor 
selected student leaders to participate 
because of their potential to act as role 
models defending victims of bullying 
at school. After the students were se-
lected, the school counselor briefly met 
with each student to discuss potential 
interest in the program. Of the 71 
identified students, 67 (94%) students 
expressed interest in participating. In-
terested students received an informed 
consent form to be signed by a parent 
or guardian and returned to the school 
counselor. The school counselor fol-
lowed up with a phone call to parents 
or guardians when necessary. Of these 
67 parents or guardians, 63 (94%) 
provided written consent for their 
child to particpate. The school coun-
selor then met with each of these stu-
dents briefly to explain the research in 
more detail and collect student assent. 
All students with parental or guardian 
consent assented to participate. 

The participating elementary school 
students were randomly assigned to 
the intervention or wait-list control 
group. Of the 63 eligible students, 
50.8% (n = 32) were assigned to 
the intervention group and 49.2% 
(n = 31) to the wait-list control group. 
A series of chi-square and independent 
sample t-test analyses revealed no 
demographic differences between stu-
dents in the intervention and wait-list 
control groups.

All students were given the research 
questionnaires, which included the 
Student-Advocates Pre- and Post-
Scale, SISE, PSSM, and demographic 
questions at baseline (the first week 
of March) and at a 30-day follow-
up (the first week of April). The first 
author and research assistants read 

ALTHOUGH BYSTANDER INTERVENTION IS AN IMPORTANT 
COMPONENT OF COMBATING SCHOOL BULLYING, FEW 
PROGRAMS INCLUDE THIS.
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each item from every questionnaire 
to the students. After completing the 
questionnaires at baseline, the inter-
vention group completed a 75-minute 
training program during classroom 
time. Graduate students in a masters 
in counseling program conducted the 
training in the school library. Fol-
lowing the training, students in the 
intervention group participated in 
a 20-minute small group follow-up 
meeting by grade level with the first 
author and a research assistant. After 
completing the questionnaires at the 
30-day follow-up, participants in the 
wait-list control group completed the 
75-minute training program. The Uni-
versity’s Institutional Review Board 
and the school district approved all 
study procedures. Additionally, the 
study followed the American Coun-
seling Association ethical standards 
(2014).

Instruments
Student-Advocates Pre- and Post-
Scale. The authors developed the 
Student-Advocates Pre- and Post-Scale 
(Midgett et al., 2015) to measure the 
effectiveness of the STAC training. 
Specifically, the 11-item self-report 
questionnaire measures the degree to 
which the STAC training met the pro-
gram objectives of increasing student 
ability to identify bullying behaviors, 
knowledge of the STAC strategies, 
and confidence intervening in bullying 
situations. Examples of items include: 
“I know what verbal bullying looks 
like,” “I know how to use humor to 
get attention away from the student 
being bullied,” and “I feel confident 
in my ability to do something helpful 
to decrease bullying at my school.” 
Items are rated on a 4-point Likert 
Scale ranging from I totally disagree 
to I totally agree. Items are summed to 

create a total scale score. 
The authors established content 

validity of the questionnaire through 
professional review of the items. The 
authors selected three professional 
reviewers (a school counselor, a school 
teacher, and a university faculty 
member with experience in instrument 
design) to review the questionnaire. 
The first author generated the items 
to reflect the content of the train-
ing. She then elicited feedback from 
the three professionals; this included 
revising language and formatting to be 
developmentally appropriate for this 
age group. The three reviewers agreed 
that the items appeared to measure 
the three areas described above. The 
questionnaire has adequate internal 
consistency for the total scale for 
elementary and middle school samples, 
α = .77 - .81 respectively (Midgett & 
Doumas, 2016; Midgett et al., 2015). 
For this sample, Chronbach’s alpha 
was α = .75.

Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale. The 
research team measured self-esteem 
using the SISE (Robins et al., 2001). 
The item, “I see myself as someone 
who has high self-esteem,” is rated on 
a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from 
Disagree strongly to Agree strongly. 
The SISE has moderate test-retest 
reliability of .75 (Robins et al., 2001), 
indicating participants have a con-
sistent pattern of responding to the 
measure over time. The SISE also has 
established convergent validity, cor-
relating with other psychometrically 
validated measures of self-esteem, 
including very high convergent validity 
(.75 - .80) with the Rosenberg Self-
Esteem scale (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965) 
and moderate convergent validity (.52) 
with the Global Self-Esteem Scale of 
the Self-Perception Profile for Children 
(Harter, 1985; Robins et al., 2001). 

The authors selected the SISE because 
it adequately measures subjective feel-
ings of self-worth among elementary 
aged children, providing a practical 
alternative to longer measures of self-
esteem (Robins et al., 2001).

Psychological Sense of School Mem-
bership Scale. Sense of school belong-
ing was measured using the PSSM 
(Goodenow, 1993). The PSSM com-
prises 18 self-report items that measure 
students’ perception of belonging to 
their school. Examples include: “People 
notice when I am good at something,” 
“I am treated with as much respect as 
other students,” and “Teachers here are 
not interested in people like me.” Items 
are rated on a 5-point Likert Scale 
ranging from Not at all true to Com-
pletely true. Five items were reverse 
scored with all items summed to create 
a total scale score. Overall, the PSSM 
has well-established concurrent and 
predictive validity and supported factor 
structures for middle school students 
(You, Ritchey, Furlong, Shochet, & 
Boman, 2011). Students who score 
high on school belonging measured by 
the PSSM also report high scores on 
measures assessing school success (Mc-
Mahon, Parnes, Keys, & Viola, 2008), 
school attendance (Sanchez, Colon, & 
Esparza, 2005) and grade point aver-
age (Booker, 2007). Researchers also 
found an inverse relationship between 
the PSSM and reported depression 
(Sanchez et al., 2005) and anxiety 
(McMahon et al., 2008). Research-
ers have reported test-retest reliablity 
of .78 for the PSSM over a 4-week 
period (Hagborg, 1994) and .56 - .60 
over a 12-month period (Shochet, 
Dadds, Ham, & Montague, 2006). 
Reported coefficient alphas range from 
.78 - .95 for elementary and middle 
school samples (You et al., 2011). 
For this sample, Chronbach’s alpha 
was α = .85. Although the PSSM was 
originally validated with middle school 
student samples (Goodenow, 1993), the 
authors selected the PSSM because it 
is a commonly used measure of school 
belonging in research with elemen-
tary school students (Espelage, Hong, 
Rao, & Thornberg, 2015; Gutman & 
Midgley, 2000; Im, Hughes, Kwok, 

A BRIEF, COUNSELOR-LED BYSTANDER INTERVENTION 
CAN INCREASE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL STUDENTS’ 

REPORTED KNOWLEDGE AND CONFIDENCE TO ACT 
APPROPRIATELY WHEN THEY OBSERVE BULLYING.
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Puckett, & Cerdia, 2013; McMahon, 
Wernsman, & Rose, 2009; Sari, 2012). 
Moreover, validation samples include 
sixth-grade students (Espelage et al., 
2015; Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Im 
et al., 2013; McMahon et al., 2009; 
Sari, 2012), which are included as part 
of the elementary school sample in the 
current study.

The STAC Intervention
The first author, a middle school coun-
selor, and two counseling graduate 
students collaborated to develop the 
STAC intervention to train students 
to become “defenders.” The authors 
developed the program in response to 
a request from a local school coun-
selor whose school did not have the 
resources to adopt a comprehensive, 
school-wide intervention. The school 
counselor was involved in every step 
of the program development, review-
ing the work conducted by the team 
and providing feedback for program 
design and implementation. The 
STAC program includes both didactic 
and role-playing components and is 
adapted from CARES, which is the by-
stander component of Bully-Proofing, 
a comprehensive school-wide interven-
tion (Garrity, Jens, Porter, Sager, & 
Short-Camilli, 2004). The program 
was developed initially as a 90-minute 
training for middle school students 
and was adapted to 75 minutes for 
elementary school students. To adapt 
the program to the elementary school 
level, the researchers shortened the 
didactic component and consulted 
with an elementary school counselor 
who reviewed the program and helped 
modify the role plays so scenarios 
would be appropriate for this age 
group. Graduate students provided 
the STAC program. The intervention 
is a training session that includes a di-
dactic component and an experiential 
role-playing component that are used 
to train the students in the four STAC 
Strategies (for details, see Midgett et 
al., 2015). Following the training, the 
first and third authors conducted two 
20-minute group meetings over the 
next 30 days. The program delivery 
(including the didactic and role-play-

ing components), modified interven-
tion strategies, and shift from class-
room teachers to school counselors as 
leaders in implementation are features 
that distinguish the STAC program 
from CARES (Garrity et al., 2004).

Didactic Component. The didactic 
component included ice-breaker exer-
cises, an audiovisual presentation, and 
hands-on activities to engage elemen-
tary school students in the learning 
process. Trainers conducted an audio-
visual presentation teaching students 
about (a) different types of bullying; (b) 
characteristics of students who bully, 
including the likelihood they have been 
bullied themselves, to foster empathy 
and separate the behavior from the 
student; (c) negative associated conse-
quences of bullying for students who 
are victims, perpetrators of bullying, 
and bystanders; (d) bystander roles and 
the importance of acting as a defender, 
and (e) the STAC strategies used for 
intervening in bullying situations. 

Role Plays. Trainers divided students 
into small groups by grade level and 
practiced utilizing the STAC strate-
gies through four set role plays. Role 
plays included hypothetical bullying 
situations that students might encoun-
ter in elementary school. Examples 
include, “In the bus on the way home 
from school, students begin to make 
fun of Carly. They begin to poke her 
with their fingers and their pencils. 
They also flick the top of her head. 
You are sitting nearby and see this,” 
and “At recess, some of the boys you 
are friends with begin to make fun of 
Cameron. They repeat back words 
he says in a mocking way to put him 
down. They want to make Cameron 
feel bad. You see all of this happen-
ing.” Trainers asked students which 
STAC strategies they could utilize and 
helped them set up skits to practice 

using the strategies. Students practiced 
all four STAC strategies and trainers 
made an effort to include all students 
in at least one role play. After the 
small groups conducted all role plays, 
each group demonstrated one role play 
to the larger group. Trainers fostered 
a supportive environment where all 
students clapped and cheered for each 
other after each demonstration.

Training Conclusion. The training 
concluded with the small groups com-
ing together and each student sharing 
his or her favorite STAC strategy, sign-
ing a petition stating “bullying stops 
with me,” and receiving a certificate of 
participation.

The STAC Strategies. 
“Stealing the Show.” Stealing the show 
involves using humor to turn students’ 
attention away from the bullying 
situation. Trainers teach defenders to 
use their sense of humor when they 
observe bullying to displace the atten-

tion away from the target. Trainers 
provided examples such as defenders 
telling a funny joke or pretending to 
trip by acting silly. 

“Turning it Over.” Turning it over 
involves informing an adult about the 
situation and asking for help. During 
the training, students identified safe 
adults at school who can help. Students 
were taught to always turn it over if 
there is physical bullying taking place, 
or if they are unsure how to intervene. 

“Accompanying Others.” Accom-
panying others involves the defender 
reaching out to the student who was 
targeted to communicate that what hap-
pened is not acceptable, that the student 
who was targeted is not alone at school, 
and that the defender cares about them. 
Trainers taught this to students by 
providing examples of how they can use 
this strategy such as approaching a peer 

SIXTH GRADE MAY BE AN OPTIMAL TIME TO IMPLEMENT 
THE STAC PROGRAM TO PROVIDE A PROTECTIVE EFFECT 
AGAINST NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES FOR BYSTANDERS.
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after they were targeted and inviting 
them to go for a walk during recess.

“Coaching Compassion.” Coaching 
compassion involves gently confront-
ing the bully either during or after 
the bullying incident to communicate 
that his or her behavior is unaccept-
able. The defender also encourages the 
student who bullied to consider what 
it would feel like to be the target in the 
situation, thereby fostering empathy 
toward the target. Defenders were 
encouraged to implement coaching 
compassion when they have a relation-
ship with the student who bullied or if 
the student who bullied is in a younger 
grade and the defender believes the 
younger student will respect them.

Post-Training Groups. Students who 
participated in the STAC training met 
with the first author and a research 
assistant, a master’s student in school 

counseling, for two 20-minute group 
meetings per grade level after the train-
ing was conducted. During these meet-
ings, the researchers helped students 
recall the STAC strategies and discussed 
with students which strategies they had 
utilized and whether they seemed to 
be effective in stopping bullying. The 
researchers also answered any ques-
tions from students related to being a 
defender and helped them brainstorm 
effective ways to implement the strate-
gies, use more than one strategy to 
intervene, and, when appropriate, to 
work as a team to intervene during or 
after a bullying incident. 

DATA ANALYSIS
The authors used SPSS version 21.0 
to conduct all analyses. They con-

ducted three GLM repeated measures 
analyses of variance (ANOVAs) to 
examine differences, from baseline to 
follow-up assessments, in knowledge 
and confidence to act as a defender, 
self-esteem, and sense of belonging. 
The three independent variables were 
time (baseline, follow-up), group (in-
tervention, control), and grade (fourth, 
fifth, sixth). The authors included 
grade level as an independent vari-
able to examine grade as a moderator 
of intervention effects. They used an 
alpha level of p < .05 to determine 
statistical significance and used partial 
eta squared (h2

p ) as the measure of 
effect size. 

RESULTS
The authors examined data for ex-
treme case and for normality and did 
not identify any outliers. All variables 
were within the normal range for skew 
and kurtosis. Means and standard de-
viations by group and grade level for 
each outcome variable are presented in 
Table 1. 

THE STAC PROGRAM CAN INCREASE SELF-ESTEEM FOR 
OLDER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL STUDENTS TRAINED TO ACT AS 

DEFENDERS TO STOP BULLYING AT SCHOOL.

MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR BASELINE AND FOLLOW-UP BY GRADE 
 Grade Level

  Fourth Fifth Sixth Total 
  (n = 20) (n = 20) (n = 18) (N = 58)

 Outcomes M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Peer Advocacy   

Control Baseline 36.27 (4.90) 37.11 (4.29) 39.70 (2.87) 37.67 (4.26)

 Follow-up 35.73 (4.90) 37.78 (4.94) 37.80 (4.39) 37.03 (4.69)

Intervention Baseline 35.44 (6.48) 34.90 (3.84) 39.25 (3.11) 36.37 (4.93)

 Follow-up 37.89 (4.70) 40.00 (3.43) 41.25 (2.55) 39.67 (3.81)

Self-Esteem   

Control Baseline 5.09 (1.45) 5.78 (1.99) 5.60 (1.35) 5.47 (1.57)

  Follow-up 5.09 (2.02) 5.56 (1.88) 5.10 (1.52) 5.23 (1.77)

Intervention Baseline 5.78 (0.97) 5.91 (1.04) 5.50 (1.60) 5.75 (1.18)

  Follow-up 5.22 (1.56) 5.36 (1.50) 6.13 (1.46) 5.54 (1.50)

Sense of Belonging   

Control Baseline 73.55 (5.24) 70.44 (10.44) 72.00 (11.00) 72.10 (8.87)

 Follow-up 71.52 (9.95) 69.11 (13.39) 72.30 (10.32) 71.86 (10.88)

Intervention Baseline 78.22 (6.85) 71.36 (10.43) 70.88 (15.92) 73.43 (11.46)

  Follow-up 78.44 (7.04) 73.09 (12.05) 72.56 (15.23) 74.66 (11.65)

TABLE 1
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Knowledge and Confidence 
to Act as a Defender
Results indicated a significant main 
effect for time, Wilks’ Lambda = .88, 
F(1, 52) = 6.74, p < .01, h2

p = .12, and 
significant interaction effect for Time 
x Group, Wilks’ Lambda = .78, F(1, 
52) = 14.34, p < .001, h2

p = .22. Ex-
amination of the h2

p indicates the effect 
size was large. No other interaction ef-
fects were significant. As hypothesized, 
students in the intervention group 

reported an increase in knowledge of 
bullying and the STAC strategies, and 
in their confidence to act as a defender 
relative to students in the wait-list 
control group (see Figure 1). 

Self-Esteem
Results indicated a significant interac-
tion effect for Time x Group x Grade, 
Wilks’ Lambda = .89, F(1, 52) = 3.37, 
p < .05, h2

p = .12. Examination of the 
h2

p indicates the effect size was medi-

um. No other main effects or interac-
tion effects were significant. Follow-up 
analyses indicated a significant Time 
x Group interaction for sixth-grade 
students only, Wilks’ Lambda = .78, 
F(1, 16) = 4.42, p < .05, h2

p = .22. 
The interaction effect was not sig-
nificant for fourth-grade students, 
Wilks’ Lambda = .89, F(1, 18) = 2.25, 
p > .05, h2

p = .11, or fifth-grade 
students, Wilks’ Lambda = .98, F(1, 
18) = 2.00, p > .05, h2

p = .02. The h2
p 

indicates the effect size was large. As 
seen in Figure 2, sixth-grade students 
in the intervention group reported 
an increase in self-esteem, whereas 
students in the wait-list control group 
reported a decrease in self-esteem.

Sense of School Belonging
Results indicated no significant main 
effects or interaction effects for sense 
of belonging. Contrary to the hypoth-
esis, the authors found no significant 
differences between the intervention 
group and wait-list control group. 

DISCUSSION
Because bullying begins to escalate in 
late elementary school (Pellegrini & 
Van Ryzin, 2011), identifying effective 
bullying programs that can be imple-
mented at the elementary school level 
is important. Overall, results provided 
support for the STAC program as a 
promising approach for equipping 
elementary school students who wit-
ness bullying with the knowledge and 
confidence they need to act as “de-
fenders.” Results also provided partial 
support for the impact of the STAC 
program on socioemotional adjust-
ment outcomes for students. Specifi-
cally, sixth-grade students trained to 
act as defenders in the STAC program 
reported a larger increase in self-
esteem relative to those in the wait-list 
control group. There were, however, 
no significant differences between the 
two groups in sense of belonging. 

As hypothesized, students participat-
ing in the STAC program reported a 
significant increase in knowledge of 
what different types of bullying look 

Control

Group

36

37

38

39

40

1 2 

Pe
er

-A
dv

oc
ac

y

Time

Intervention

Control

Group

5.0

5.4

5.2

5.6

6.0

5.8

6.2

1 2 

Se
lf

-E
st

ee
m

Time

Intervention

Control

Group

36

37

38

39

40

1 2 

Pe
er

-A
dv

oc
ac

y

Time

Intervention

Control

Group

5.0

5.4

5.2

5.6

6.0

5.8

6.2

1 2 

Se
lf

-E
st

ee
m

Time

Intervention

BASELINE AND FOLLOW-UP PEER-ADVOCACY 
KNOWLEDGE AND CONFIDENCE BY GROUP 

BASELINE AND FOLLOW-UP SELF-ESTEEM 
BY GROUP FOR SIXTH GRADE STUDENTS

FIGURE 1

FIGURE 2



180 ASCA | PROFESSIONAL SCHOOL COUNSELING

like, knowledge of the STAC strate-
gies, and general confidence interven-
ing in bullying situations compared to 
students in the wait-list control group. 
These results extend prior research 
demonstrating differences among stu-
dents completing the STAC program 
(Midgett, 2016; Midgett et al., 2015) 
by demonstrating these effects using 
random assignment to experimental 
condition (intervention vs. control 
group). Thus, findings indicate that a 
brief, counselor-led bystander inter-
vention can increase elementary school 
students’ reported knowledge and 
confidence to act appropriately when 
they observe bullying, rather than 
participating in the bullying either 
actively or through passive avoidance. 
However, in contrast to prior research 
indicating the STAC training is most 
effective for fifth-grade students 
(Midgett, 2016), grade level did not 
moderate these effects. Whether the 
discrepancy between these two studies 
is related to differences in the samples 
or differences in the research method-
ology (e.g., pre-post design vs. random 
assignment to experimental condition) 
is not clear.

In contrast, results only partially 
supported hypotheses regarding socio-
emotional adjustment. As predicted, 
students in the intervention group re-
ported a larger increase in self-esteem 
compared to students in the wait-list 
control group. This is an important 
finding considering increased self-
esteem can serve as a buffer against 
the negative effects associated with 
bullying (Grills & Ollendick, 2002; 
Kowalski & Limber, 2013; Raskaus-
kas et al., 2015). However, this effect 
was moderated by grade level. Specifi-
cally, the difference in self-esteem be-
tween the two groups was significant 

for sixth-grade students only. Thus, 
participating in the STAC training may 
provide a buffering effect for sixth-
grade students who observe bullying. 
This finding is consistent with prior 
research indicating that the training 
is more effective for older students 
(Midgett, 2016) and that students in 
upper elementary school are primed 
to be trained as defenders (Sullivan & 
Stoner, 2011). Taken together, these 
findings suggest that sixth grade may 
be an optimal time to implement the 
STAC program to provide a protective 
effect against negative consequences 
for bystanders. However, although the 
SISE has moderate convergent valid-
ity among elementary school students, 
correlations between the SISE and 
established measures of self-esteem are 
higher for older students (Robins et 
al., 2001). Thus, one explanation for 
changes in self-esteem among sixth-
grade students only is that the measure 
may be more valid for sixth-grade stu-
dents relative to those in lower grades. 

Finally, the authors found no sig-
nificant differences between the two 
groups on sense of school belonging. 
Students invited to participate in the 

study were selected because school 
personnel perceived them to be leaders 
at school with the potential to posi-
tively impact their peers. Therefore, 
it is possible that the results of sense 
of belonging were not significant 
because the students trained to act as 
defenders already felt like a meaning-
ful part of their school. This explana-
tion is supported by examination of 
the sense of belonging scores, which 
were already high at baseline. Thus, 
because sense of belonging can protect 
students against victimization (Dug-
gins et al., 2016) and is associated 
with decreased bullying perpetration 

(Goldweber et al., 2013), it would 
be interesting to investigate if sense 
of belonging increased when train-
ing students who are not identified as 
leaders. An alternative explanation 
for the lack of significant findings for 
sense of belonging may be related to 
the choice of measure. Although the 
PSSB has been used with elementary 
school students (Espelage et al., 2015; 
Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Im et al., 
2013; Sari, 2012), its validity has not 
been established with this age group. 

Limitations
Although this study extends the lit-
erature investigating brief, bystander 
intervention programs, readers should 
consider certain limitations. First, 
a relatively small sample size and 
largely White sample limit the gener-
alizability of the results. Participants 
were not randomly selected; instead, 
the school counselor, in collabora-
tion with teachers, invited students 
to be trained based on perceptions of 
students as leaders. The researchers 
did not utilize an objective measure 
to define inclusion and exclusion 
criteria. Thus, selection procedures 
also limit the generalizability of the 
study results. Next, information was 
obtained through self-report question-
naires, potentially leading to biased 
or distorted reporting, especially at 
the elementary school level. However, 
children are able to provide useful 
information about their experience 
when asked Likert-type questions in 
a manner that is meaningful to them 
(Christensen & James, 2008). There-
fore, the researchers read the surveys 
to students in an effort to increase the 
quality of the data. Another limitation 
regarding measurement is the selection 
of the SISE and PSSB, both of which 
may be more valid measures for stu-
dents in middle school (including sixth 
grade), as noted. Finally, although the 
current study represents an important 
step in evaluating a brief, bystander 
program with elementary school stu-
dents, the researchers did not examine 
whether students trained to intervene 
as defenders utilized the STAC strate-
gies, the mechanisms through which 

THE STAC PROGRAM WAS DESIGNED FOR SCHOOL 
COUNSELORS TO TAKE ON A LEADERSHIP ROLE IN 

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION, WHICH IS IN LINE WITH 
THE ASCA NATIONAL MODEL.
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being trained as a defender increases 
self-esteem for students in upper grade 
levels, or the impact of the STAC 
program on the prevalence of bullying 
at school.

Directions for Future Research
This study serves as a first step in 
evaluating the STAC program, but 
future research is needed to establish 
the efficacy of the program with el-
ementary school students. Researches 
need to include larger and more 
diverse student samples to increase 
the generalizability of the results. It is 
also important to use random selec-
tion procedure for recruitment of 
participants. Further, investigating the 
effects of the program after training all 
students at school to act as defenders 
would be interesting, instead of only 
selecting leaders to be trained. Another 
important investigation would be 
whether students trained in the pro-
gram utilize the STAC strategies they 
learn in the training. Measurement of 
the program’s impact on decreasing 
bullying also is essential in establish-
ing the efficacy of the STAC program. 
Researchers can evaluate the efficacy 
of the STAC program by evaluating 
school outcome data, including reports 
of bullying at school from students, 
teachers, and staff. 

Implications for School Counselors
This study has practical implications 
for school counselors. Although com-
prehensive, school-wide intervention 
programs are considered a best prac-
tice for bullying intervention, these 
programs can be difficult to implement 
due to required resources and time 
allocation. Thus, research investigat-
ing brief, cost-effective programs is 
needed. Results from this study sug-
gest that the STAC program, which 
shifts implementation from teachers 
to school counselors and requires few 
resources for implementation, may 
be a promising approach to bullying 
intervention. Although more research 
is needed to evaluate the efficacy of 
the program in decreasing bullying 
behavior, results of this study provide 
initial support for a counselor-led pro-

gram that can train students to act as 
defenders to reduce bullying behavior. 

Results from this study provide pre-
liminary evidence suggesting the STAC 
program can increase self-esteem 
for older elementary school students 
trained to act as defenders to stop bul-
lying at school. This is an important 
finding because high self-esteem buf-
fers students against bullying (Grills & 
Ollendick, 2002; Kowalski & Limber, 
2013; Raskauskas et al., 2015) and 
students who intervene on behalf of 
victims can become a target of bully-
ing themselves (Meter & Card, 2015). 
This is particularly important because 
bullying begins to escalate in upper el-
ementary school as students prepare to 
transition to middle school (Pellegrini 
& Van Ryzin, 2011). School counsel-
ors can utilize the STAC program to 
increase protective factors against bul-
lying for older students by expanding 
program implementation to all sixth 
grade students. Further, the STAC 
program was designed for school 
counselors to take on a leadership role 
in program implementation, which 
is in line with the ASCA National 
Model’s (2012) identification of school 
counselors as systemic change agents 
implementing programs promoting a 
safe learning environment and teach-
ing students appropriate social and 
emotional skills (ASCA, 2014).

Finally, school counselors can adapt 
the STAC program to meet the needs 
of their school and incorporate the 
training into their classroom lesson 
curriculum. This is consistent with the 
ASCA National Model’s (2012; 2014) 
identification of the importance of the 
school counselor role in delivery of 
a school counseling core curriculum 
designed for students’ developmentally 
appropriate knowledge, attitudes, 
and skills. School counselors can also 
conduct follow-up meetings within the 
context of school counseling program 
lessons where they discuss the strate-
gies and implementation of using the 
STAC program to combat bullying 
at school and to potentially increase 
student self-esteem. For schools with 
limited counseling resources, school 
counselors can work in partnership 

with a local counselor education pro-
gram to provide STAC training with 
the help of counseling students. 

CONCLUSION
This study evaluated a brief, school-
based bystander bullying interven-
tion for elementary school students. 
Results indicated that students who 
completed the STAC intervention 
reported increased knowledge of 
different types of bullying behavior, 
knowledge of the STAC strategies, and 
general confidence intervening as a 
“defender.” Findings also show partial 
support that training students to act as 
defenders may increase socioemotional 
protective factors against bullying for 
older students. Overall, results suggest 
the STAC intervention is a promising 
counselor-led approach to bystander 
bullying intervention that can be 
implemented with significantly fewer 
resources than comprehensive school-
wide programs. n
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