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A B S T R A C T

The reasons why most young children do not typically engage in defending behavior when they witness their 
peers being victimized are unclear. However, early socialization practices, such as how teachers read books 
depicting bullying incidents may be a contributing factor. This study involved structured video-recorded ob
servations of 76 early childhood teachers (70 female) from 42 centers, reading two adapted books about bullying 
to small groups of preschool aged children who were aged between 2 years and 4 years and 11 months. The books 
included child and adult witnesses, intentionality and repetition of inappropriate - but developmentally typical - 
preschool behavior. The teachers made 9,984 comments across the two books. There were 5,662 comments that 
referred to the critical incidents conveyed in the stories, and these were made by all the teachers (M = 48.95; SD 
= 29.58). However, there were only 186 comments about bystanders, made by 42% of the teachers; and just 20 
comments made by 8% of the teachers that referred to the strategies the witnesses could try, to help solve the 
situation. There were no statistically significant relationships between the teachers’ likelihood of discussing 
bullying or bystander behavior in the stories and their own experiences of child/adolescent bullying. Years of 
teaching experience and level of qualification were weakly correlated with comments related to critical incidents 
and bystanders respectively. The findings suggest defending behaviors are not typically discussed with young 
children; this omission could be seen as a form of silent socialization, where children are inadvertently socialized 
into passive bystanding behavior when witnessing bullying. Implications for bullying prevention are discussed.

Several studies have shown that the targeted use of bullying-focused 
books that are accompanied by appropriate pedagogical practices can 
have a positive impact on preschool aged children’s social development 
(e.g., Freeman, 2013; Rosen et al., 2025; Wee et al., 2022). These studies 
suggest that, when prompted, early childhood teachers, as key socializ
ation agents, can help children navigate this complex social situation 
and learn how to support and defend those who have been victimized. 
However, less is known about how teachers read stories with a bullying 
focus to preschool aged children when they are not prompted to provide 
solutions. Parents are typically children’s first key socialization agents, 
however in a recent study by Green et al. (2025), where parents were 
recorded reading a story about bullying to their preschool aged child in a 
naturalistic setting, the parents rarely discussed what bystanders could 
do to help the victim. Given that early childhood teacher training typi
cally places an emphasis on social and emotional development, we 

might expect that teachers would be more likely than parents to spon
taneously discuss the bystanders and the potential intervention strate
gies that could be used to help the victim of bullying when reading to 
preschool aged children. The aim of this observational study was to 
investigate how early childhood teachers typically discuss books that 
present bullying behaviors with the preschool aged children in their 
care, when the teachers themselves haven’t been prompted to focus on 
potential solutions.

One of the key frameworks for understanding bullying or peer 
victimization is an adaptation of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
socio-ecological model, where socialization agents (e.g., peers, parents, 
siblings and teachers) have all been recognized as powerful influences 
on the development and maintenance of bullying and victimization 
(Espelage & Swearer, 2004) through their responses and the modelling 
of inappropriate behaviours (Bandura, 1977). For example, the peer 
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group can have a significant impact because of the participant roles (e. 
g., bully, assistant to bully, victim, defender, outsider) that may unfold 
during a bullying incident. The importance of the group dynamic during 
a bullying incident is highlighted in part because very few school age 
children adopt the role of defender, as most witnesses remain as out
siders or passive bystanders and rarely come to the defense of the victim 
(Salmivalli et al., 1996; Salmivalli, 2010).

When we consider bullying within the early childhood context, what 
perhaps begins as typical early childhood aggression, where young 
children are learning how to interact, play and share materials and other 
resources, can evolve into bully-like behavior (Monks et al., 2003; 
Monks & O’Toole, 2021; Ostrov et al., 2019). Due in part to rapid 
developmental changes, the typical absence of both a power imbalance 
and consistently targeted victims, there is however a reluctance amongst 
researchers and practitioners alike to use the traditional bullying defi
nition when describing these behaviors in early childhood (Monks & 
O’Toole, 2021). Therefore, other terms such as bully-like, peer victim
ization, inappropriate behaviors or unjustified aggression are often used 
(Lee et al., 2016; Monks et al., 2003; Monks & O’Toole, 2021). 
Regardless of the terminology, it is still important to recognize that 
bully-like behaviour or victimization is prevalent in early childhood 
(Kirves & Sajaniemi, 2012; Monks & O’Toole, 2021; Ostrov et al., 2019; 
Tanrikulu, 2020). For example, Monks et al. (2011) reported victim 
rates of between 15.2% to 32.4% and perpetrator rates of 15.2% to 25% 
in their cross-national study of 4–6-year-olds (Monks & O’Toole, 2021). 
In addition, the participant roles evident amongst school age children 
are also apparent in the preschool years. For example, in Monk et al’s 
study of 56 children aged 4–5-years, bystanders were present in nearly 
two-thirds of the observed peer victimization incidents, but very few 
aided the victim. The few children who engage in defending behaviour 
are typically more socially competent and emotionally mature than 
those in other participant roles (Camodeca et al., 2015) and show higher 
levels of prosocial behavior and empathy (Swit et al., 2023).

There may be several reasons why most preschool age children 
remain as passive bystanders when witnessing bullying incidents. For 
example, it could be related to the ‘bystander effect’ where the number 
of other witnesses present and the subsequent diffusion of responsibility 
influences the behaviour of witnesses (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & 
Darley, 1970) or the cohesiveness of the group of witnesses (Fischer 
et al., 2011). This would be in keeping with the evidence to suggest 
that how the victim is viewed by the peer group can influence how 
bystanders respond. For example, if the victim is a rejected student, the 
bystanders may want to avoid association by coming to their aid 
(Reunamo et al., 2015; Rosen et al., 2025). In addition, bystander 
behaviour may be connected to young witnesses’ inability to commu
nicate clearly (Reunamo et al., 2015; Rosen et al., 2025) and could also 
be related to the physiological response of ‘freezing’ as a coping mech
anism in the face of perceived danger (Gray, 1990; Gray & McNaughton, 
2000; Siligato et al., 2024).

By the age of two most children can display empathetic responses 
that suggest they are aware of others’ distress (Brownwell et al., 2009; 
Licata et al., 2016) and this awareness is typically built upon and 
facilitated in part by the socialization practices of parents and other 
caregivers (Maccoby, 2015; Spinrad & Gal, 2018). In addition, during 
the early years, most children are exposed to a wide range of social 
contexts, one of which may be a preschool setting. Teachers, alongside 
parents, are therefore key socialization agents, who not only act as role 
models, but their practices within the early childhood setting help to 
influence each child’s developing social competence (Eisenberg & 
Harris, 1984). It follows that the early socialization practices adopted 
by adults may play an important role in the development of defending or 
bystanding behaviours. Typically, early childhood teacher socialization 
practices emphasize the development of positive social interactions. 
Therefore, teachers should ideally understand challenging social situa
tions, such as bullying behavior (Espelage & Swearer, 2004), and many 
do have this understanding. For example, 93% of 188 early childhood 

teachers knew about bullying in early childhood and were confident in 
managing incidents (Goryl et al., 2013). However, studies have also 
shown there is uncertainty amongst some teachers about what consti
tutes bullying in early childhood and how it may differ from aggression, 
which could result in bullying being downplayed or overlooked 
(Cameron & Kovac, 2016; Parsa, 2023; Swit, 2018; Swit et al., 2018). 
For example, in her study of 272 early childhood teachers, Parsa (2023)
found that although most could distinguish between physical forms of 
bullying and aggression, approximately half were unable to distinguish 
between verbal bullying and verbal aggression.

The reasons why teachers may dismiss or underplay the importance 
of addressing bullying incidents are complex. They include a lack of 
knowledge about bullying, possibly from few training opportunities, 
alongside diminished self-efficacy regarding intervention (Davis & 
Grere, 2018; Green, 2021; Mazzone et al., 2021; Rigby, 2018; Spears 
et al., 2018). For example, Goryl et al. (2013) found that teachers 
with university-level qualifications (i.e., a bachelor degree) were more 
confident in their ability to manage bullying situations compared to 
those teachers who had obtained their teaching qualification from a 
vocational and educational training institute (i.e., a pre-degree qualifi
cation). If there is uncertainty or a lack of knowledge about how to 
manage bullying incidents amongst key socialization agents such as 
teachers, there may be missed opportunities to discuss the topic of 
bullying and what can be done about it when engaging in typical so
cialization practices, such as storybook reading. Some evidence for this 
proposition was shown in a recent study by Green et al. (2025), where 
97 parents read a book about bullying to their 2-4 year old children. 
Although most parents discussed the bullying incidents at least once in 
the story, very few (i.e., 5%) made any comments related to the wit
nesses in the story and even fewer made suggestions about what these 
bystanders could have possibly done to help the victim. The authors 
suggest it is plausible that this omission was unintentional, perhaps in 
part due to parents’ own lack of knowledge or experience with engaging 
in defending behaviors when witnessing bullying incidents. However, as 
this study included parents rather than teachers, it is unclear whether 
the same level of omission would be evident with teachers.

The links between adults’ experiences with bullying and victimiza
tion (typically in their youth) and their attitudes and behaviors 
regarding their own children’s bullying and victimization have often 
been investigated directly. Typically, participants are asked about their 
own childhood experiences while also responding to questions about 
their current practices and recommendations using questionnaires and 
hypothetical scenarios. (e.g., Allan et al., 2024; Boddy et al., 2024; 
Cooper & Nickerson, 2013; Karga et al., 2021; Mishna et al., 2006; 
Offrey & Rinaldi, 2017; Stives et al., 2021; Swit, 2018). In contrast, to 
enhance the ecological validity of the study, Grassetti et al. (2018, 2020) 
used each participants’ home as a setting. The parent participants were 
explicitly asked to advise their children about what to do if they wit
nessed bullying incidents using a list of hypothetical scenarios. The 
findings demonstrated that there were some parents who explicitly 
advised their school-aged children not to get involved in bullying in
cidents. As the authors suggest, these parents may be teaching their 
children to assume the role of a passive bystander. To date, there are no 
parallel studies with teachers of school-aged or preschool-aged children. 
In addition, there are no studies where teachers have been video-
recorded (as part of their daily work practices) reading books about 
bullying to children, when they haven’t been prompted to provide advice 
or strategies to the children. Therefore, it is unclear whether early 
childhood teachers would spontaneously provide suggestions to 
preschool-aged children about what can be done to help a victim of 
bullying.

It is evident that bystanders in the early childhood context play a 
critical role in terms of the impact on the victim (Monks et al., 2021; 
Rosen et al., 2025). Without intervention, there is a risk that preschool 
children who are typically bystanders may become enablers or begin to 
engage in bully-like behavior themselves (Camodeca et al., 2015; Monks 
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et al., 2003; Rosen et al., 2025). However, given the developmental 
stage, most participant roles in early childhood are fortunately some
what unstable (Belacchi & Farina, 2010; Camodeca et al., 2015; Monks 
et al., 2021; Saracho, 2016) and therefore amenable to change or 
intervention. Along these lines there have been numerous studies that 
have focused on the development of interventions in early childhood 
that encourage proactive bystanding (e.g., Kvestad et al., 2024; Levine & 
Tamburrino, 2014; McGoey et al., 2023; Ostrov et al., 2009, 2015; Repo 
& Sajaniemi., 2015), such as alerting an adult, helping the victim 
physically or emotionally or confronting the bully (Fredrick et al., 2020; 
Rosen et al., 2025). Recent intervention studies have demonstrated the 
usefulness of using bullying-themed books within early childhood con
texts to increase empathy towards victims of bullying and thereby in
crease the number of defenders. For example, in their study with 89 
children (3-5.5 years), Rosen and colleagues (2025) reported that after 
being read books where bystanders stepped into help, older children (i. 
e., 4-year-olds) were less likely to suggest bystander inaction. In a 
similar vein, Wee and colleagues (2022) collaborated with early child
hood teachers to use a bully-themed book in their classrooms, supple
mented with role play scenarios, to teach 21, 5 year old children how to 
respond to bullying incidents. After six weeks, the children were more 
likely to offer solutions to the bullying issues and demonstrated more 
empathy toward the victims of bullying. These studies demonstrate that 
early intervention through the use of storybooks with preschool-aged 
children is an ideal time and format for promoting defending 
behavior. When they are equipped with some direct instruction and 
knowledge, preschool-aged children appear to be willing and able to 
intervene. Therefore, a lack of knowledge about what to do may be a 
contributing factor to the propensity to be a passive bystander.

The overall aim of the current study was to investigate what teachers 
spontaneously discuss with small groups of preschool-aged children 
when they are asked to read books that depict bullying during their 
typical teaching practice. We provided teachers with two developmen
tally appropriate books that explicitly depicted bullying behaviors and 
included bystander characters. Both books were commercially available, 
but were adapted for the current study. The first book focused on six key 
incidents that involved the same protagonist and victim, with peer 
witnesses evident during all incidents and an adult witness present in 
one. The second book included 8 key incidents and a more complex 
storyline than the first, with a wide range of characters and contexts (i. 
e., family, preschool, to-and-from school) at least two witnesses during 
several of the incidents, and an adult witness in another. Neither book 
mentioned the word bullying and all teachers were given the opportu
nity to review the books prior to the reading sessions.

The first aim of this systematic observational study was to determine 
the degree to which teachers discuss the moral underpinnings of the 
stories by pointing out the inappropriate behaviors on display in the 
books. We predicted that most teachers would likely provide discussion 
points regarding the inappropriate behaviors, due to the focus on social 
and emotional development in the early childhood curriculum.

The second aim was to determine whether teachers spontaneously 
refer to the bystander characters and their potential behaviors presented 
in the two books. We predicted that teachers would discuss the by
standers, however this would not be universal given the propensity to 
minimize the seriousness of the behaviors displayed by some teachers 
(Parsa, 2023; Swit, 2018).

The third aim sought to first determine whether teachers’ profes
sional experience and their level of qualification was related to their 
propensity to discuss the moral underpinnings of the story, and we 
predicted a positive relationship. Second, we investigated whether 
teachers’ own role in school bullying and victimization was related to 
how they discuss books depicting bullying behaviors with children in 
their classroom. Given that previous research (Green et al. (2025) had 
shown no relationship between adults’ own experiences of bullying and 
discussions with young children about bullying, we did not predict a 
relationship.

1. Method

1.1. Ethics

The study was approved by the Victoria University of Wellington 
Human Ethics Committee. Teacher participants were informed of the 
general purpose of the study; however, they were not told about the 
specific focus on whether teachers discuss bystander and defending 
behaviors during book reading sessions. Therefore, any terminology 
related to bystander and defending behaviors were not included in 
recruitment materials. As such, recruitment materials included general 
statements, such as “Our project explores bully-like behavior in early 
childhood and aims to improve methods of bullying prevention”. A 
group based debriefing session was scheduled at each center once data 
collection was completed and during this session the teacher partici
pants were debriefed to the full purpose of the study. They were also 
provided with an opportunity to give feedback about the research study. 
The focus of the study was on teachers, however as the children within 
each centre (who were read to by the teachers) were being video- 
recorded while they listened to the stories, parental consent to be 
video-recorded was obtained along with child assent.

1.2. Recruitment

Teacher participants were recruited via phone outreach to early 
childhood education centers. A list of all early childhood education 
centers within the Greater Wellington Region was compiled. This list 
included over 300 centers. The centers that were part of a larger con
sortium or group were only contacted after permission was obtained 
from the relevant overarching organization (e.g., New Zealand Kinder
gartens). As a result, a total of 265 centers were contacted and invited to 
participate. In addition, posters that included information about the 
study and a QR code were deployed in a range of community settings (e. 
g., libraries, cafés, sports centers). Centers that expressed interest were 
sent digital information packs via email. These included information 
sheets and consent forms for centers and early childhood teachers. For 
those who were interested, arrangements were made to meet teachers 
before organizing a book reading session for them and the children in 
their center.

1.3. Participants

Data was collected from 79 early childhood teachers within 42 
centers. Due to some missing data related to the completion of a ques
tionnaire, the final teacher participant number was 76 (70 females). In 
this final sample, there was no missing data. The teachers ranged in age 
from 21 to 67 years (M = 42.53, SD = 10.88). Most participants reported 
their ethnicity as New Zealand European (70%), while the remaining 
30% included Māori, Pacific Islander, Asian, Indian, South African, 
European, and American. Fifty-eight teachers were in full-time early 
childhood education employment, and 18 were part-time early child
hood teachers. Over two-thirds of the teacher participants held a bach
elor’s degree in early childhood education (67%), an additional 25% had 
a diploma of teaching (which is below a bachelor’s degree), and 12% 
held an early childhood education-related postgraduate qualification. 
The remaining teacher participants had either different teaching-related 
qualifications (e.g., Bachelor of Education [teaching] primary), unre
lated qualifications, or no qualifications. Six teacher participants held 
more than one teaching-related or early childhood education qualifi
cation. Teacher participants’ years of experience as early childhood 
teachers ranged from one year to 40 years (M = 14.90, SD = 9.86).

The early childhood centers where teachers worked and children 
attended were located in a wide range of socio-economic areas, with a 
mean decile score of 5.14 (SD = 3.05). Decile scores indicate levels of 
socio-economic deprivation, where a score of 1 represents the least 
deprived 10% of the population, and a score of 10 represents the most 
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deprived 10% of the population. For early childhood centres that 
include infants, it is typical practice in New Zealand to divide children 
into two age groups (i.e., infants up to 2 years; toddlers 2 years and 
over). The children who were read stories in this study were aged be
tween 2 years and 4 years 11 months.

1.4. Materials

The two books that were used in the study were adapted from the 
original versions for private use only and have not/will not be distrib
uted or profited from in any way. Therefore, the inclusion of two 
commercially available books meets the principles of fair use. The books 
were found in part by using the list of children’s books that discuss 
bullying, compiled as part of a content analysis by Oppliger and Davis 
(2016). We also conducted a web search to find other suitable (more 
recent) books and found an additional 40 books. All the books were 
checked against the following criteria; 1) whether the bullying behavior 
being portrayed adhered to at least one element of Olweus’ (1993)
definition of bullying (i.e., intentional harm, power imbalance and/or 
repetition) 2) whether passive bystander characters were present, 3) 
whether the books were age-appropriate for two- to five-year-olds, and 
4) whether the story reached a positive resolution. From the overall list, 
16 books met all the criteria (i.e., at least one element of Olweus’ defi
nition; included passive bystanders; age appropriate, positive resolu
tion). The physical books were then presented to two groups of 
participants as part of a small project (i.e., Scarrow, 2021). There were 
13 female participants aged between 18 and 45 years (M = 21.6 years) 
who were all students in the Faculty of Education at the authors’ insti
tution. Within this group, five of the participants were also parents and 
three were early childhood teachers, enrolled in post-graduate studies. 
The participants were asked to read the books and provide commentary 
about each book in terms of suitability for preschool aged children. 
Analysis of the comments made by the participants included the 
following themes; 1) the storyline needed to be set in a preschool based 
context 2) the story content should include realistic resolutions to the 
bullying incidents and avoid labelling the bully and 3) the book design 
was important (i.e., the size of the font, complexity of the illustrations) 
(Scarrow, 2021). The consensus was that there were two commercially 
available books that would be suitable, however they would still need 
some word adaptations and a title change.

The first book was authored and illustrated by Anna Dewdney and 
originally called Llama Llama and the Bully Goat. It portrayed anthro
pomorphic animal characters (i.e., to represent preschool aged children 
and their teacher). Our adapted version was renamed Llama Llama Goes 
to Preschool and included the same characters and some of the original 
wording. However, it was shortened from the original text to ensure that 
there were six critical incidents (i.e., three verbal bullying incidents and 
three physical bullying incidents), that were typical, but not severe 
enough to cause distress. To demonstrate intentionality and repeated 
behaviors (i.e., two of the three definitional characteristics of bullying), 
the same character (i.e., Gilroy Goat) mocked the same character (i.e., 
Llama Llama). He mocked Llama’s singing, called Llama names, dis
rupted his play, threw Llama’s toy, shouted and kicked sand at Llama. In 
addition, the storyline was adapted to ensure that two-three child 
characters were visibly present throughout the story and during each 
incident. The child characters displayed shocked looks on their faces as 
they watched the incidents. In addition, a teacher character was present 
during one of the incidents, but was not shown to be directly watching 
the incident. These adaptations were created to provide teachers with 
the opportunity to comment on the bystanders, none of whom inter
vened. Finally, we kept a positive ending to comply with our ethical 
requirements. The story included 16 pages with 193 words and took 
approximately five minutes for teachers to read.

The second book was originally called The Little Bully and was 
authored by Beth Braken (illustrated by Jennifer A. Bell); however, we 
changed the title to Fred and Billy. This book also included 

anthropomorphic animal characters and was set in a preschool. The 
main character was a beaver called Billy, and the protagonist was a 
mouse called Fred. There were eight verbal bullying incidents presented 
in the story where Fred victimized Billy, including Fred knocking over 
his tower of blocks, mocking his clothing, drawings and writing, and 
accusing him of using ‘girl’ colors in his artwork. Most of the incidents 
were depicted as occurring within the classroom setting of the pre
school, while one occurred on the school bus. In three of these incidents 
there were two-three same-age witnesses who were explicitly shown to 
be watching what was happening to Billy, and were depicted as having 
sad/scared facial expressions. The bus driver was also a witness to the 
bullying. The story was more complex than the first book because it also 
included Billy at home telling his parents he didn’t want to go to pre
school, but he doesn’t give the real reason. In addition, there are images 
of Billy alone and sad accompanied by a description of how Billy is 
feeling about himself (i.e., suggesting he had developed low self- 
esteem). At the end of the story Billy threatened Fred by saying that if 
he didn’t stop being mean then they couldn’t be friends. Fred stopped 
being mean and became friends with Billy. The story had 30 pages (445 
words), and it took approximately eight minutes to read. We added one 
additional line to the end of the story (i.e., “Fred was nice to everyone”).

Teacher participants were directed to an online survey after the 
reading session and responded to demographic questions (e.g., gender, 
ethnicity, age, years of early childhood teaching experience, qualifica
tions) and survey measures as part of a larger study. Teacher partici
pants completed either an original or adapted version of the 
Retrospective Bullying Questionnaire (RBQ; Schäfer et al., 2004). The 
RBQ versions were being compared as part of a different research 
project. The versions had minimal direct overlap; therefore, the data 
could not be used interchangeably. However, all teacher participants 
responded to one question about their involvement in school-based 
bullying. Specifically, teacher participants selected the option that 
best described their involvement: (a) I was not involved, and I never saw 
it happen, (b) I was not involved, but I saw it happen, (c) I would 
sometimes join in bullying others, (d) I would sometimes get bullied by 
others, and (e) at various times I was both a bully and a victim.

1.5. Procedures

To increase the ecological validity of the observations, the study was 
set within 42 early childhood centers. The materials and procedures 
were piloted in one early childhood center to obtain feedback on the 
procedures; however, no alterations were made. Once a center had 
agreed to participate, the research team (always two individuals) ar
ranged an in-person planning visit to describe what participation 
involved (i.e., reading books to children while being audio- and video- 
recorded, completing a self-report questionnaire, attending a follow- 
up session). Teachers were also given copies of the books in the weeks 
prior to the observation session so they could familiarize themselves 
with the story content and to ensure that the books were considered 
appropriate to read to their students. In addition, a space within the 
center was selected to hold the future reading session. Centers were 
given information sheets and consent forms for the center and early 
childhood teachers, and flyers outlining the study were sent home with 
children, where parents could give consent for their child to take part. 
Only those teachers who had been employed in the centre for at least six 
months were eligible to participate in the study to ensure that the 
teachers knew the children. In addition, team teaching is typical within 
New Zealand early childhood settings, therefore all teachers who teach 
within the 2-4 year old area within each centre are familiar with all the 
children. In addition, during the planning sessions and in collaboration 
with the centres, the team ensured the teachers were familiar with all 
the children who were going to participate.

Once a date for the video recorded observation had been formalized, 
the research team visited the center and refreshed teachers on the pro
cedures of the book reading sessions. Children whose parents consented 
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to their involvement in the study were invited by the head teacher to 
participate in a reading session. This resulted in a wide range of group 
sizes from one to 14. The average number of children within each group 
was 5. Two small cameras were used to record the video (one facing 
teachers, one facing the group of children), and two microphones were 
used to record the audio (one worn on teachers’ clothing, one behind the 
group of children). In addition to the parents completing consent forms 
for their children, center managers or head teachers signed a consent 
form on behalf of centers, and teachers signed a consent form regarding 
their own participation. Teacher consent forms covered the recording 
and confidentiality of the video recordings, confidentiality and their 
right to withdraw from the study during or after the reading sessions. In 
addition, prior to the start of the reading session, the teachers guided 
each child (who had assembled) through an assent form designed for the 
children to indicate their happiness to take part in the study. Each child 
chose either a happy or sad face stamp and were directed to put it next to 
their name. It was clearly explained to the children that they could stop 
participation at any time and were free to leave the reading session at 
any point.

Prior to the reading session and while the recording equipment was 
being set up identical instructions and a copy of the adapted books were 
given to all teachers by a research assistant. Specifically, the assistant 
said to the teacher ‘We encourage you to read each story as if it were any 
other story you would normally read to the children and as if there was 
no research going on’. They were asked to read Llama Llama Goes to 
Preschool first, followed by Fred and Billy. This procedure was to avoid a 
carry-over effect. Book 1 was shorter, had a simple story line that was set 
in one context, while Book 2 was more complex, involved several con
texts and discussed the impact of the bullying on Billy. Written in
structions were also provided should the teacher wish to refer to them 
during the session.

The reading sessions occurred where teachers typically read books to 
their students, although some were held in center offices or in quiet 
rooms to maintain privacy while video recording. In keeping with the 
naturalistic setting and typical story reading practices, teachers were not 
given a time limit to read the books, however most reading sessions 
typically took between 15 and 20 minutes. Furthermore, to cause the 
least amount of disruption, the research team typically waited in 
another part of the center while the reading session took place and 
returned once it was finished. It is important to note that the reading 
session(s) were incorporated into the typical daily routines to cause 
minimal disruption to the centre, the children and the staff. This meant 
that on occasion there was a delay due to a scheduled break or outing 
and this subsequently increased the overall amount of time researchers 
spent in each centre. In some instances, reading sessions at any one 
center took place over multiple days, if several teachers from a center 
were interested in participating. At the end of the reading session the 
teachers were directed to an online questionnaire (see materials) to 
complete in their own time, and a follow-up visit was scheduled to 
debrief teachers. Centers received book vouchers for their participation.

1.6. Observational coding of book reading activity

Video recordings were viewed and transcribed by five postgraduate 
students who were involved in data collection. The coding scheme used 
in the present study was based on the scheme developed for a similar 
study including parent participants (Green et al., 2025) and included 
three broad codes (i.e., critical, bystanding, surface-level). The first code 
(i.e., critical) identified whether teachers used words like “bullying” or 
related terms, or mentioned the inappropriate behaviors being exhibited 
during the critical incidents that were portrayed in both stories (i.e., 
when Llama Llama was being bullied by Gilroy Goat or Billy was being 
bullied by Fred). This code also included any emotions related to the 
incidents and any mention of the importance of being a good friend. The 
critical code was divided into 1) statements that were related to the 
characters in the books (e.g., “Fred is not being very nice”) and 2) 

statements related to the children listening to the stories (e.g., “You all 
know how to be good friends, right?”). Comments were identified as 
stand-alone words or phrases and could vary in length from one word to 
several words (i.e., sentences).

The second code related to any mention of the bystanders/witnesses. 
This code was further delineated into three sub-types, including 1) 
mentioning the presence of witnesses (e.g., “The squirrel in the back
ground there”), 2) mentioning what the witnesses may be thinking or 
feeling about what they see, (e.g., “The bunny looks… worried” and “Do 
you think they think that’s not the right thing to do?”) and 3) 
mentioning specific strategies that witnesses could use to help the victim 
(e.g., “Do you think they need to go and talk to the teacher that was 
doing the knitting?” and “What would you guys do, if you saw one of our 
friends laughing at somebody like that?”). It is important to note that, by 
design, the terms and potential behaviors related to bullying and 
bystander behaviors (i.e., bullying, defending, witnesses, telling adults, 
helping the victim) were never mentioned in the story scripts, however, 
the potential ‘bystanders’ (i.e., friendship/peer group) were illustrated 
and present throughout the books. Also, a teacher was visibly present on 
one occasion in Book 1 and a school bus driver was visible in Book 2. The 
third broad code was the identification of surface level comments that 
were not connected to any of the critical incidents (i.e., related to aspects 
of the story content such as the characters playing a game or having 
lunch).

One of the two postgraduate students (4th author) who helped 
develop the coding scheme coded all 76 transcripts. The second author 
used this system to code 30% of the transcripts. Each comment was 
individually coded into a category and the percentage of agreement on 
the classification (i.e., type) of each comment made was calculated as 
follows: Agreement/(Agreements + Disagreements) x 100. The IRR for 
the surface level comments was 87.4%; for critical comments (book 
related) it was 87.3%; for critical comments (child related) it was 85.6%; 
and for bystander comments it was 95.7%. The overall agreement was 
87.5%. The bystander comments underwent a further round of reli
ability checking with a third coder. The first author coded 30% of the 
transcripts that contained bystander comments and calculated the IRR 
using the same process as above. The overall agreement was 80%.

1.7. Analytic plan

To address aims 1 and 2, summary statistics were calculated for the 
teacher’s comments, as shown in Table 1 and Table 2. Furthermore, to 

Table 1 
Types of comments made by teachers while reading two books, that depicted 
bullying incidents, to small groups of children in their centers.

Type of comment Percentage of 
teachers making 
each type of 
comment 
(n = 76)

Total number of 
comments made 
across the two 
books

Average number of 
comments made by 
the teachers across 
the two books 
M (SD)

Surface level 100% 4,136 54.42 (34.35)
Critical incident 100% 5,662 48.95 (29.58)
Book focused 100% 3,974 52.29 (37.35)
Child focused 91% 1,688 22.21 (21.81)
Bystander 

Comments
42.1% 186 2.45 (5.02)

Comments related 
to the presence 
of witnesses

27.6% 75 0.99 (2.36)

Comments related 
to emotions/ 
cognitions of 
witnesses

25% 91 1.20 (3.02)

Comments related 
to the strategies 
that witnesses 
could try

7.9% 20 0.26 (1.01)
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compare the ratio of bystander comments between the two books, Z- 
scores for population proportions were calculated. To address aim 3 
Bivariate Spearman’s rank correlations were calculated to investigate 
potential relationships between teacher’s qualifications and years of 
teaching experience and their comments, while Fischer’s tests were run 
to investigate any relationship between teacher’s past experiences with 
bullying and their comments.

2. Results

The first aim of this observational study was to determine whether 
teachers discussed the inappropriate behaviors being exhibited in two 
stories that depicted (but did not name) bullying behaviors. As shown in 
Table 1, there were 9, 984 comments made by the 76 teachers over and 
above what was written in the script across the two stories. Just over half 
of these comments (5,662) related to the moral underpinnings of the 
stories (i.e., involved discussions about the critical incidents). All 
teachers made critical incident comments, and the majority related 
directly to the characters in the book.

The second aim of the study was to ascertain whether teachers 
spontaneously talked about the bystanders (i.e., witnesses to the 
bullying incidents) when discussing the critical incidents in the stories. 
As seen in Table 1, 42.1% of teachers made 186 bystander comments 
and this represented just 3.3% of the total number of critical incident 
comments made by the teachers. Most of the 186 bystander comments 
were related to either the presence of the witnesses (e.g., “The teacher is 
sitting and knitting”) or what the witnesses may have been thinking or 
feeling (e.g., “Does everybody look happy now?”), with very few com
ments made about potential strategies the witnesses could try.

In Table 2 we have presented the bystander comments information as 
a function of each book. For the first book (Llama Llama Goes to Pre
school), 15.8% of teachers made 36 total comments relating to the by
standers. Most comments discussed the presence (“I can see some 
people”) or cognitions and emotions of the bystanders (“What do their 
faces look like?”), with only seven comments related to possible stra
tegies (e.g., “Do you think they need to go and talk to the teacher that 
was doing the knitting?”) made by 2.6% of the teachers. In the second 
book (Fred and Billy), 34% of the teachers made 150 comments related to 
the bystanders. There were 59 comments related to the presence of 
bystanders (e.g., “The squirrel in the background there”), and 78 com
ments made about the emotions and thoughts of the witnesses (e.g., “The 
bunny looks… worried”, “Do you think they think that’s not the right 

thing to do?”). However, only 5.3% of the teachers made 13 comments 
about the strategies that bystanders could adopt in the book or in daily 
life (e.g., “What would you guys do, if you saw one of our friends 
laughing at somebody like that?”).

As the two books differed in length, the proportion of bystander 
comments as a function of the total number of words in the book is 
provided for each type of bystander comment in Table 2. Z-score cal
culations for two population proportions showed that there were more 
overall bystander comments made in book two (z = − 3.86; p < .0001) 
compared to book one, and teachers also made more bystander com
ments related to the presence of the bystanders (z = − 1.80; p < .05) and 
their emotions (z = − 3.59; p < .001) in book two compared to book one. 
There was no significant difference between the two books regarding the 
number of bystander strategies mentioned (p = .319).

Book 1 portrayed different types of bullying incidents therefore this 
provided an opportunity to investigate whether the type of incident (i.e., 
verbal vs physical bullying) evoked more critical comments from 
teachers during the reading of the Llama Llama story. The story included 
three verbal bullying incidents (i.e., Gilroy mocks Llama’s singing, 
points and bleats at Llama, and calls Llama an unkind name) and three 
physical bullying incidents (i.e., Gilroy stands in Llama’s way, kicks sand 
on Llama’s shirt and pushes Llama's toy out of the way). As the Fred and 
Billy story only contained examples of verbal bullying, no additional 
analyses were conducted. To determine whether the teachers made 
more critical incident comments while discussing the physical incidents 
compared to the verbal incidents while reading the Llama Llama story, 
we summed the number of comments made during the three physical 
incidents and the number of comments made during the three verbal 
incidents for each participant. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test revealed a 
significant difference in the number of bullying-related comments be
tween physical and verbal incidents, Z = 3.10, p = .002 (two-tailed), 
indicating that teachers made significantly more bullying-related com
ments about physical incidents (Mdn = 8, IQR = 9.25) compared to 
verbal incidents (Mdn = 4, IQR = 7.25).

The third aim of the study was to investigate whether the propensity 
to discuss the underlying moral issues in the story, particularly 
bystander related behavior, was related to a teachers’ years of experi
ence, level of qualification, or their own experiences of bullying and/or 
victimization. Bivariate correlations were calculated to examine 
whether teachers’ level of qualification or years of experience explained 
variance in the number and type of comments teachers made while 
reading the books. As the raw data included non-continuous numerical 

Table 2 
Number, type and proportion of bystander comments made by teachers while reading two books, that depicted bullying incidents, to small groups of children in their 
centers.

Book 1 (193 words) Book 2 (445 words)

Percentage of 
teachers who 
made bystander 
comments 
(n = 76)

Total number 
of bystander 
comments

Average 
number of 
bystander 
comments 
M (SD)

Bystander 
comments as a 
proportion of 
book length

Percentage of 
teachers who 
made bystander 
comments 
(n = 76)

Total number 
of bystander 
comments

Average 
number of 
bystander 
comments 
M (SD)

Bystander 
comments as a 
proportion of 
book length

Bystander 
Comments

15.8% 36 0.47 (1.30) 18.65% 34.2% 150 1.97 (4.68) 33.70%

Types of 
Bystander 
Comments

​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

Related to 
presence of 
witnesses

7.9% 16 0.21 (0.82) 8.29% 23.7% 59 0.78 (2.10) 13.26%

Related to 
emotions/ 
cognitions of 
witnesses

7.9% 13 0.17 (0.70) 6.73% 28.9% 78 1.03 (2.76) 17.52%

Related to 
strategies that 
witnesses 
could try

2.6% 7 .09 (0.61) 3.62% 5.3% 13 0.17 (0.82) 2.92%
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variables, Spearman’s rank correlations were calculated. A significant, 
but weak correlation was found between teachers’ level of qualification 
and the number bystander related comments they made while reading 
book one (r = 0.25, p = 0.027), suggesting that teachers with a higher 
level of qualification may be slightly more likely to make comments 
related to bystanders. A significant, but weak, correlation was also found 
between teachers’ years of experience and the number of critical com
ments they made overall (r = 0.23, p = 0.047).

Teacher participants’ responses to a question about their childhood/ 
adolescent experiences of bullying and victimization were categorized 
into six types. The results from the 76 teacher participants revealed that 
there were 27 adults who indicated they had been a victim of bullying, 
19 who had been bully/victims, 20 who had seen bullying but didn’t get 
involved, one who identified as having been a bully and nine who didn’t 
see any bullying. Given the sample size, number of coding categories and 
bullying experiences, a Fisher’s test was conducted comparing teachers’ 
types of critical comments (whether they made bystander related, child- 
related or book related critical comments) across both books with their 
past experiences of bullying (p = 0.803). Further Fisher’s tests were also 
conducted after collapsing the six categories of past bullying experience 
into two (involved vs not involved in bullying, p = 0.419) and separating 
the comments out between the two books (book one, p = 0.512; book 
two, p = 0.171). All the Fisher’s tests were non-significant, indicating 
that teachers’ own bullying experience does not appear to have a sig
nificant impact on the type of comments they make when reading a book 
that portrays bullying incidents.

3. Discussion

This systematic observation of early childhood teachers reading two 
books that focused on bullying incidents to young children, demon
strated that all the teachers discussed the moral underpinnings of the 
stories (i.e., critical incidents) in the books. There were over 5,500 
comments made about the critical incidents, and during the book 
readings the teachers made on average about 49 comments across both 
books. These results suggest that the key themes, that centered around 
the inappropriate behaviors portrayed in the stories, were evident to the 
teachers and therefore worth discussing. The choice to discuss the issues 
portrayed in the stories was likely due to their professional expertise in 
promoting social and emotional development amongst preschool-aged 
children. However, while discussing the critical incidents, less than 
half of the teachers mentioned the bystanders. When they did, the total 
number of bystander comments amounted to 3.3% of the critical inci
dent comments. Additionally, although there was some recognition of 
the bystanders in terms of what they may have been thinking or feeling 
across the 186 comments, teachers rarely mentioned any strategies to 
address the situation. Only 8% of teachers mentioned any potential 
strategies that the witnesses could try (i.e., there were 20 comments in 
total about strategies). Furthermore, despite a proportionally small 
number of bystander comments being made overall, the teachers tended 
to make more bystander comments during the reading of the second 
story compared to the first. As the books differed in length and 
complexity it is difficult to determine the reason for the difference. It 
may be because the impact of the bullying on the victim was discussed in 
Book 2 or that there were more incidents in the second book. The book 
order was specified from simple to more complex to avoid a carry-over 
effect. However future studies could incorporate a counter balanced 
design to compare books that are similar in length and complexity, but 
differ in the number and type of visible witnesses. In addition, as the age 
of the children may also influence the depth of discussion and number of 
comments made by teachers, future studies conducted in centres with 
specific age based cohorts could determine whether a child’s age would 
influence the number and type of comments made by teachers.

Comparing the current results to those found by Green et al. (2025), 
it is evident that teachers were more forthcoming in their comments 
concerning the critical incidents and were more likely to mention the 

bystanders than parents, although the total number of bystander com
ments was still low. Importantly, in both studies, only a very small 
percentage of adults suggested any potential strategies. One of the 
limitations of the current study is that we could not conduct 
post-observation interviews with the teachers to ascertain why they may 
have omitted discussions about what the bystanders in the stories could 
do to help. This was due to several factors. The observations occurred as 
part of the curriculum within the daily practices of each centre, and as 
such teachers were on duty and could not leave the floor. In addition, the 
observations were the first component of a larger project and alerting 
teachers to the purpose of the study may have influenced their subse
quent responses to the questionnaires. Once all data collection had been 
completed for each center, in-person debriefing sessions were conducted 
and provided an opportunity for the teacher participants to discuss the 
study and ask any questions. During these center-based follow-up ses
sions (that typically included 1-4 teachers), we did not specifically 
discuss or reveal each teacher participant’s performance during the 
tasks, to uphold our ethical requirements.

Consistent with Green et al. (2025), the teachers in the current study 
individually volunteered to be involved in a project about bullying 
prevention, and therefore we may assume they consider bullying to be 
an important issue to address in early childhood. However, why the 
majority did not suggest any witness strategies is still unclear. One 
possible explanation is that teachers were not overly familiar with the 
stories, however they had ample opportunity to review the stories and 
discuss the content with their colleagues prior to participating in the 
observations. Another explanation is that the teachers did not recognize 
that the behaviors being portrayed in the text were examples of bullying 
behaviors or peer victimization. Given the uncertainty amongst some 
early childhood educators regarding the definition of bullying, it is 
possible that the seriousness of bullying incidents across the two books 
may have been underplayed, and this may have resulted in the behaviors 
being minimized by the teachers (Cameron & Kovac, 2016; Parsa, 2023; 
Swit et al., 2018). Consequently, the teachers may have been less likely 
to suggest that bystanders could or should intervene. That is, if we 
consider that a behavior must first be defined as a problem before a 
solution can be considered, it may be that the early childhood teachers 
in the current study did not readily recognize that repeated inappro
priate behaviors toward an individual character in the book could be 
considered examples of bullying or peer victimization.

There is evidence that not only is bullying behavior often overlooked 
in early childhood contexts (Cameron & Kovac, 2016) the type of 
bullying behavior being displayed can also influence teachers’ responses 
(Parsa, 2023; Swit et al., 2018). We found that teachers made more 
critical incident comments while discussing the physical bullying in
cidents compared to the verbal bullying incidents while reading the 
Llama Llama text. It is possible the teachers considered the physical 
bullying incidents as more serious than the verbal bullying incidents, but 
we cannot be certain of this. The result is however in line with the 
findings that teachers are less sympathetic towards victims of relational 
and verbal bullying compared to victims of physical bullying (Parsa, 
2023). As the number of bystander comments were so infrequent we 
could not determine whether type of bullying incident influenced the 
types of bystander comments. Future studies could include texts that 
have a more specific focus on different types of bullying incidents 
(verbal, relational and physical) to determine whether the type of crit
ical comments made by teachers, including those related to bystander 
behaviour differ depending on the type of bullying.

Another plausible reason why the presence of bystanders and what 
they could potentially do to help the victim were rarely discussed by 
most teachers, may be due to an unintentional omission that is not 
necessarily related to the story content, but instead related to the nature 
of book reading. That is, the relative neglect of the bystander characters 
could be because the bystanders, by definition, were not critical char
acters in the storyline (i.e., they were not the protagonist or the victim), 
so it is less clear whether this omission is due to the bystanders’ relative 
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importance to the storyline. However, it is important to note that the 
bystanders were not completely ignored by all teachers: approximately 
40% of teachers mentioned the emotions and cognitions of the by
standers at least once. Possibly the more relevant finding is that even 
when they did mention the bystanders, they rarely made any suggestions 
about what the bystanders could do to help. Regardless, future studies 
could include a comparison of storylines (about different topics) that 
have additional characters to see if they are mentioned by teachers. This 
type of experimental design could help to determine the extent to which 
teachers typically discuss other characters when reading stories.

A strength of the study is that data was gathered from many different 
early childhood settings. These settings were particularly varied 
regarding the type, size, and socio-economic location of the service. This 
diversity would have also increased the likelihood that a wide range of 
early childhood teaching practices would have underpinned the 42 
centers involved in the sample. Furthermore, the teachers themselves 
were diverse in terms of cultural background, age, qualifications and 
teaching experience.

An additional key strength of this study is its ecological validity. It 
involved in vivo observations conducted during teachers' daily practice 
(e.g., book reading time on the mat). This environment would have 
increased the likelihood of teachers engaging in their typical practices 
while reading stories to young children. Although they were being 
video- and audio-recorded, the experience of being watched while 
teaching is very common, particularly in open-plan early childhood 
settings such as those used in the current study. This observational 
design provides an important methodological contribution to our un
derstanding of teachers’ influences on the development, maintenance 
and possible prevention of bullying behaviors in early childhood. 
Typically, teachers are asked to provide responses to hypothetical sce
narios or reflect on what they may have done in the past. However, the 
current method may have evoked more spontaneous or typical social
ization practices, given that the teachers were not prompted to provide 
any strategies for addressing the issues raised in the books. This obser
vational design however also presents a possible limitation in our study. 
Early childhood educators often read storybooks multiple times across 
several days and potentially focus on different aspects of the stories to 
avoid overwhelming children. A future study could incorporate multiple 
observations within a smaller number of centres and assess the way in 
which teachers read books across a range of topics that have a moral 
focus. In addition, it could be useful to interview the teachers about how 
they would use the books in the classroom.

Another limitation of the study is that our sample consisted of 76 
teachers. However, given that most centers only had a few staff, we had 
to engage and get permission from many centers to gain this number. 
The recruitment of centers took place over a period of approximately 30 
months. Future studies involving bigger early childhood centers, with a 
higher number of staff per center, would enable the gathering of a larger 
sample of teacher participants. A further limitation is that we had a self- 
selected sample of centers and teacher participants who were interested 
in bullying prevention and may have therefore been more inclined to 
discuss the issues raised in the books. However, as the data indicates, the 
recognition of how bystanders may be able to intervene was very 
limited, suggesting that in the broader population (presumably in cen
ters where this topic is not given a priority), we may have found even 
fewer examples of bystander comments.

An additional limitation of the current study is that we could not 
obtain a complete and audible recording of all the children’s responses 
to the stories. As we collected data in a naturalistic setting, where we 
ensured that the least obtrusive/disruptive observational procedures 
were in place, we did not have control over the background noise being 
emitted in the centre. This meant that despite having microphones in 
place (on the teacher and behind the children), we were unable to 
clearly detect children’s comments. In addition, we did not have control 
over the number of children in each group, as the children were free to 
enter or leave the book reading sessions as they wished. Children for 

whom we did not have parental consent for involvement in a book- 
reading session were relocated from the reading location prior to the 
observation and were directed to other center activities. Further studies, 
perhaps conducted in more structured, and quieter environments, and 
focusing on older children (i.e., 4-year-olds), could provide additional 
insight into the dynamics of book reading. This could include how 
teachers discuss stories about bullying to young children and their re
sponses during these discussions.

There are several possible reasons why an individual may engage in 
bystander behaviour, including a physiological ‘freeze’ response (Gray, 
1990; Gray & McNaughton, 2000; Siligato et al. (2024), an acute 
awareness of group size (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & Darley, 1970), 
group dynamics (Fischer et al. 2011; Reunamo et al., 2015; Rosen et al., 
2025), and by imitating others (Bandura, 1977). The findings from this 
study are potentially among the first to suggest early socialization 
practices by teachers may contribute to the onset and propensity of 
bystander behavior amongst preschool-aged children. As noted by Green 
et al. (2025), with parent participants engaged in a similar activity, the 
omission of possible solutions being discussed in response to the display 
of inappropriate behaviors may demonstrate to 2-4 year old children 
that the consequences of the behaviors being exhibited are to be ex
pected and possibly unavoidable. Taken together, the findings from 
these two studies suggest that socialization practices (where key ideas 
are unintentionally avoided or overlooked), may therefore be important, 
due to their absence. As a result, this may have consequences for how 
children behave in other future settings. For example, the prevailing 
social norms present in schools, whereby defending behavior is rare 
amongst children, may be adhered to in part due to a lack of knowledge 
about what to do when witnessing bullying incidents.

Considerable attention has been given to teaching preschool aged 
children how to behave in a socially competent manner to prevent the 
onset of bullying behaviors (Alsaker, 2004; Alsaker & Nagale, 2008; 
Littlefield et al., 2017). Extant class-wide programs in collaboration with 
teachers target friendship formation, social skills and bullying preven
tion (e.g., Beauchesne et al., 2017; Froschi et al., 1998; Littlefield et al., 
2017; McGoey et al., 2023; Ostrov et al., 2009; Ostrov et al., 2015; Wee 
et al., 2022). In addition, several recent studies have focused on helping 
preschool aged children learn how to become defenders through books 
and role-play activities, and the findings are promising (Rosen et al., 
2025; Wee et al., 2022). These are all important initiatives, however 
the findings from the present study suggests that they are unlikely to 
happen spontaneously as part of teaching practice.

It is evident from the current study that all teachers discussed the 
moral underpinnings of the story; however, this did not appear to be 
strongly related to either their years of professional experience as 
teachers or their level of qualification. This contrasted with a related 
finding reported by Goryl et al. (2013), where a higher level of quali
fication was related to knowledge about bullying and confidence in 
managing it. The difference could be due to the smaller sample in the 
current study, or the specific nature of the topic under investigation. 
That is, unlike Goryl et al. (2013), where teachers professed to being 
able to understand and manage bullying incidents, we were investi
gating more naturalistic responses. In this respect, most teachers in the 
current study did not spontaneously discuss solutions (i.e., what the 
bystanders could do) in response to the inappropriate behaviors being 
portrayed in books about bullying. This suggests that a lack of knowl
edge and/or awareness about the role of bystanders may be underpin
ning the unintentional omission. Therefore, regardless of whether the 
behaviors are deemed inappropriate, bully-like or examples of bullying, 
it is important that the behaviors are recognized as a problem that needs 
to be addressed early. Thus, the broader issue is how to ensure that 
potential active bystander strategies (or defender strategies) are central 
to any discussions about bullying behaviors in early childhood. One way 
this can be achieved is through increased knowledge and understanding 
amongst early childhood professionals. For that reason, alongside pro
fessional development, teacher training programs need to ensure that 
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there is a strong focus on the social and emotional development of 
children. In particular, the topic of bullying and the critical importance 
of the peer group for helping to reduce bullying behaviors should be 
included in the curriculum (Green, 2021; Mazzone et al., 2021; Rigby, 
2018; Spears et al., 2018). For example, early childhood teacher 
training programs and professional development programmes could 
include information about bullying and how it differs from typical 
childhood aggression (Parsa, 2023). They could provide pre-service 
teachers with materials (i.e., based on research studies) that have been 
shown to improve defending behaviour in early childhood classrooms 
(Rosen et al., 2025; Wee et al., 2022). Strategies that would be appro
priate to teach young children include seeking adult help, offering 
comfort to the victim and depending on the circumstances there may be 
some children who would be confident enough to verbally ‘call out’ the 
perpetrator. For example, in keeping with typical classroom behaviours, 
a witness may be encouraged to tell a perpetrator that they are not being 
a good friend. Which strategies children are taught may differ depending 
on the context and could also differ across cultures. This increased 
emphasis on understanding bullying in early childhood is particularly 
important, as it is evident that parents as primary socialization agents 
are unlikely to spontaneously cover this topic as part of their socializ
ation practices (Green, 2025; Green et al., 2025).

The increased recognition and understanding by teachers that 
bullying behaviors (whether intentional or not) have their beginnings in 
early childhood would enable a shift in focus from pity for the victims, to 
one where there is an increased awareness that perpetrators may also 
need help in learning to behave more appropriately. This help may 
involve some sort of intervention which would contribute to preventing 
further occurrences of misbehavior. Similarly, the shift in focus may also 
help preschool-aged children, who are typically passive bystanders, to 
feel more empowered knowing that something can and should be done 
to help the victim. As teachers cannot possibly be involved in every peer 
interaction, recruiting the peer group to assist in helping each other by 
learning appropriate defender behaviors can provide preschool aged- 
children with the opportunity to show agency and compassion.

Finally, regarding the books themselves. Typically books about 
bullying are written from the perspective of the victim, who is often 
expected to solve the issue themselves, with little mention of the by
standers (Oppliger & Davis, 2016). However, with appropriate training 
and knowledge about the existence and importance of peer victimization 
(or bullying) in early childhood, teachers could compensate for the 
limited storylines to ensure that preschool-aged children are aware of 
the potential strategies they could use from an early age.

4. Conclusion

The way teachers discussed stories about bullying with young chil
dren in the current study provides evidence that their professional so
cialization practices, particularly around the topic of bystander 
behaviours, may be limited. The consequence of this omission by most 
teachers of any discussion of possible bystander strategies could be 
viewed as a type of ‘silent socialization’ (Green, 2025). In turn, this 
potentially unintentional lapse may have consequences for children 
entering school, and for the prevention of bullying. Specifically, in the 
absence of any intervention, most children will likely continue to abide 
by the pervasive social norm of passive bystanding when witnessing 
bullying behaviors.

Funding

The current research was supported by a grant from the Royal So
ciety of New Zealand Marsden Research Fund awarded to the first author 
(Principal Investigator) (VUW2021; E3836). The fifth and sixth authors 
were Associate Investigators on this grant.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Vanessa A. Green: Writing – review & editing, Writing – original 
draft, Visualization, Validation, Supervision, Resources, Project admin
istration, Methodology, Investigation, Funding acquisition, Formal 
analysis, Data curation, Conceptualization. Tessa Jacobsen-Grocott: 
Writing – review & editing, Writing – original draft, Resources, Project 
administration, Methodology, Investigation, Formal analysis, Data 
curation, Conceptualization. Isabel Taylor-Holmes: Writing – review & 
editing, Writing – original draft, Investigation. Emma Pitt: Writing – 
review & editing, Writing – original draft, Visualization, Investigation, 
Formal analysis. Christina Salmivalli: Writing – review & editing, 
Funding acquisition, Formal analysis. Marc Wilson: Writing – review & 
editing, Funding acquisition, Formal analysis. Kelsey Taylor: Writing – 
review & editing, Investigation, Formal analysis.

Declaration of competing interest

The authors have no relevant financial or non-financial interests to 
disclose. The methodology for this study was approved by the Victoria 
University of Wellington, Ethics Committee (Reference number: 29429). 
Informed consent was obtained from all teacher participants, and from 
the parents of the children who were being read to. A modified consent 
was also obtained from the children who were under five years.

Acknowledgements

We would like to sincerely thank the teachers and children for 
participating in this study. We would also like to thank the following 
additional post-graduate students and research assistants for their con
tributions to the selection of the books, recruitment of participants, data 
collection and data coding: Hayley Robinson, Zoe Donald, Ari Thoma
son, Siobhan Gardiner, Stacey Reedy, Miro Tidswell, Grace Connery, 
Sarah Scarrow, Gemma Woolcock, Bevan Connell, Shania de Terte, Uella 
McBryde, Ambah Lintern, Brittany Moore, Shrinidhi Bharadwaj, Ali 
Porteous, Gabrielle Watson, Sola Freeman and Rose Ellis.

Data availability

The dataset generated during this study are available in an OSF 
project. Social Worlds of Young Children DOI 10.17605/OSF.IO/ 
3MWAJ.

References

Allan, K., Johnston, M., Boddy, E., & Green, V. A. (2026). Mothers’ and fathers’ 
definitions of bullying and the strategies they would recommend to their children in 
response to bullying. Pastoral Care in Education, 44, 62–82. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
02643944.2024.2435004
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