
Breaking through on identity-based bullying 
and aggression

CREATING A SAFE AND INCLUSIVE SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT FOR STUDENTS
Every young person has great potential. Each day school staff contribute to making a 
place where students can learn, explore, and see what is possible for themselves and their 
futures. At school, you create an environment that sparks their curiosity and confidence. 

However, the reality is that Minnesota students are reporting being bullied at school in 
high numbers. You can take action to ensure school is a safe place for students to show 
up and learn. 

I di't in  w ha g  pol  
un I fe li I ne to e t 

sol, ic I di. But  s ene 
aft a l  my . It a fti 

my d, it  fet ho I pad 
sot, it  fet my ly.

— stUdeNt, agE 14

“

4% of Minnesota high 
school students have 
been bullied or harassed 
in the past month about 
their identity or 
stigmatized personal 
characteristics 

Students who experience this type of hostility have a variety of adverse physical, 
emotional, and behavioral health outcomes. Research has shown that experiencing 
identity-based aggression is linked with general health symptoms like headaches and 
stomach aches, substance use problems, and poorer mental health. These experiences 
also affect school engagement and performance.

HARMFUL IMPACT ON STUDENTS

BULLYING IS AN EVOLVING CHALLENGE. 
AND IT MAY NOT LOOK THE SAME AS IT ONCE DID. 

Pep an o s y’re 
be rat en u c 
soe t N-wo r 
soh, bu he re  
ma re t as  e 
rat, an or tu, v, 
ta j sag-up in 
soh rat.

— stUdeNt, agE 15

“

Students of color are 
bullied or harassed 
about race, ethnicity, 
country of origin 3.5 
times more than 
white students.

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
or questioning students 
are bullied or harassed 
about their sexual 
orientation 8 times more 
than straight students.

Transgender and 
gender diverse students 
are bullied or harassed 
about their gender 6.5 
times more than 
cisgender students.

Overweight or obese 
students are bullied or 
harassed about their 
weight or size 2 times more 
than students at a healthy 
weight or underweight. 

Aggression based on characteristics like gender, race or ethnicity, sexuality, and body 
size is deeply harmful for students, even if it presents differently than bullying as it is 
traditionally understood.

Aggression that focuses on a student’s identity attacks the core of who they are, 
the unique background and experiences that shape who they are as they move through 
the world, now and as an adult. These aggressions are cumulative and constant 
reminders of persecution and injustices that have been historically experienced by 
people who share their gender, race, sexual orientation, and body size.

There are actions you can take to make sure identity-based aggression does 
not hold students back or create a climate where they feel afraid to be 
present and ready to participate in class.

Micges ar  
con e f ac 
red o dit. The 
sul nut o cos  
up  te  sen ha 
te d’t en. 



SCHOOL STAFF CAN MAKE A REAL DIFFERENCE

If e d’t e t o he d’t u ko wa t , Tha’s e ck at r ar to  tog 
an re a br ac. To m, f y ha  cot go f eto wo n e sle , 

in y sl al, ads  imat, ta’s er o’re  m efte
— asSocIatE PRinCipAl

“

A CONTINUUM OF RESPONSES AND SUPPORT IS AVAILABLE 
Your words and actions speak volumes to students. The following are resources for you, other 
school staff, and students to address identity-based aggression in your school. 

LEARN WHEN AND HOW TO 
INTERVENE

Early intervention can mean better 
outcomes for all students involved. There 
is a continuum of responses to fit the 
situation and students involved, creating 
immediate safety, and the opportunity for 
deeper empathy and learning.

If you see something, do something. Your 
response doesn’t only support the 
students involved, it shows the students 
around them that there are adults that 
have their back.

Simple responses and questions can 
be powerful.  Saying, “You know that 
language doesn’t fly at this school,” 
“Were you trying to be hurtful with

that word?” or “I don’t find that funny” can 
shi� the interaction in important ways. The 
“Speak Up at School Guide” provides 
concrete recommendations for responding 
to incidents as they arise, and the 
Minnesota Department of Education has 
this resource guide for school staff 
responding to racism, violence, and 
trauma.

Education MN has more resources to learn 
about identity-based aggression, how 
students experience it, and how other 
teachers and schools are responding.

SUPPORTING STUDENTS

A trusted adult relationship at the school makes a difference for all 
students, and it is especially important for students who have identities 
that are historically persecuted or face injustice. You have the power to 
listen to them, believe them, and take action to support their safety.

Make sure students know about the process to report aggressions, 
whether it’s them or other students experiencing it. 

Know what to do when a student is distressed, particularly due to 
identity-based aggression. Learn more about psychological first aid, your 
school’s protocol, when support staff are available, and when it is 
appropriate to call 911. 

Following up with students shows that you are there to support them, 
whether they have been targeted or were the aggressor, this lets them 
know you are there for their continued growth. 

TRAININGS AND SUPPORT FOR 
SCHOOL STAFF AND TEACHERS

Know that you have the support of 
other staff, teachers, and school leadership. You do not have to be the 
expert, you have a team around you to manage the situation and make 
sure all students have the resources they need.

Attend trainings provided by your school, and advocate for more 
advanced training on this topic. There are experts and resources that you 
can access to learn more about breaking out of a bystander role, what to 
do when you witness identity-based aggression, using culturally 
responsive strategies, and creating a trauma-informed school, available 
through Education MN or the Minnesota Department of Education.

This type of aggression may be unfamiliar, but you can be a part of the solution. Together, staff can make sure students know that 
their school is a community where they can learn, engage, and explore their full potential. You don’t have to be an expert in all 
the different terms and insults in order to respond. You just have to do what already comes naturally: be an adult who wants to 
create the best place for students to show up as their full selves and learn. 

ABOUT THE RESEARCH 
This research uses data from the Minnesota Student Survey, the School Health Profiles Survey, focus groups with diverse youth 
boards, and interviews with Minnesota students, parents, and school personnel. To learn more about identity-based aggression 
and how you can support your school staff and students, visit Healthy Environments and Vulnerable Youth for more informa-
tion on our methods, findings, and recommendations. 

This study was funded by the University of Minnesota Department of Pediatrics New Team Science Grant, supported by the Minnesota Masonic Charities Fund.
For a digital copy of this document, including active web links to resources, visit: https://z.umn.edu/Healthy-Environments-for-Vulnerable-Youth
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https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/safe/bprev/MDE034520
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/safe/res/mde033973
https://educationminnesota.org/news/minnesota-educator/2016-17/1116/Bullying-resources
https://traumaawareschools.org/pfa
http://traumaawareschools.org/traumainschools
https://educationminnesota.org/news/minnesota-educator/2016-17/1116/Bullying-resources
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/safe/res/train/dis/
https://med.umn.edu/pediatrics/research/research-laboratories-and-programs/healthy-environments-for-vulnerable-youth
https://med.umn.edu/pediatrics/research/research-laboratories-and-programs/healthy-environments-for-vulnerable-youth



