
Name-Calling and Feeling Safe in School 

Suggested Grade Level: 3 – 5.

Length of Time: Two 45-minute to one-hour periods.

Goal

 To help students begin to take responsibility for creating emotional safety in 
school.

 To help students identify places in the school where they feel safe or unsafe. 

Objectives

 The students will discuss and consider ways to make their school safer. 

 The students will identify areas of the school that feel unsafe and where name-
calling occurs. 

 The students will list and discuss put-downs and how it feels to be put down 
because of name-calling. 

Teachers’ Notes 
Spend a few days listening for the kinds of name-calling that take place in the 
classroom, at recess, in the hallways, in the gym, etc. Write these words down and 
organize them by where they were said. Make sure all of the different kinds of name-
calling you hear are addressed. Listen for examples of what children might give as 
reasons for not playing with another child. These reasons might relate to race, 
gender, family structure, class or physical appearance. If you hear anti-gay name-
calling, make sure to include it as students may not bring it up themselves.  

Materials: Chart paper, markers, pencils, paper or notecards.

Activities, Part 1) Identifying Safe and Unsafe Areas in the School 

Introduction

 Introduce the idea that you want to find out where in the school students feel 
safe or comfortable and places where they do not feel safe or places where 
they feel less comfortable or uneasy. 

 It is important to acknowledge that students will have different feelings about 
the same spaces. 

 Discuss what makes students feel safe and unsafe at school. You could do a 
quick brainstorm on chart paper or a white board. 

Identifying Where Students Feel Safe or Unsafe 

 With your students, brainstorm a list on chart paper of all the places in the 
school that students go to or walk through. Make sure all of the different 
places in the school are included, such as hallways, stairwells, bathrooms, 
classrooms, learning centers, cafeterias, different parts of the playground, the 
nurse’s office, the principal’s office, etc. Also include walking to school, on the 
bus and at the bus stops.
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 After the list of places is identified, give your students a minute to look over the 
list and pick two to three places where they feel safe. Also, ask them to pick 
two to three places where they feel less safe or where they have heard name-
calling, hurtful teasing or seen bullying. Tell them there may also be places 
where they feel safe sometimes and not others. Have them pick two to three of 
those as well.

 While your students are reviewing the list, add three columns to the chart: 
“Safe,” “Unsafe” and “Sometimes Safe/Unsafe.”

 Allow the students to go up to the chart and make tally marks in the 
appropriate columns.

Modifications

 All students may not feel comfortable placing the tally marks in front of the 
whole class. If you suspect this is the case, have students write on paper or 
notecards where they feel safe, unsafe and sometimes safe/unsafe. Then you 
can make the tally marks on the chart. 

 Another alternative is to do this exercise in small, self-selected groups that 
report back to the whole group and complete the chart. 

PLACES IN THE SCHOOL, 
AROUND THE SCHOOL, ON THE 

WAY TO SCHOOL 

FEEL
SAFE

FEEL
UNSAFE 

SOMETIMES
SAFE / SOMETIMES 

UNSAFE 

Discussion 
After the chart is finished, ask your students the following questions: 

 Which areas of the school have the most “Safe” tally marks? 

 Which areas have the most “Unsafe” tally marks? 

 What makes you or others feel safe in these areas? 

 What might make someone feel less safe in areas?  

 What makes a place feel safe sometimes and less safe other times? What is 
different?
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Action Steps 
After the discussion, lead a brainstorm of action steps. Label a piece of chart paper, 
“What can we do about the places where we feel unsafe?” Remember that adults 
need to take responsibility for safety too. Students may want to make a list of what 
they need from adults in the community as well as from their classmates, from other 
students in the school and from themselves. 

Note: If it comes to your attention that an area of the school seems particularly 
unsafe, you or some of your students should report this to the administration 
along with developing an action plan to make that area safer. 

Activities, Part 2) Looking at How Name-Calling Makes the School      
Feel Unsafe 

Brainstorm Words or Names Students Hear 

 Begin by asking students for words, names or comments they have heard that 
can make people feel unsafe. Again, pay attention to what students might give 
as reasons for not playing with another child. These reasons might relate to 
race, gender, family structure, class or physical appearance. Add any 
additional names or comments that you have heard or prompt the students to 
say additional names that you have heard. (For example, if you have heard 
anti-gay or other name-calling at your school, make sure to include those 
words.)

Note: Be careful not to do this in a way that might make one student 
stand out. For example, if there is only one Latina student in the class 
and she has been targeted because she speaks with an accent, don’t 
hold this situation up as an example. 

 Using the chart of the areas of the school, ask students where they hear 
name-calling.

Discussion 
Lead a discussion about name-calling with the following questions as guidelines: 

 How does it feel when someone calls you a name? 

 How does it make you feel when you hear someone else called a name? 

 Why do people call others names? 

 Why does the name-calling happen where it does? 

Action Steps 
Finish the discussion with a look at what can be done to stop the name-calling.  Use 
some of these questions to prompt the discussion. Make a list on chart paper. 

 How can you help someone who has been called a name? 

 What can students do to help stop the name-calling? 

 What can teachers do to help stop the name-calling? 

 What can others in the school (administrators, lunch and recess monitors, bus 
drivers…) do to help stop the name-calling? 
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Teachers’ Notes

 If name-calling such as “That’s so gay” comes up, ask the students what is 
meant by this. Find out what the intention was. Explain that “gay” is a word 
that describes individuals or a group of people. Define the words “gay,” “fag” or 
“queer” if students have mentioned them. Explain that when you use that word 
to mean something is bad or stupid, not only does it hurt the feelings of the 
student who is taunted with the word “gay,” but it hurts the feelings of  anyone 
who is gay or who may have a parent, relative or friend who is gay, because it 
implies that “gay” is bad. 

 “Ratting” and “reporting”: It is important to create a climate where kids have a 
common understanding that reporting an incident that is harmful to themselves 
or others is different from “ratting” on another student for the purpose of 
getting him/her in trouble — that there is value in each person taking 
responsibility for making the school feel safe for all people. 

Modifications 
There may be a situation in a class where it is very important for children to maintain 
anonymity as they answer questions about safety in school. We don’t want to create 
a situation where kids will feel like “rats” (tattle tales). It is possible to create a 
true/false questionnaire about the safety of areas of the school. Students can hand 
these in and then you can tally them. Also, doing this exercise in small, self-selected 
groups might create a level of safety in reporting to and discussing with each other. 
Extensions 

Literacy: Have students write about an area of the school in which they feel 
safe and an area in which they feel unsafe. What could help make the “unsafe” 
area feel safe? 

 Write a letter to the principal stating that a particular area feels unsafe with 
suggestions for actions that can be taken to make it safe. It might be best for 
small groups to each address one area and write a letter specific to that.

Creating a Safer School: Review the list of action steps. Decide on one to 
three actions that students could take to make your school feel safer. Develop 
and carry out a plan to implement those actions.  This could be done as a 
whole class or students could work in small groups to plan and carry out one 
of the actions.

Math: Students can use the completed charts to determine what percentage of 
students feels safe or unsafe in specific areas. Students can also make 
graphic representations that depict where in the school students feel more or 
less safe. 

Assessment and Evaluation
Come back to the chart in a few weeks or months and see if there are any changes in 
the safe and unsafe areas. 
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Suggested Books for Students 
Tomie dePaola, Oliver Button Is a Sissy.
Eleanor Estes, One Hundred Dresses.
Christopher A. Myers, Wings.
Peggy Moss, Say Something.
Taro Yashima, Crow Boy.
Also see the Bibliography for Elementary Age Children on Hurtful Teasing, Name-Calling and Bullying
(Our Favorites p. J9 and full bibliography p. J39).

Resources for Teachers Digging Deeper 
Articles 
Beverly Braxton, “Creating Classroom Community,” Rethinking Our Classrooms, Volume 2: Teaching 
for Equity and Justice, 2001 (pp. 163-166). Available at: www.rethinkingschools.org.

Richard J. Hazler, “Bystanders: An Overlooked Factor in Peer-on-Peer Abuse,” The Journal for the 
Professional Counselor, Fall 1996 (pp. 11-21). 

Nancy Mullin-Rindler, Relational Aggression and Bullying: It’s More Than Just a Girl Thing. Available 
at: www.wcwonline.org.

Books 
Allan L. Beane, The Bully-Free Classroom: Over 100 Tips and Strategies for Teachers K-8.

Merle Froschl, Barbara Sprung & Nancy Mullin-Rindler, with Nan Stein & Nancy Gropper, Quit it! A 
Teacher’s Guide on Teasing and Bullying for Use with Students in Grades K-3.

Nancy Mullin-Rindler, Selected Bibliography About Teasing and Bullying for Grades K-8: Revised and 
Expanded Edition.

No Name-Calling Week Coalition & Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing, No Name-Calling Week 
Resource Kit, 2004. Available at: www.nonamecallingweek.org.

Vivian Gussin Paley, You Can’t Say, You Can’t Play.

Nan Stein and Lisa Sjostrom, Bullyproof: A Teacher’s Guide on Teasing and Bullying for Use with 
Fourth and Fifth Grade Students.

Teaching Tolerance Project & Vivian Gussin Paley, Starting Small: Teaching Tolerance in Preschool 
and the Early Grades. Book and video. Available at: www.tolerance.org.

Stephen Wessler & William Preble, The Respectful School: How Educators and Students Can 
Conquer Hate and Harassment.

Websites and DVDs/Videos 
Anti-Defamation League, “Words That Heal: Using Children’s Literature to Address Bullying.” Available 
at: www.adl.org/education/curriculum_connections/winter_2005.

“Bullying K-5 Recommended Resources,” May 2006. Compiled by elementary library teachers, 
Newton Public Schools. Available at: www.newton.k12.ma.us/libraries.  Includes ideas for discussing 
the books.  

Center for Prevention of Hate Violence, “Say Something: Combat Bullying in Your School.” Available 
at: www.usm.maine.edu/csphv/saysomething/index.htm.

Dan Hunt & John Scagliotti, Oliver Button Is a Star, VHS, 2001 (56 minutes).   

Lesbian and Gay Parents Association, Both of My Moms’ Names Are Judy, DVD/VHS, 1994 (10 
minutes). Contact: lgpasf@aol.com. Includes a workshop manual. 

No Name-Calling Week, at: www.nonamecallingweek.org.  Includes downloadable lessons and ideas 
for elementary and middle school.  

Stop Bullying Now, at: www.stopbullyingnow.hrsa.gov.

Teaching Tolerance, at: www.tolerance.org/teach.

Wellesley Centers for Women, Project on Teasing and Bullying, at: www.wcwonline.org/bullying.
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