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Background
In 2007, my book, Cyberbullying and Cyberthreats, was 
published by Research Press. When I wrote this book there 
was very little research on cyberbullying. Most of what I 
described happening has been subsequently documented in 
the research and the legal cases. However, at that time, I 
noted two “disconnects.” 
Disconnect #1: e common description of students who 
bully. 
e following is from a Tip Sheet that at that time was on 
the Stop Bullying Now web site hosted by the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services:

Children who bully their peers regularly ... tend to 
• Be impulsive, hot-headed, dominant; 
• Be easily frustrated; 
• Lack empathy; 
• Have difficulty following rules; and 
• View violence in a positive way.1 

is description did not match the pro"le of those engaging 
in cyberbullying. It also did not describe those who bullied 
my son in middle school--or me in the 60’s.
Disconnect #2: e common bullying prevention 
approach.
e common bullying prevention approach which is 
incorporated into most bullying prevention statutes 
includes these key components:

• Have a policy against bullying.
• Ensure supervision.
• Establish a way for students to report.
• Impose consequences on “the bully.” 

is approach will not be effective when addressing hurtful 
behavior when using digital technologies, because: 

• Schools are not making the rules for sites and apps. 
• Adults are not present in youth digital communities. 
• Young people oen do not report hurtful digital 

incidents. 
• Imposing consequences on those who are hurtful in a 

manner that generates anger can lead to digital 
retaliation that is anonymous and includes participants 
who are outside of the authority of the school.
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D i s c on n e c t # 3 : C on s i d e r i ng “ bu l l y i ng” a n d 
“cyberbullying” as different issues. 
Since the time of the publication of the book, another 
“disconnect” has emerged. 
ere is no signi"cant distinction between bullying and 
cyberbullying. Digital technologies simply provide an 
additional means of for the transmission of hurtful 
communications. 

• Cyberbullying can lead to bullying at school.
• Bullying at school can lead to cyberbullying.
• Cyberbullying can lead to retaliation at school.
• Bullying at school can lead to retaliation online.

What we need to do is address bullying prevention in the 
digital age. is requires an understanding of the insight 
discussed in Disconnect #2 related to the illusion that rules 
are an effective deterrent, adults are always present and in 
control, and students will report concerns.

Is Bullying Prevention Working
e realization of these three major “disconnects” has 
caused me to look more deeply into how schools are 
addressing bullying, the effectiveness of these efforts, and 
what more can be done to increase effectiveness.

De#ning Bullying
e "rst issue that must be addressed is the fact that there 
are three con%icting de"nitions of “bullying”. Most 
academic literature and information for educators presents 
one de"nition of bullying. Most surveys assess based on 
another de"nition. Neither de"nition is in accord with 
statutory de"nitions that provide the basis for the policies 
that schools must enforce. is lack of clarity presents a 
major concern. 
e traditional academic de"nition is common in materials 
provided to educators. An example is on StopBullying.gov:

Bullying is unwanted, aggressive behavior among school 
aged children that involves a real or perceived power 
imbalance. e behavior is repeated, or has the potential 
to be repeated, over time.2

is de"nition seeks to exclude more minor altercations, as 
well as situations involving con%ict. Some surveys seek to 
measure students experiences with bullying based on this 
de"nition by focusing on social or physical characteristics, 
such as being stronger or more popular. 
is approach presumes that students are able to effectively 
understand this concept, which is doubtful. School 
administrators likely also have difficulties interpreting the 
concept of “imbalance of power” based on such 
characteristics. Are they supposed to determine whether 
bullying has occurred based on the number of push-ups 
each student can do and how many friends they have?
A review of the surveys compiled by Center for Disease 
Control (CDC), entitled Measuring Bullying Victimization, 

Perpetration, and Bystander Experiences: A Compendium of 
Assessment Tools, reveals that most surveys assess bullying 
by providing youth with a list of hurtful behaviors and 
asking if they have experienced any of these actions.3 us, 
these surveys essentially de"ne bullying as a “hurtful act.” 
is is likely in accord with the common perception of 
bullying as “someone is being hurtful”. is could include 
con%ict and minor incidents. 
e use of the “hurtful acts” de"nition on the National 
Crime Victimization Supplement-School Crimes 
Supplement (NCVS-SCS) raises attention to this concern. 
Frequently, information is disseminated that 25% of 
students report being bullied. NCVS-SCS asks students if 
someone was hurtful. In 2011, 28% reported someone was. 
But 64% of that 28% said this happened “once or twice in 
the school year”.  is is not bullying.
en there is the statutory de"nition of bullying. Or to be 
more precise, the forty-nine different state statutory 
de"nitions. ese de"nitions provide the basis upon which 
schools must enforce policies against bullying. ere is a 
lack of consistency in these statutory de"nitions.4 However, 
most statutory de"nitions are based on federal case law. 5 

e essential language of most state statutory de"nitions is: 
Pervasive or persistent hurtful acts directed at 
another student that have caused, or can reasonably 
be forecast to cause, distress resulting in a 
signi"cant interference with the ability of the 
student to receive an education or participate in 
school activities.

e statutory de"nition is the most objective, focuses on 
the harmful impact, and is the standard schools are 
required to enforce. e “imbalance of power” is evident 
due to the harmful impact. 
If schools are assessing bullying incident rates, which is 
highly recommended, they should assess based on the 
statutory standard. Instruction to educators, especially 
principals who are enforcing policy, should also be based on 
this de"nition.

More than Bullying
It is not advisable to focus solely on “bullying”. It is 
important that schools address all forms of hurtful 
behavior. ese forms include:

• Bullying. One or more people repeatedly being hurtful 
to another by saying hurtful things, spreading hurtful 
rumors, or other hurtful acts, which has caused 
emotional distress to the target. 

• Discriminatory Harassment. Hurtful acts that are 
based on sexual orientation or identity, race, national 
origin, disabilities, or religion or other protected 
identify. A civil rights violation. 

• Sexual Harassment. Unwelcome sexual comments, 
gestures, or touching. Sexual harassment could 
constitute discriminatory harassment under civil rights 
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laws, but more oen, it is grounded in the newly 
emerged sexual interests of young people, not the 
mistreatment of those who are “different.”

• Disrespect or “Put downs.” Using insulting terms or 
wearing statements or symbols that communicate that 
a person or group of people are inferior. Repeated 
disrespect is likely bullying or harassment.  

• Con$ict or “Drama.” When two or more people are 
being hurtful to each other, they are all equivalently 
involved, and they are all at a relatively similar level of 
social status. 

• Physical Harm or reat. Physical assault, destruction 
of property, or a threat to do so.

• Dating Abuse. Being hurtful, controlling, or abusive to 
someone within a dating relationship.

• Retaliation. A young person who has been targeted, 
generally chronically, “"ghts back” to try to get this to 
stop. It is important to distinguish this from con%ict or 
other forms of hurtful behavior and address the overall 
hurtful situation.

• Hazing. Being hurtful to new or younger members of a 
team or group as a form of initiation. 

• Hurtful by Mistake. Jokes or pranks that weren’t 
meant to be hurtful, but were ~ or angry outbursts that 
just happened.

What the National Data Shows
What schools are doing to stop bullying at the secondary 
level does not appear to be working. It isn’t that most 
schools aren’t trying or don’t want to stop bullying. e 
problem is that what schools are doing does not appear to 
be effective. 
ere are two primary ongoing measurements of bullying 
behavior: e NCVS-SCS, mentioned before, which has 
measured bullying since 2005, and the Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey (YRBS), which has measured bullying since 2009.6 
Both of these instruments measure bullying at the 
secondary level. As noted NCVS-SCS measures based on 
the “hurtful acts” de"nition; YRBS based on the academic 
de"nition. 
On neither of these instruments has the rate at which 
secondary students report they are bullied at schools 
declined. Based on NCVS-SCS, in 2011 close to 1.2 million 
secondary students reported someone was hurtful to them 
at school once a week or more.7 

Other Key Data
ere are profoundly different perspectives of effectiveness 
when comparing opinions of students with those of staff:

• While 97% of school staff said they would intervene if 
they saw bullying, 43% of middle school students and 
54% of high school students reported they had seen 
adults at school watching bullying and doing nothing.

• While 87% of school staff think they have effective 
strategies for handling bullying, 58% of middle and 
66% of high school students believe adults at school are 
not doing enough to stop or prevent bullying.

• While only 7% of school staff think school staff make 
things worse when they intervene, 61% of middle 
school students and 59% of high school students 
believe that teachers who try to stop bullying only 
make it worse.8

One of the reasons it may be challenging for schools to 
realize changes are necessary is that staff perceives what 
they are doing is effective. Increasing student voice is 
essential.
e focus on encouraging student reporting is grounded in 
the misperception that increased student reporting to 
school staff will solve the problem. 
e Youth Voice Project 2011 study asked students who were 
repeatedly bullied and had experienced moderate to very 
severe levels of distress, whether they reported to an adult at 
school and, if so, whether things got better, stayed the same, 
or got worse. 9 e "ndings indicated:

• Elementary (grade 5). 46% did not tell an adult, 29% 
told and things got better, 17% told and things stayed 
the same, 11% told and things got worse.

• Middle schools (grades 6 to 8). 68% did not tell an 
adult at school, 12% told and things got better, 8% told 
and things stayed the same, 12% told and things got 
worse.

• High schools (grades 9 to 12). 76% did not tell an adult 
at school, 7% told and things got better, 8% told and 
things stayed the same, 9% told and things got worse.10

is data also demonstrates that placing primary reliance 
on a prevention approach that is focused on student report 
is ill-advised. 

Despair-Mongering
A very concerning aspect of bullying prevention of late has 
been the shi to an approach that conveys the message that 
students should not engage in bullying because this could 
cause others to suicide or engage in school violence.11 ere 
is absolutely no research evidence that this approach is 
effective in decreasing bullying or increasing positive peer 
intervention. 
Further, the CDC strongly warns:

(F)raming the discussion of the issue as bullying being a 
single, direct cause of suicide is not helpful and is 
potentially harmful because it could ... (p)erpetuate the 
false notion that suicide is a natural response to being 
bullied which has the dangerous potential to normalize 
the response and thus create copycat behavior among 
youth.12
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Conclusions
e current approach to bullying prevention does not 
appear to be working because:

• Adults are not always in control.
• Young people do not always obey “rules”.
• Most students don’t report and when they do, it oen 

this does not resolve the problem. 
• Despair-mongering is ineffective and dangerous.

It is essential that schools shi from an approach grounded 
in the illusion that adults are in control to a full partnership 
with the students, from rules to a focus on positive norms 
and effective skills, from punishment to interventions 
grounded in restoration of support, and from despair to 
positive. 

Litigation & Agency Enforcement
Legal and administrative pressures on schools to reduce the 
harmful impact of bullying and discriminatory harassment 
are increasing. 
In 2012, the Second Circuit upheld a $1M verdict against a 
New York school by a student who had endured over three 
years of racial harassment.13  It appeared the school was 
doing everything required in most anti-bullying statutes. It 
had an anti-bullying policy, provided training, and had a 
way for students to report. Every time the student reported, 
the school punished the offenders.  
e Court noted that over the years, the school ignored 
many signals that more action was needed and that the 
school only engaged in “half-hearted efforts” to correct the 
“culture of bias” that was fueling the harassment.
In a more recent court decision involving assertions of anti-
Semitic harassment, the district had argued that it had 
responded properly to the allegations, holding anti-bullying 
assemblies and disciplined students where appropriate. e 
school district’s motion for summary was dismissed 
because of evidence of failure to respond to the reported 
incidents or address the underlying school climate.14

e %yer for a recent school law workshop in New Jersey 
stated as follows:

e ultimate seminar on the legal and practical 
issues surrounding school bullying returns for its 
4th year with a focus on bullying-related lawsuits. 
New Jersey law has reached a point at which these 
cases are increasing in frequency and success.15

In recent years, the U.S. Department of Education Office for 
Civil Rights (OCR) has increased their activities in 
addressing these concerns. 
In 2012, OCR issued a Dear Colleague Letter that addressed 
the intersection between bullying and discriminatory 
harassment, warning that harassment is based on race, 
color, national origin, sex, or disability, it violates the civil 
rights laws.16 

e Letter made it clear that to avoid an adverse agency 
action, schools must not only intervene in reported 
incidents, they must engage in comprehensive efforts to 
change the school culture that is supporting such incidents. 
In 2013, the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation 
Services issued a Dear Colleague Letter that address 
concerns related to children with disabilities who are 
bullied or are engaging in bullying. 
is Letter emphasized the importance of addressing these 
concerns in the context of an Individual Education Plan 
meeting and ensuring that the intervention does not 
interfere with the student’s rights to a Free and Appropriate 
Education.17  In 2014, OCR issued a Dear Colleague Letter 
that made it clear the same guidelines apply to students who 
receive services under Section 504.18

e OCR also recently release a video advising parents how 
they can "le a civil rights complaint if concerns of 
discriminatory harassment are not addressed.19

e recipe for liability appear to be: To believe that all a 
school needs to do is:

• Have a policy against bullying. 
• Tell students to report.
• Treat repeated incidents as isolated events with no 

attention to the effectiveness of the intervention.
• Fail to comprehensively address underlying systemic 

concerns. 
e bottom line is that schools and school districts must 
place a high priority on creating a positive school climate 
and effectively intervening in reported incidents. Simply 
having rules, occasional assemblies, and intervening in 
reported incidents will not protect a school from litigation 
or an agency enforcement action.

Key Insight from Research
Developmental Considerations
A recent meta-analysis of studies demonstrated that current 
bullying prevention programs or approaches were not at all 
effective when used with adolescents.20

Given that young people undergo signi"cant developmental 
changes starting in middle school, it is important to 
consider how these changes should be addressed in 
developing strategies to more effectively reduct bullying and 
limit its harmful effects at the secondary level.21

• Developmental Priorities. Adolescence is a time for 
developing personal identity and a sense of morality, 
and establishing independence, competence, and 
personal control.22 

• Changes in the Type of Young People who Engage in 
Bullying Behavior. Students who most frequently are 
hurtful to others at the elementary level are those who 
are more “at risk” in other ways. At the secondary level 
those who are most oen hurtful are socially skilled 
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and are acting in a hurtful way as a way to achieve 
higher social status.23

• Change in the Nature of Bullying Behavior. Direct 
and observable forms of bullying decline as students go 
from middle school to high school.24  More indirect 
forms of bullying, which are less observable, increase. 

• Signi#cantly Less Adult Supervision. Teens are not as 
closely supervised in secondary schools, spend 
additional time in other environments without adult 
supervision, and use digital technologies. 

• Sexual Maturity. Sexual harassment, disagreements 
between and competition over romantic partners, 
disparagement based on perceived value as a romantic 
partner, and bullying of gender non-conforming 
students is frequent at the secondary level.25 

• Social Groups and Exclusion. Teens form social 
groups with others who share their interests that, by 
their very nature, involve exclusion.26 

• Autonomy and Reactance to Adult In$uence. Ample 
evidence from prevention programs that address 
smoking and drug abuse demonstrates that having 
adults tell teens to “Just Say ‘No’” oen has the opposite 
effect.27 

ose Who AreTargeted
Numerous research studies document that the students who 
are most frequently targeted based on the following:

• Obese or overweight.28

• Minority sexual orientation or identity.29

• Disabilities.30

• Minority race, national origin, or religion.31

Unfortunately, research also documents that students who 
are most oen targeted also are frequently humiliated by 
staff or that staff ignore situations where they have been 
targeted by other students.32

Ample, very consistent research documents that those who 
are chronically bullied demonstrate common and 
signi"cant concerns, including:

• Higher rates of anxiety, depression, physical health 
problems, & social adjustment problems 

• Less engaged in school, grades & test scores decline, 
lower graduation rates.33

It is necessary to “connect the dots” between bullying and 
traumatic stress disorders. One recent study found that 
chronically bullied young people, as well as young people 
who are both bullied and engage in bullying also 
demonstrated symptoms associated with trauma disorder.34

Recognizing the common concerns, it is especially 
important to focus on what can change these harmful 
outcomes. One study documented that the critical factors 
that led to a successful outcome for bullied students 
included:

• A place of refuge where they could feel safe, 
appreciated, and challenged in a constructive way.

• Responsible adults who supported and sustained them 
and provided them examples of appropriate behavior.

• A sense of future possibility to persuade them that 
staying in school, despite the bullying, promised better 
things to come.35

Research has also identi"ed that having supportive friends 
also provides very positive bene"ts.36

Exciting emerging research in the "eld of Positive 
Psychology appears to hold signi"cant promise in helping 
to address the challenges faced by students who have been 
bullied. Positive insight includes:

• Factors that support post traumatic growth.37

• Belief in the ability of people to change.38

• Building on personal strengths and focusing on good 
things.39

• Power posing--holding your body in a position that 
demonstrates self-con"dence.40

e objective of the work of Embrace Civility in the Digital 
Age is to help those who have been targeted:

• Be Positively Powerful. Build your self-con"dence and 
respond effectively if someone is hurtful.

ose Who Are Hurtful
Contrary to the description of those who engage in bullying 
that was set forth earlier, research has identi"ed that there 
are two general kinds of young people who engage in 
bullying or other hurtful behavior:41

Socially Marginalized hurtful young people have other risk 
factors. ese young people likely have also been bullied or 
abused and are "ghting back against a community that has 
cast them out. ey are oen impulsive, have anger issues, 
and engage in other risky or violent behavior. 
Socially marginalized young people need signi"cant help. 
ey will require more intensive professional adult 
interventions to get them on a path to success--and to stop 
their hurtful behavior towards others. 
Socially Motivated hurtful young people are being hurtful 
as a way to establish or maintain social status. ese young 
people are well integrated and considered “popular” and 
“cool.” ey are strategic and intentional when being 
hurtful. ey have excellent skills in empathy, which 
enables them to socially manipulate others. 
ese “social climbers” are oen “hidden bullies.” ey are 
highly skilled in being hurtful, but behave appropriately in 
the presence of staff.
Socially motivated students appear to be predominant in 
the teen years.42 As outlined by Juvonen:
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Social prominence, de#ned as perceived popularity or 
‘‘coolness’’ in early adolescence, is associated with peer 
directed aggression. ...
Ethological research suggests that aggression is a strategy 
to establish a dominant position within a group. ... 
Within human youth, aggression can be considered a 
strategic behavior that serves similar social dominance 
functions.43

e majority of young people think that those who engage 
in bullying are “popular.”44 is appears to be an assessment 
of the social status of these young people in the eyes of 
other young people. But young people do not personally 
like to see bullying behavior and do not admire those who 
are hurtful.45  us, there is a signi"cant misperception of 
the actual social norms. 
e social norms theory suggests that people misperceive 
the attitudes and behaviors of others in ways that reduce 
their willingness to intervene.46 When they learn about the 
actual positive norms of their peer group, they are more 
willing to abide by those norms. 
e Youth Health and Safety Project made effective use of 
the social norms approach to reduce bullying behavior.47 
is project collected school-based data about young 
peoples’ perspectives on bullying. is data was used to 
create posters that demonstrated that the vast majority of 
students disapproved of bullying. is led to a reduction in 
the reported incident rate of bullying. 
To effectively intervene with those who are hurtful is 
discussed more in the Supportive School Discipline 
Initiative section below. e objective of the work of 
Embrace Civility in the Digital Age is to help those who 
have been hurtful:

• Own It & Fix It. Stop yourself from being hurtful and 
make things right if you were.

Positive Peer Intervention
Many young people would like to help when they see 
someone being hurtful.48 When young people do intervene, 
they are oen successful in getting the hurtful situations to 
stop.49 As noted, bullied young people who have supportive 
friends experience less distress.50  Unfortunately, when 
bullying situations do occur, most young people do not step 
in to help.51 
Too oen, when promoting positive actions by witnesses, 
the guidance is to “stand up” or “say stop.” Publicly 
confronting someone engaged in bullying presents risks of 
retaliation or humiliation. Some students may have the 
personal and social strength to tell someone to stop. Safer 
strategies will be to work as a team with several other 
students who do not like what is happening or to advise a 
friend privately of the need to stop, own it, and "x it. 
To increase positive peer intervention requires helping 
young people gain safe and effective skills and emphasizing 

their peer's disapproval of bullying and admiration of those 
who step in to help. 
When young people witness bullying or other hurtful 
behavior, they have a choice. ey can be: 

• A Hurtful Participant, who joins in or supports the 
harm. 

• A Passive Observer, who ignores what is happening or 
walks away. 

• A Helpful Ally, who steps in to help by reaching out to 
be kind, saying stop, or reporting concerns.

e objective of the work of Embrace Civility in the Digital 
Age is to help those who witness hurtful situations to:

• Reach Out. Reach out to be kind to a person being 
hurt or le out and help friends resolve con%ict.

• Say “Stop.” Safely tell a person being hurtful to stop in 
private or publicly.

• Report Concerns. Tell an adult who can help about 
situations that are serious.

Supportive School Discipline Initiative
In July 2011, the USED and USDOJ announced the launch 
of the Supportive School Discipline Initiative.52 is Initiative 
addresses the school-to-prison pipeline and punitive 
disciplinary practices, such as Zero Tolerance, that push 
students, especially minority students, out of school and 
into the justice system. is Initiative encourages discipline 
practices that will foster safe and productive learning 
environments. 
In January 2014, the Initiative introduced helpful resources 
for schools, including a School Discipline Guidance Package 
which recommends a focus on positive behavior 
management to address overall management, greater focus 
on identifying and addressing the underlying reasons for 
students wrongdoing through Multiple-Tier System of 
Supports, and using Restorative Practices.53

Multiple Tier System of Supports
Multiple-Tier System of Supports uses a multi-level 
prevention system that includes three levels or tiers of 
intensity, which represent a continuum:

• Tier I. Primary or Universal Prevention. High quality 
core instruction that meets the needs of most students. 
Estimated at around 80% of students.

• Tier II. Secondary Prevention. Evidence-based 
intervention(s) of moderate intensity that addresses the 
learning or behavioral challenges of the more “at-risk” 
students. Estimated at around 15% of students. 

• Tier III. Tertiary Prevention. Individualized 
intervention(s) of increased intensity for students who 
show minimal response to secondary prevention or 
who are identi"ed at higher risk. Estimated at around 
5% of students. 
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e Multiple-Tier System of Supports approach has been 
implemented into schools due to its inclusion in IDEA 
(identi"ed as Response to Intervention). is approach 
should guide interventions with two populations:

• Students who are chronically bullied, whose social 
skills de"cits or behavior challenges appear to be 
contributing to this pattern or who have sustained 
emotional damage due to the bullying. 

• Students who are both being bullied and engaging in 
bullying, the socially marginalized students. 

If either of these kinds of students are on an IEP or 504, this 
assessment and planning should be accomplished in the 
context of an IEP or 504 meeting, resulting in objectives for 
functional skills and accommodations.
It is probable that socially motivated hurtful students will 
not require a Tier II or III intervention. ese students need 
to be held accountable through a restorative approach. 

Restorative Practices
Students who are hurtful should be encouraged or required 
to “own it and "x it.” A focus on Restorative Practices allows 
students to do so.
e Restorative Practices approach is grounded in research 
regarding shame management.54  While certainly it is 
necessary to hold those who engage in wrongdoing 
accountable, punitive approaches can result in maladaptive 
shame displacement, which can lead to withdrawal, 
attacking self, avoidance, and attacking others.55 
A punishment-based approach seeks to "nd who is to 
blame and asks these questions:56

• Who did it?
• What “rule” was broken?
• How should the offender be punished?

Restorative Practices interventions view transgressions as 
harm done to people and communities and encourage 
adaptive shame management. Restorative Practices 
approaches ask these questions:

• What is the harm to all parties involved and to the 
community?

• What needs to be done to repair the harm?
• Who is responsible for this repair?
• What needs to occur to prevent similar harm in the 

future?

Rationalizations
To hold students who engaged in wrongdoing accountable 
requires they accept personal responsibility for the harm 
they have caused. ey must “own it” before they can “"x 
it.” Very oen, those who are hurtful will rationalize their 
wrongdoing. is will interfere with acceptance of 
responsibility and efforts to remedy the harm. 

Bandura’s analysis of the mechanisms of moral 
disengagement provides insight into the basis upon which 
students who were hurtful and who are currently not 
accepting responsibility for their hurtful actions will likely 
try to excuse their actions. e common rationalization 
approaches are:

• Reconstruing Conduct (Spin It). “Someone needed to 
speak out.” “I was just joking around.” “It was a prank.” 

• Displacing or Diffusing Responsibility (Blame Others).  
“Everybody does it.” “He or she started it and I just 
joined in.” 

• Disregarding or Misrepresent ing Injur ious 
Consequences (Deny the Harm). “What I did wasn’t 
that bad.” “People shouldn’t overreact.” 

• Dehumanizing or Blaming the Victim (Put Down).  
“He deserved it.” “She started it.”

As noted, the objective is that those who are hurtful is to 
“own it and "x it.” Key questions to ask are:

• Why did you do this? 
• Why did you think this was okay? 
• How would you feel if someone did this to you?
• What do you think others think about what you did or 

said? 
• What do you think you need to do to make things 

right?
Embrace Civility in the Digital Age has and is developing 
approaches to respond to hurtful incidents that address the 
typical rationalizations and incorporate, as appropriate, 
both Multiple Tier Systems of Supports and Restorative 
practices. 

Consent Decree
In March 2012, the Anoka-Hennepin School District 
entered into a consent decree with USED-OCR and 
USDOJ-CRD as well as student plaintiffs, that resolved a 
lawsuit and enforcement action related to Title IX gender-
based harassment.57  In a press release announcing the 
Anoka-Hennepin Consent Decree, was the following 
statement:

rough the Consent Decree, it is our hope that Anoka-
Hennepin, Minnesota’s largest school District educating 
nearly 40,000 students in 37 schools, will become a 
model for other school Districts in its efforts to address 
sex-based and other types of prohibited harassment.58

Notable inclusions in the consent decree requirements are: 
• Effective coordination, with a requirement for 

designated staff to be responsible for efforts to address 
these issues at a district and school level. 

• An expanded approach to address students’ mental 
health and social emotional issues. 
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• Annual measurement including use of an annual 
survey and focus groups.

• Active involvement of students both in providing 
insight and guidance to school administrators and in 
peer leadership programs.

• Working speci"cally with populations of students that 
are more typically bullied.

• Assessing the effectiveness of school interventions.

Recommended Positive Strategies
e following are the recommended positive strategies:

Ensure Accountability
Districts and schools can better ensure accountability by 
clearly designating staff as responsible for positive school 
climate and reducing hurtful behavior. is staff should be 
supported by a broad-based committee that includes 
student participation. Schools should conduct annual 
surveys, as well as focus groups especially of typically 
targeted students. It is essential that schools evaluate the 
effectiveness of interventions.

Establish Necessary Foundation
To establish the necessary foundation, schools must have a 
positive behavior management approach, a comprehensive 
approach to address social, emotional, cultural, relationship 
learning, and incorporate restorative practices. 

Engage Student Leadership
Students must be viewed as full partners, with the right to 
provide input into concerns and new approaches, as well as 
the responsibility to work in partnership with staff to 
address concerns.

Empower Students
Students must also be empowered with necessary skills, 
including positive peer intervention, owning it and "xing it, 
and how to reduce the potential of and respond effectively 
to hurtful situations.

Provide Effective Staff Training
It is necessary to prioritize training needs based on 
responsibilities. Training needs will be different for staff in 
leadership roles and general staff. Professional development 
must be delivered in a way that will lead  to improvement.

Improve Interventions
It is necessary to shi from punishment to an approach that 
incorporates both Multiple Tier System of Supports and 
Restorative practices, provide ongoing follow-up and 
evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention.

Resources
Positive Relations @ School (& Elsewhere): Legal 
Parameters & Positive Strategies to Address Bullying 
and Harassment 
is book provides extensive coverage of the issues 
addressed in this document, along with a comprehensive 
action plan that was developed in reliance on:

• e Anoka Hennepin consent decree.
• ED guidance from the Supportive School Discipline 

Initiative and recommendations for students with 
disabilities. 

• Research insight.
• Professional Recommendations. 5960 61 6263 

“Flipped” Training
e “%ipped classroom” approach has been adopted by 
Embrace Civility in the Digital Age to facilitate school-wide 
professional development. 
To accomplish this, the critical issues have been segmented 
into sections that are addressed in short videos (around 20 
minutes) and brief documents. Staff should be required to 
watch these on their own. At the end of each video are 
several questions for staff to ask students--to encourage 
greater student voice. Staff should record their thoughts and 
insight from students on a one-page recording sheet, which 
will then form the basis for a staff discussion, which should 
lead to improvement. 
Each segment should be considered to be equivalent to 1.0 
Continuing Education Unit.

• Leadership Staff Topics: Overview. Legal issues--
discriminatory harassment, IDEA, SSDI. Legal issues--
free speech, disparaging speech, off-campus speech. 
Comprehensive approach components. Foundational 
issues. Developmental factors. Likelihood of success 
and accountability. Positive peer intervention. ose 
who are hurtful. ose who are targeted. Initial staff 
interventions. Formal investigations. Formal 
interventions.

• General Staff Topics: Overview. Comprehensive 
approach components. Foundational & developmental 
issues. Positive peer intervention. ose who are 
hurtful. ose who are targeted. Initial staff 
interventions.

Restore: Ensuring Effective Investigations & 
Interventions in Bullying Situations 
is book provides greater research insight into the 
challenges of students who are hurtful and those who are 
targeted, guidelines for initial staff interventions, an 
investigation template, and guidelines on intervention that 
incorporate Multiple Tier System of Supports and 
Restorative Practices. 
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Surveys
Surveys for both staff and students that assess the school 
climate, hurtful incidents and responses, and workplace 
bullying have been developed. 

Be a Friend ~ Lend a Hand: How Young People Can 
Powerfully Promote Positive Relations
is is a program for students that teaches "ve powerfully 
positive skills:

• Reach Out. Reach out to be kind to a person being 
hurt or le out and help friends resolve con%ict.

• Say “Stop.” Safely tell a person being hurtful to 
stop in private or publicly.

• Report Concerns. Tell an adult who can help 
about situations that are serious. 

• Own It & Fix It. Stop yourself from being hurtful 
and make things right if you were.

• Be Positively Powerful. Build your self-con"dence 
and respond effectively if someone is hurtful.

Guidance for Youth Organizations
e research-grounded insight I have developed can also be 
applied in other arenas, including summer camps, aer 
school organizations, as well as youth clubs--especially 
those that are focused on increasing the leadership activities 
of their members. 
Guidelines for promoting positive relations within these 
organizations and empowering youth members is under 
development.

Guidance for Medical and Mental Health 
Professionals
e role of community-based medical and mental health 
professionals cannot be understated. is is especially true 
of pediatricians. Bullying may be grounded in concerns that 
are medical, including obesity, disabilities, and the like. 
Bullying oen results in psychosomatic illness. 
Pediatricians and other medical and mental health 
professional who work directly with youth need greater 
insight into how to screen for the potential that bullying is 
occurring, how to effectively communicate their concerns 
to the school, and how to support parents in reducing the 
harmful impact.
Resources are under development to provide insight. 

Parents
Parents play an exceptionally important role. Too oen, if 
their child is being bullied or is engaging in bullying, they 
are at a loss for knowing how to proceed. is is especially 
true if the school is not effectively dealing with the 
situation. 

Parents need greater guidance into the legal parameters and 
requirements placed on schools. ey also need insight into 
positive strategies to assist their child in stopping, owning 
and "xing it if they have been hurtful and strategies to 
support their bullied child to become positively powerful. 
I have written a book for parents, but am updating it. 

About the Author
Nancy Willard, M.S., J.D. has been addressing issues of youth risk 
in the digital age, including legal issues and risk prevention, since 
1995. Her background prior to this included special education of 
“at risk” youth, law, and educational technology planning.  She is 
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