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Chapter 1

Introduction

Your son or daughter is being tormented by a group of stu-
dents at school. Snide comments, nasty rumors, “eye-
rolling” have all become part of your child or teen’s’s life. 
Your child or teen has become increasingly depressed. Of-
ten, your child or teen does not want to go to school. 

When you discussed these concerns with the principal, a 
number of things may have happened:

• e principal may have indicated a very sincere con-
cern about this problem and an intent to help make 
things better for your child or teen. But the problem is 
that what the school is doing simply does not seem to 
be making things better. 

• Alternatively, you may have heard such comments as, 
“ey are just joking.” “Your child is overreacting.” 
“ings like this happen. Your child needs to learn to 
deal with it.” “If your child would stop (describe behav-
ior), this wouldn’t happen.” 

• Perhaps the principal may have punished the student 
or students being hurtful, but this has only made things 
worse for your child. 

• Perhaps your child or teen’s own behavior and social 
skills are part of the problem and you simply do not 
know how to help your child make positive changes, 
Additionally, you are not getting any help from the 
school. 

• Perhaps the source of hurtful attitudes that are result-
ing in the bullying of your child or teen are coming 
from other parents or the community.

e problem is that what schools are doing to stop bullying 
isn’t 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 isn’t effective. 

If you are a parent or other adult who is concerned about 
the well-being of a chronically bullied child or teen, who 
has downloaded this booklet, you know that what schools 
are doing is not working.

is booklet has been written to help provide you with the 
insight necessary to make things better for your child or 
teen. is booklet addresses:

• Evidence that the current bullying prevention approach 
is not working and insight into why.

• Legal protections for your bullied child or teen. 

• Strategies to prepare and make your case for the need 
for more effective intervention in the situation facing 
your child or teen.

• Insight into more effective intervention approach to be 
used with the student(s) who are being hurtful.

• Practical strategies you can use to help your bullied 
child or teen gain greater resilience. 

• Guidance on what schools should be doing to better 
respond to this concern and how you can encourage 
them to do so.
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Chapter 2

What Isn’t Working & 
Why
Chapter 2 will outline research-based insight into the cur-
rent state of bullying prevention in schools. 

What is Bullying?
e term “bullying” is oen applied to a wide range of dif-
ferent kinds of hurtful behavior. ese hurtful actions can 
happen face-to-face or using digital technologies. It is help-
ful to have a clear understanding of the different forms of 
hurtful behavior. 

• Bullying. When one or more people are repeatedly 
being hurtful to another by saying hurtful things, 
spreading hurtful rumors, or other hurtful acts. 

• Harassment. When these repeated hurtful acts are 
discriminatory under civil rights laws and based on 
sexual orientation or identity, race, national origin, 
disabilities, or religion. 

• Disparagement, Disrespect or “Put downs.” Using 
insulting terms or wearing statements or symbols that 
communicate that a person or group of people are infe-
rior. Repeated disparagement is bullying or harass-
ment.  

• Con!ict or “Drama.” When two or more people are all 
being hurtful to each other and they are all equivalently 
involved.

• Physical Assault or a reat. A physical "ght or threat 
of a "ght. 

e 20th Century Approach
Schools are generally complying with state bullying preven-
tion statutes and following common bullying prevention 
guidelines. School staff think what they are doing is 
effective.1 e common prevention approach includes:

• Adopt and disseminate a policy against bullying. 

• Increase staff attention and train staff on its obligations. 
Increase staff supervision in “hot spots.” 

• Teach students not to bully and to report if they are. 
Inform students and parents how to report, and pro-
hibit retaliation for reporting. 

• Investigate reported incidents and punish the student 
who engaged in bullying using graduated sanctions.

• Document all reported incidents, the results of the in-
vestigation, and the disciplinary response.

ese requirements provide a necessary foundation. But 
this approach alone will not effectively reduce bullying or 
limit its harmful effects. Why? e problem is that state 
bullying statutes and guidelines for schools are based on a 
20th Century adult-control, “rules and punishment” ap-
proach.

We know that the, “Just say ‘no’” messages did not reduce 
drug abuse.2  Why should we think students will be respon-
sive to adult-dictated rules like “Don’t bully others.” 

Most bullying is motivated by a desire to achieve social 
dominance among peers and so is driven by peer norms, or 
the perception of peer norms. e adult-control approach 
does nothing to address peer norms. 

Bullying generally occurs outside of adult view and the in-
cidents are oen not reported. Telling students to “tell an 
adult” if they are bullied isn’t going to be effective when 
they believe that telling an adult could cause serious dam-
age to their reputation and could also lead to retaliation. 
Further, teens want to be able to handle their own interper-
sonal relationship challenges, not have to depend on adult 
assistance. 

When it comes to cyberbullying, schools aren’t making 
rules for web sites and apps, school staff are not present in 
youth digital environments, students far more oen fail to 
report digital abuse, and punishment can lead to anony-
mous, widespread digital retaliation involving participants 
outside of the authority of the school. 

Some state legislatures are taking an ill-advised new ap-
proach to the concern of bullying by requiring all schools to 
make an annual public report of bullying incidents. e 
unintended negative consequence of this approach is very 
signi"cant. 

Research shows that most students do not report that they 
are bullied. Schools that improve their effectiveness in re-
sponding should see an increase in reporting, because more 
students would feel that it is safer to report. But higher or 
increased reports of bullying will be translated as a “black 
mark” on schools. us, schools that must publicly report 
bullying incidents may discourage students from reporting 
bullying or classify incidents as “not bullying” to avoid a 
negative reputation.

If your state has this kind of public reporting requirement, 
avoiding this kind of a “black mark” could very well be a 
key reason that your principal may refuse to acknowledge 
your child or teen’s report that he or she is being “bullied.” 
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Data on Bullying Incident Rates
e most consistent, ongoing U.S. measurement of bullying 
and cyberbullying comes from the National Crime Victimi-
zation Survey, School Crime Supplement (NCVS-SCS), con-
ducted by the U.S. Department of Justice (USDOJ).3  Be-
cause this survey is delivered over the years, it is possible to 
chart national progress. NCVS-SCS asks students about a 
range of hurtful acts at school and online. e survey also 
asks about frequency, but does not ask about severity of the 
resulting impact. 

Since 2005, a relatively consistent 28% of students report 
someone was hurtful to them at school. e lack of a de-
cline in this number, during a time when most states im-
plemented bullying prevention statutes, is a strong indica-
tion that these statutes are not having the desired effect. 

However, it is wrong to report that 28% of students have 
been “bullied.” e vast majority of students reported this 
occurred “once or twice in the school year.” is is not “bul-
lying.” is is “someone was hurtful.” A far stronger case 
can be made that students who reported they were the tar-
get of a hurtful act “once or twice a week” or “almost every 
day” were “bullied.”

In 2011, close to 1.2 million U.S. students reported someone 
was hurtful to them at school “once or twice a week.” Of this 
number over 540,000 reported someone was hurtful “al-
most every day.” Further, over 700,000 reported they were 
“fearful of attack or harm” at school “sometimes” or “most 
of the time.”4

Since 2007 the survey also asked about various hurtful digi-
tal acts. ere has been an increase in reports of hurtful 
acts. from 4% in 2007 to 9% in 2011. e increase in reports 
of cyberbullying is to be expected given increased youth use 
of digital technologies during this time. 

is 9% is not in addition to the 28%. In 2011, 30% of stu-
dents reported they were “bullied at school or cyberbullied 
anywhere.” is means that the vast majority of students 
who reported that someone was hurtful using digital tech-
nologies also reported that someone was hurtful to them at 
school. 

In 2011, only 40% of students reported hurtful acts at 
school to an adult and only 26% of students reported hurt-
ful digital acts to an adult. 

Students who are most typically targeted are those who are 
obese, have a minority sexual orientation or identity, or 
have disabilities.5  Other students who also report bullying 
include racial, national origin, and religious minorities. 
Sometimes, the students who are bullied are simply “walk-
ing a different path.” e data collection approaches will not 
identify these students.

A critical issue the NCVS-SCS data fails to address is the 
concern of staff bullying or disparagement of students.6 

Studies have shown that many students with a minority 
sexual orientation, with disabilities, and those with weight 
problems have reported being disparaged by staff. Addi-
tionally students report situations where staff members wit-
ness bullying or disparagement and fail to intervene.7  is 
lack of intervention creates a school climate where dispar-
agement is deemed acceptable.

Students’ Perspectives of Effectiveness
ere are profoundly different perspectives of effectiveness 
of school bullying prevention efforts when comparing the 
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 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 be-
lieve that teachers who try to stop bullying only make it 
worse.8

One of the reasons it may be challenging for schools to real-
ize changes are necessary is that school staff perceives what 
they are doing is effective. 

e focus on encouraging student reporting is grounded in 
the misperception that increased student reporting to staff 
will solve the problem. Your child or teen will explain how 
reporting will likely damage his or her reputation and could 
lead to retaliation. is concern may also lead your child or 
teen to not report such incidents to you. 

e Youth Voice Project 2011 asked students who were re-
peatedly bullied and had experienced moderate to very se-
vere distress, whether they reported to an adult at school 
and, if so, whether things got better, stayed the same, or got 
worse. 9 Here is what they found:

• Younger students (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, 12% told and things got better, 8% told and 
things stayed the same, 12% told and things got worse.

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

One reason for the difference in reporting is the differences 
between children and teens. Children are more likely to be 
attentive to adult “rules” and appreciate adult assistance. 
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Teens are more focused on what peers think and want to 
resolve situations on their own. 

It is possible that a signi"cant portion of the students who 
did not tell an adult were able to resolve these situations on 
their own. We do not know this for sure, because the survey 
did not ask. 

e Youth Voice Project speci"cally asked bullied students 
about the effectiveness of punitive responses. Overall, stu-
dents reported that punishing the hurtful student made 
things better 35% of the time, but made things worse 37% 
of the time.11  However, the effectiveness of punishments 
decreased dramatically with grade level. Punishments were 
generally effective in elementary school, had mixed results 
in middle school level, and were not at all effective in high 
school. 

Unfortunately, the major focus of the state bullying preven-
tion statutes and district policies and practices is on making 
rules against bullying and telling students to report, because 
adults will make things better. 

Adults can tell students to report bullying until they are 
“blue in the face.” Many students are not going to report if 
there is only a one in three chance that reporting will help 
resolve the situation, but also a one in three chance, that 
reporting will make things much worse! 

Who Engages in Bullying? 
One additional reason the current bullying prevention ap-
proach is not working is related to a lack of a clear under-
standing of what kinds of students engage in bullying. 

e most common description of those who bully others is 
that they are impulsive and overreactive, lack social 
problem-solving skills, and perform poorly academically. 
Further, they are likely to engage in violent and other risky 
behaviors, abuse alcohol and other drugs, get into "ghts, 
vandalize property, drop out of school, engage in early sex-
ual activity, have criminal convictions, and be abusive to-
ward their partners, spouses, or children.12 

ese youth should be described as “socially marginalized.” 
Oen they have also been bullied or abused in the home 
environment. ey are at high risk and require intensive 
intervention. Suspending these students only further ex-
cludes them from the school environment and will not stop 
their hurtful behavior. 

is description clearly "ts the pro"le of some students who 
engage in bullying, but not a large group of others, espe-
cially at the secondary grade level.13

e other kinds of students who engage in bullying are of-
ten ignored in bullying prevention guidance for educators. 
ese students are “socially motivated.” ey are well inte-
grated and are considered “popular” and “cool.” ey gener-
ally do well academically and in athletics. ese students 
are strategic and intentional when being hurtful. ey have 

excellent skills in empathy, which enables them to effec-
tively socially manipulate others. 

ese “social climbers” are headed into leadership positions 
in society, not prison. ey can be considered “hidden bul-
lies.” ey are highly skilled in being hurtful, but behave 
appropriately in the presence of staff.  

Parents of these students generally also have a higher social 
status and will likely object to any suggestion that their 
child has done anything truly harmful. us, principals are 
placed in a very difficult situation when trying to respond 
to situations involving these students. Unfortunately, these 
kinds of students appear to represent the majority of hurtful 
youth at the secondary level.14

e typical guidance provided to educators has been shaped 
from the perspective of socially maligned hurtful students. 
e common recommended approaches are not directed at 
addressing the challenges of socially motivated hurtful 
students.15

e lack of attention to socially motivated students in most 
bullying prevention literature is likely a key reason for the 
lack of effectiveness of schools in preventing bullying, espe-
cially at the secondary level. Addressing the challenge pre-
sented by socially motivated hurtful students requires a 
strong focus on school climate and strong student leader-
ship to address peer norms.

Challenges Faced by Schools
Responding to complaints of bullying or other hurtful situa-
tions is generally the responsibility of the school’s principal 
or, at the secondary level, assistant principals. ere is no 
research that has explored the challenges faced by princi-
pals when addressing bullying and other hurtful interper-
sonal relationship situations. Anecdotally, and in light of the 
research presented in this Chapter, principals face signi"-
cant challenges in craing an effective intervention to stop 
the concerns, including: 

• Ineffective Recommended Approach. e approach 
recommended to school has not demonstrated effec-
tiveness in the US in reducing bullying, especially at 
the secondary level.

• Ineffective Punitive Interventions. e most common 
intervention is suspending the student who has been 
hurtful. is rarely is effective, and principals know 
this, but principals are not fully aware of alternative 
approaches. is is changing of late due to the Suppor-
tive School Discipline Initiative, a new initiative by the 
U.S Departments of Education and Justice that seeks to 
address Zero Tolerance and the school-to-prison 
pipeline.16 

• Negative Community Values. In some schools, the 
negative values against certain minority groups held by 
community members may have permeated the school 
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environment. School staff may also hold such negative 
values. 

• Social Status of Hurtful Student’s Family. Higher 
social status hurtful students generally have higher 
social status parents. ese parents will not react well 
to a disciplinary report--and can make life hard for a 
principal who moves in this direction. 

• Targets Who Also Have Challenges. Sometimes the 
students who are bullied have challenges in social 
skills. Principals know they should not “blame the vic-
tim,” but sometimes it is difficult to stop the hurtful 
actions without addressing the target’s own behavior. 

• Harmful State Laws. In states where schools are re-
quired to "le annual reports of bullying incidents, prin-
cipals will strive to not designate a situation to be “bul-
lying” to avoid a “black mark.”

• Overwhelmed. Principals are oen overwhelmed in 
today’s educational environment--high stakes testing. 
implementing teacher evaluation systems that are ob-
viously unfair and ineffective, implementing the 
Common Core, and dealing with signi"cant budget 
de"cits and inequitable funding are all taking their toll. 

To effectively address these kinds of challenges will require 
a “stick and a carrot” approach. Chapters 3 and 4 outline the 
legal protections and provide insight into how to effectively 
make your case. Chapters 5 through 7 suggest positive 
strategies to support an effective intervention, increase your 
child or teen’s resiliency, and establish a positive school cli-
mate. 
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Chapter 3

Legal Protections

Chapter 3 addresses the legal protections against bullying 
and harassment. Increasing agency enforcement actions or 
litigation against U.S. schools is not the objective of this 
booklet. However, it is exceptionally important for parents 
to have a better understanding of the legal protections that 
are available for their children or teens to encourage a more 
proactive school response. 

Note: the following is general guidance, meant for educa-
tional purposes, and does not constitute legal guidance for 
any speci"c situations.

Schools Face Increased Risk of Liability
e risks of school liability for failing to effectively address 
harassment have signi"cantly increased in the recent years. 
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.17 

It appeared the school was doing everything required in 
most anti-bullying statutes. It had an anti-bullying policy, 
provided training for staff and students, and had a way for 
students to report. Every time the student reported, the 
school intervened by punishing those who engaged in ag-
gression, which only made things worse. 

e Court noted that at some time during those three years, 
the school principal should have "gured out that his re-
sponse to these situations was not effective. Further, the 
Court noted, the school did nothing to correct the “culture 
of bias” that was fueling the bullying and harassment. 

is case raises attention to the need for school to pay at-
tention to two factors:

• e effectiveness of the interventions themselves in 
stopping the ongoing hurtful acts. (More insight on 
alternative, restorative approaches is in Chapter 5.( 

• e quality of the overall environment and the role the 
environment may be playing in encouraging these 
hurtful acts. One key factor in this environment is the 
actions of school staff in these situations. If any mem-
ber of the school staff acts in a way that appears to be 
supporting the hurtful acts by failing to intervene, stu-
dents will continue this behavior. (Positive strategies to 
improve the school climate are set forth in Chapter 7.) 

Civil Rights Laws
Public school districts violate federal civil rights laws when 
discriminatory harassment based on race, color, national 
origin, sex, or disability is sufficiently serious to create a 
hostile environment, and school staff encourage, tolerate, 
do not adequately address, or ignore such harassment. 

Several federal laws govern discriminatory harassment. 
ese laws are enforced through agency actions by the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR).18 
ese statutes also provide the basis for litigation against 
public schools. 

• Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits 
discrimination on the basis of sex by an educational 
program or activity receiving federal funds.19  

‣ OCR has taken the position that Title IX also prohib-
its gender-based discrimination, including discrimi-
nation based on sex-role stereotyping.20

• Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits dis-
crimination on the basis of race, color, or national ori-
gin in any educational program or activity receiving 
federal funds.21 

‣ OCR has taken the position this includes discrimina-
tion based on religion, if grounded in national 
origin.22 

• Chapter 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 prohibits 
discrimination on the basis of disability in programs or 
activities receiving federal "nancial assistance.23 

• e Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) 
prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability.24

‣ A currently unresolved question is whether obesity 
should or will be considered a disability. In June 
2013, the American Medical Association classi"ed 
obesity a disease.25 If your child is obese, your pedia-
trician considers this to be a disease condition, and 
your child is being bullied on this basis by students 
and/or staff, you may want to consider "ling a har-
assment claim under ADA. At this time, the possible 
success of this approach is unknown. 

States also have constitutional provisions and statutes that 
protect against discrimination, most generally including 
sex, race, color, religion, and national origin. Some state 

Your Bullied Child or Teen: A Parent Empowerment Guide ~ 6



statutes have been expanded to include other protected 
classes, including sexual orientation. 

State departments of education have civil rights offices to 
address challenges against schools based on a violation of 
civil rights statutes. e staff of these departments also fre-
quently cooperate with OCR. 

Charter schools, which receive public funds, are subject to 
these civil rights statutes. Private schools are subject to the 
Americans with Disabilities Act, but are only  subject to the 
other civil rights statutes if they receive public funds. 

OCR has signi"cantly increased its activities related to dis-
criminatory harassment through the provision of guidelines 
and agency enforcement actions. OCR has also increased its 
involvement in litigation, including involvement in consent 
decrees and the provision of “friend of the court” briefs on 
behalf of students.

If a situation meets the standards for discriminatory har-
assment of your child or teen, you can "le a complaint with 
either OCR or your state’s department of education. It is 
also possible to "le a lawsuit based on a violation of these 
statutes. A variety of public advocacy organizations may 
also be able to assist with this. 

If a group of students of a similar status are being perva-
sively and persistently subjected to hurtful acts to which the 
school is not responding effectively, you may wish to join 
with other parents in a group effort. 

If the situation is such that you choose to pursue litigation, 
one of the best outcomes would be a settlement in the form 
of a consent decree, where the district agrees the engaging 
in comprehensive actions to address the challenges. In this 
way, you can both help your child or teen and others. 

e very unfortunate thing about the current status of the 
legal situation is that if your child does not "t within one of 
these civil rights protected classes, there is not a strong legal 
basis to pursue a claim against a district. It is possible that a 
claim based on negligence could be pursued. e effective-
ness of this will be dependent on your state’s statutes that 
provide for official immunity. 

More insight on how to make a case based on these stan-
dards in set forth in Chapter 4. 

IDEA ~ Free & Appropriate                         
Public Education
In August 2013, a Dear Colleague Letter was issued by U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitation Services (OSERS). is Letter addresses the 
responsibilities of schools under the Individuals with Dis-
abilities Education Act (IDEA) with respect to the bullying 
of or by students with disabilities in relation to students’ 

right to a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE).26 
is Letter stated:

Whether or not the bullying is related to the student’s 
disability, any bullying of a student with a disability that 
results in the student not receiving meaningful educa-
tional bene"t constitutes a denial of FAPE under the 
IDEA that must be remedied.

e Letter places an express requirement on schools related 
to any target of bullying who is also on an Individual Edu-
cation Plan (IEP):

Schools have an obligation to ensure that a student with 
a disability who is the target of bullying behavior con-
tinues to receive FAPE in accordance with his or her IEP. 
e school should, as part of its appropriate response to 
the bullying, convene the IEP Team to determine 
whether, as a result of the effects of the bullying, the stu-
dent’s needs have changed such that the IEP is no longer 
designed to provide meaningful educational bene"t.  

While schools may seek to protect students with disabilities 
who are being bullied or engaging in bullying by placing 
them in a more restrictive environment away from the 
mainstream community, the Letter speci"cally warns: 

(S)chools may not attempt to resolve the bullying situa-
tion by unilaterally changing the frequency, duration, 
intensity, placement, or location of the student’s special 
education and related services.27

Further requirements relate to situations when a student 
with disabilities is engaging in bullying behavior:

If the student who engaged in the bullying behavior is a 
student with a disability, the IEP Team should review 
the student’s IEP to determine if additional supports and 
services are needed to address the inappropriate behav-
ior. In addition, the IEP Team and other school person-
nel should consider examining the environment in which 
the bullying occurred to determine if changes to the en-
vironment are warranted.  

Under IDEA, schools must assess and develop objectives for 
both academic skills and functional skills. Functional skills 
include social emotional competencies. Any involvement in 
bullying of or by a student with disabilities raises a “red 
&ag” that the student has difficulties in this area that must 
be better addressed.

Two important footnotes in this Dear Colleague Letter ref-
erenced both the prior 2000 Dear Colleague Letter on dis-
criminatory harassment under Chapter 504 and the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act.28  Students who receive Chapter 
504 accommodations also are entitled to FAPE. e provi-
sions of the 2013 Letter should be presumed to also apply to 
any student on a 504 plan. 

More insight into how to make your case and proceed re-
lated to these issues is in Chapter 4. 
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Free Speech Issues
Unfortunately, schools oen feel as though they are be-
tween “a rock and a hard place” when it comes to free 
speech claims and their efforts to respond effectively to 
hurtful speech. 

One school district in California, was successfully sued by 
two students, under the state civil rights statute, for dis-
criminatory harassment based on sexual orientation.29 Dur-
ing the time this case was pending, the school told a student 
he could not wear a t-shirt with very hurtful anti-
homosexuality statements, and was sued based on a viola-
tion of this student’s free speech rights.30

To effectively restrict student disparaging speech on campus 
schools must have local data that demonstrates that such 
speech has caused, and therefore can be expected to further 
cause, a substantial disruption at school or interference with 
the ability of other students to receive an education.31

You can assist your school in meeting this standard by 
documenting the times your child hears or sees statements 
that are disparaging and the resulting harmful impact on 
his or her learning and participation in school. Schools are 
also advised to conduct an annual survey and host focus 
groups with typically targeted students to further document 
such concerns. 

e other issue related to free speech is off-campus speech, 
generally digital speech. e courts have universally held 
that if such speech has caused, or can reasonably be ex-
pected to cause, a substantial disruption at school or inter-
ference with any other student’s right to receive an educa-
tion, the school has the authority to formally respond to 
such speech.32 

As noted in the Chapter 2, most situations involving hurtful 
digital speech also involve hurtful acts on campus. To re-
solve the entire situation will require addressing the hurtful 
speech that is occurring in both locations. 

If your principal indicates an inability to do anything about 
a situation that involves off-campus harmful speech di-
rected at your child or teen which has caused interference 
with your child’s learning, advise him or her that you un-
derstand this is not the legal standard. Provide evidence of 
how this off-campus speech has, or reasonably could, inter-
fere with your child or teen’s learning and participation at 
school. Also, provide evidence of the related hurtful inci-
dents or interactions that are occurring on campus. 
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Chapter 4

Making Your Case

Chapter 4 will provide you with insight into how to prepare 
and make a better case to get the bullying to stop.

If your child or teen has been chronically bullied, or if your 
child or teen is both being bullied and now engaging in 
bullying, and the school has not intervened in an effective 
way to address this, you will have to focus on making a 
stronger case. You may need to make you case up the “chain 
of command

It will be necessary to demonstrate that your child has been 
bullied. e best way to do this is to focus on the standards 
that are the basis for the de"nition of bullying in the vast 
majority of the state statutes. is language differs from 
state to state, but there is a common core. is language is 
also based on case law standards. Based on these standards, 
it is necessary to provide evidence of the following:

• Your child or teen has been the target of pervasive or 
persistent hurtful acts. 

• is has resulted in emotional distress.

• at is interfering with your child’s learning and activi-
ties at school. 

• e school knows of at least some of these situations, 
either because school staff have witnessed an incident 
or this has been reported. 

• e hurtful situation has continued despite school 
knowledge. e response by the school, either refusal 
to do anything or interventions, has not been effective 
in stopping the hurtful situations or has made matters 
worse.

• If appropriate, you may also wish to focus on how the 
climate of the school appears to be encouraging the 
continuation of these hurtful acts. 

To make the case that this constitutes discriminatory har-
assment in violation of civil rights statutes, it is also neces-
sary to demonstrate that your child or teen is, or is per-
ceived to be, a member of a protected class and the hurtful 
acts are based, at least in part, on this status. 

Preparing Your Case
To document that a situation involving your child or teen 
meets the standards for bullying or harassment you must be 
able to provide evidence to support the following questions. 
is evidence should be presented in a written document. If 

hurtful acts are occurring through digital technologies, be 
sure to download, save, and provide this evidence.

1. Has your child or teen been the target of hurtful acts by 
another student(s) while at school or by staff? Has your 
child been the target of off-campus digital speech by 
other students from the school? Have the acts been 
pervasive (widely spread) or persistent (continuing)? 
‣ What has happened? Where and how has this hap-

pened? How many times have hurtful situations 
happened? How many students have been involved? 
Is this the same student or group of students or have 
different students been involved at different times? 

‣ Describe a number of speci"c situations that have 
occurred. Especially focus on situations where the 
hurtful acts have occurred in front of staff members 
or have been reported to the school. If your child or 
teen’s friends have been present, obtain statements 
from them detailing what happened. 

2. As a result of these hurtful acts is your child or teen 
emotionally distressed? Is this distress reasonable un-
der the circumstances? 
‣ Key indicators of emotional distress would in-

clude: feeling anxious, scared, or really sad; want-
ing to retaliate against people or to hurt oneself; 
headaches; problems sleeping; stomach pain; 
avoiding people; etc. 

‣ Obtain a letter from your pediatrician or a coun-
selor, if you child is seeing one, documenting these 
kinds of concerns. A template letter has been pro-
vided as Appendix A.  

3. As a result of these hurtful acts has there been an inter-
ference in the ability of your child or teen to receive an 
education or participate in school activities?
‣ Indicators of interference with learning could in-

clude: skipped school one or more days; skipped a 
class one or more times; difficulties concentrating 
in class; hard to complete assignments; received 
lower grades; or did not feel comfortable partici-
pating in class discussions or class activities; etc. 

‣ Interference with activities at school could include 
avoiding: riding the bus; certain areas of the school 
building; using the bathroom; using the locker 
room; going into the cafeteria; participating in 
school clubs; participating on a school sports team; 
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attending school activities, like dances or games, 
etc.

‣ Describe this interference in detail, including loca-
tions and dates where possible or appropriate. 

If you have documented all the above, then the situation 
involving your child or teen "ts the criteria for bullying 
under most state bullying prevention statutes. 

4. Is your child or teen a member of, or perceived to be a 
member of, a protected class as de"ned by federal or 
state civil rights laws?

‣ At a federal level, this includes race and national 
origin, disability, and sex/gender-based. Check  your 
state statute to determine other protected classes.  

‣ If your child has been targeted based on being obese, 
you could consider making the argument that your 
child is being harassed based on disability because 
obesity is considered by the AMA to be a disease. 

- Recognize this argument may not be successful. 
is argument can be strengthened by a letter from 
your pediatrician outlining his or her perspective 
that your child or teen has a disease that has re-
sulted in obesity and is being harassed based on 
this, which is leading to other health concerns. 

5. Are the hurtful acts related to membership, or per-
ceived membership, in this protected class? 

‣ Demonstrate based on what been said, written, or 
other acts. 

If you can establish points 4 and 5, then this situation likely 
constitutes discriminatory harassment, which could be a 
violation of federal or state civil rights laws. 

6. Has this been reported to the school or have staff been 
present? How has the school responded and has this 
been effective in stopping the harm?
‣ oroughly document the times that these hurtful 

acts have occurred in the presence of, or have been 
reported to, staff. oroughly document the re-
sponse of school staff to such incidents, whether wit-
nessed or reported, and the effectiveness or outcome 
of that response. If the hurtful situations have not 
been reported, explain why.

7. Are there aspects of the school climate that appear to 
be reinforcing the disparagement and harassment of 
certain students, especially based on status? 
‣ is may include district policies, school practices, 

statements made by staff, curriculum choices, as well 
as overall aspects of the school climate. Identify and 
document such concerns. 

Addressing IDEA or 504 Issues
If your child or teen is on an IEP or a 504 and is being bul-
lied, or is engaging in bullying, the school must hold an IEP 
meeting to discuss the situation and make plans to address 
the concerns. You can require that this be done. 

If your child is having difficulties with social skills, insist on 
effective functional skills objectives and on comprehensive 
instructional and management efforts to address these 
competencies. Social and emotional competencies are every 
bit as important for your child’s success in the future as aca-
demics. 

Require that the school conduct an assessment of the man-
ner in which your child is being treated by staff, especially 
when within the mainstream population. Are any school 
staff treating your child in a manner that may be encourag-
ing the other students to think that it is appropriate to dis-
parage your child or teen? Ensure accommodations are de-
veloped that speci"cally restrict such treatment by staff.   

One behavior management approach to ask about, and in-
sist be stopped, is the use of a chart that is placed in the 
classroom with “red,” “yellow,” and “green” cards.33  If your 
child has greater difficulties maintaining his or her behavior 
in a positive manner, the other students may perceive your 
child to be “the red card kid,” and think this justi"es their 
negative treatment of him or her. is is a behavior man-
agement approach that should be stopped. 

Moving Up the Chain of Command
Now that you have this documentation, you will need to 
decide to whom you will make your case. If repeated re-
ports to the school have not yielded success, it is time to 
make your case at a higher level. e following are the 
graduated levels of the chain of command:

• District staff responsible for school climate or bullying 
if this is a bullying situation. If the situation involves 
possible discriminatory harassment, also contact the 
district’s civil rights compliance officer. Provide a copy 
also to the superintendent. 

• State department of education safe schools coordinator. 
You can generally "nd the contact information for this 
staff person on the state department of education’s web 
site. Send your documentation and ask for a telephone 
call or meeting to request guidance on how to proceed.

• If the situation involves discriminatory harassment, 
contact the state department of education civil rights 
office. You can generally "nd the contact information 
for this staff person and complaint procedures online. 
You can also contact an Equity Assistance Center for 
your region. ese are civil rights organizations that 
have been established by the U.S. Department of 
Education.34 Or "le a complaint with the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s Office for Civil Rights.35 
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• If your child is on an IEP or 504 and the school has not 
addressed the situation in the context of an IEP or 504 
meeting, contact the state department of education’s 
special education department. You should receive in-
formation on complaint procedures every year. 

• If the situation involves discriminatory harassment,  

• Especially if a group of students are being routinely 
disparaged and harassed, you may want to contact a 
public advocacy organization. ese include: 

‣ American Civil Liberties Union. 

‣ Southern Poverty Law Clinic. 

‣ Lambda Legal (sexual orientation/identity issues). 

‣ Public Justice.

Retaliation Situations
Unfortunately, sometimes when a student is being bullied 
or harassed, and nothing effective has been done to stop 
this, that student may engage in retaliation as a means to get 
the harm being directed at him or her to stop. 

If your child or teen has engaged in retaliation, especially 
physical retaliation, it is probable that he or she will be the 
one who is suspended. What this does is reward the student 
or students who were engaged in the original bullying or 
harassment. 

In situations like this, it is imperative that you prepare the 
kinds of documentation suggested in this Chapter. Espe-
cially focus on the situations where staff have seen the bul-
lying or harassment of your child or teen and did nothing, 
situations where these concerns were reported and nothing 
was done, and situations where the response by the school 
only made matters worse. 

Take this documentation to an administrator at a higher 
level than the principal. While this may occur aer a time 
when your child or teen has been suspended, it is important 
to ensure that the school effectively intervenes in the under-
lying situation. 

If the ongoing bullying or harassment has been chronic and 
staff at the school know of this and have not responded ef-
fectively, argue for the removal of a disciplinary report from 
your child or teen’s record. 

Involvement of Pediatrician or Mental 
Health Professional
roughout this Chapter, you have noted the suggestion 
obtain a letter from your pediatrician or a mental health 
professional, if your child is being seen by one. Your pedia-
trician can likely be a very helpful ally in your quest to en-
sure that the school addresses the bullying situation. Your 
pediatrician can especially document the harmful emo-
tional impact on your child or teen and can further back up 

the importance of addressing the ongoing concern. If your 
child is seeing a mental health professional, this person’s 
professional opinion is also very important. 

A template letter for a pediatrician or mental health profes-
sional is included in Appendix A. 

Digital Evidence
In a recent case in Pennsylvania presents insight into issues 
that are related to the ability of students who are being bul-
lied, or witnesses to such bullying, to obtain digital 
evidence.36  In this situation, the sophomore student with 
learning disabilities was reportedly repeatedly being bullied 
in a math class. But even his mother thought he was exag-
gerating. So he used an IPad to record a 7 minute incident. 

Fortunately, his mother made a transcript of the recording. 
e school called the police and made the student delete the 
recording and then had him arrested on a wiretapping 
charge. When the news of this went public, the district at-
torney’s office immediately backed away from the com-
plaint. Reportedly, the school is now facing a lawsuit.

In these situations, the digital recording provided clear evi-
dence of what was happening and the impact.It is hard to 
argue against the effectiveness of digital evidence. 

However, you must be mindful of the provisions of state 
statutes governing hidden recordings.37  Federal law and 38 
states have a “one person consent” standard, where if the 
person doing the taping has consented, this is considered 
legal. However, other states require everyone’s consent. is 
could also vary based on whether the recording is taking 
place in public or private and whether the person being 
recorded is a public official. It would be best to consult with 
an attorney if you are thinking about this approach.  

Collaborating with Your Teen
If your child is younger, you will need to decide what to do. 
But if a pre-teen or teen be sure you collaborate fully. Your 
teen knows best what is happening. e students who are 
bullying your teen have disempowered him or her. Do not 
disempower your teen further. 
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Chapter 5

Resolving the Negative Situation

Chapter 5 will provide insight into underlying issue that 
will help you understand how to encourage an intervention 
that will more effectively resolve the bullying situation. 

Why Punishment Doesn’t Work
One of the biggest mistakes the parent of a bullied child or 
teen can make is calling for the student(s) who are being 
hurtful to be “punished.” Holding these students account-
able and ensuring their hurtful actions are stopped is essen-
tial. Punishment will not accomplish this. 

e understanding that punishment does not work is 
grounded in research and understandings related to shame 
management. 

Shame in response to personal wrongdoing is a central fea-
ture of social regulation.38  e response to shame can be 
adaptive or maladaptive. e adaptive response to shame is 
to acknowledge wrongdoing, accept responsibility, and en-
gage in remediation. e maladaptive response leads to 
shame displacement, which can include withdrawal, attack-
ing self, avoidance, and attacking others.39  

e key factor determining whether shame becomes adap-
tive or maladaptive is whether wrongdoing is treated in a 
way that is stigmatizing or reintegrative. 

Punishment stigmatizes shame. Restorative approaches can 
foster accountability and reintegration for those who en-
gaged in harmful acts.40  A focus on acknowledgement or 
wrongdoing and restoration reduces the potential for shame 
displacement. 

Punishment-based approaches ask these questions:

• 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 ap-
proaches 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?

Positive Relations @ School (& Elsewhere) recommends the 
use of an Accountability Agreement that incorporates prin-
ciples of restorative practices. More on this below. 

Rationalizations
To hold students who have engaged in wrongdoing ac-
countable requires that they accept personal responsibility 
for the harm they have caused. Very oen, they will be ra-
tionalizing their wrongdoing. A researcher named Bandura 
has outlined a theory of moral disengagement that provides 
the basis for a better understanding of this rationalization 
process.41

Generally, an individual’s moral code, which is developed 
through childhood and adolescence, provides internalized 
standards that help people regulate their actions. eir self-
sanctions keep their conduct in line with their standards. 

However, through the moral disengagement processes, a 
person can create rationalizations to support their self-
opinion as an ethical person, while engaging in behavior 
that is unethical. 

e four primary approaches that people use to support 
moral disengagement and rationalize wrongdoing are these: 

• Reconstruing Conduct (Spin It). Actions are portrayed 
as serving some larger purpose or euphemistic terms 
are used to describe the action. “Someone needed to 
speak out.” “I was just joking around.” “It was a prank.” 

• Displacing or Diffusing Responsibility (Blame Others). 
is can occur if many are engaging in certain behavior 
or if someone else can be blamed for encouraging the 
action. “Everybody does it.” “Someone else started it.” 
A principal may rationalize “is is off-campus, not my 
job.” Or “We can’t be responsible for controlling every-
thing that happens in students’ interpersonal relation-
ships.” Or “is happens to everyone, learn to deal with 
it.”

• Disregarding or Misrepresenting Injurious Conse-
quences (Deny the Harm). is allows people to mini-
mize the harm they have caused. “What I did or what 
happened wasn’t that bad.” “He or she is overreacting.” 
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• Dehumanizing or Blaming the Victim (Put Down). 
ose who are targeted may have personal characteris-
tics that make it easier to blame them. Once someone 
has been dehumanized, it is easier to rationalize that 
hurtful actions were justi"ed. “He or she deserved it.”

Students who engage in bullying are likely to use these ra-
tionalizations when faced with an accusation of such bully-
ing behavior. Parents may also make the same rationaliza-
tions.

Unfortunately, sometimes a principal may also use similar 
rationalizations. Have you ever been told the following?

• “ey were just joking.”

• “is is life, your child has to learn to deal with it.”

• “You are overreacting. It was not that bad.”

• “If your child would stop ___, this would not happen.”

Challenge those who use such rationalizations based on 
your understanding of the underlying mechanism. Naming 
and pointing out the process may help these individuals 
better recognize what they are doing.

Two Kinds of Students Who Bully
As noted in Chapter 1, there are two kinds of students who 
engage in bullying behavior. Recognizing which type of 
student has been hurtful to your child or teen can guide 
your interactions with the principal to help that the school’s 
intervention have a higher probability of success. ese two 
kinds of hurtful students are:

• Socially marginalized students who have other risk 
factors, likely have also been bullied or abused, and are 
"ghting back against a community that has cast them 
out. 

• Socially integrated and motivated students who are 
being hurtful as a way to establish or maintain social 
status. 

Socially Marginalized Students

If a socially marginalized student is bullying your child or 
teen, recognize that this student needs signi"cant help. 
ese kinds of hurtful students may have parents who are 
abusive, neglectful, or simply overwhelmed. ey will re-
quire more intensive interventions by the school to get 
them on a path to success--and to stop their hurtful behav-
ior towards others. 

ere is a well-researched and effective approach that 
schools can use for students who face these more signi"cant 
emotional and behavioral concerns. is approach is gener-
ally called Multiple Tier System of Supports. 

My suggestion is to say something like this:

“John or Jane is bullying my child or teen. But I also rec-
ognize that John or Jane has many other emotional and 
behavioral challenges that do not appear to being effec-
tively addressed by the school. I want to make sure that 
the challenges John or Jane is facing are adequately ad-
dressed by the school, as part of an effort to make sure 
John or Jane stops being hurtful to my child. It is impor-
tant to me that the school is really helping John or Jane.”

Realize that under student privacy laws, the principal will 
not be able to tell you exactly what is being done to help the 
other student address these concerns. 

Socially Motivated Students

As noted, socially motivated students are far more active 
once puberty strikes. eir efforts to disparage other stu-
dents is driven by their desire to achieve power and status 
among their peers. e social climate of the school is a lead-
ing factor in in&uencing the behavior of these students. 
Because their bullying behavior is fueled by peer norms, it 
is necessary to focus attention on the overall school climate, 
in addition to holding these students accountable in a re-
storative manner.

Recognize that these socially motivated students may have 
parents who have also used intimidation of others to 
achieve social status. A disciplinary record of bullying will 
impair these students’ acceptance in a college of their 
choice. is makes it far more challenging for the principal 
to handle these kinds of situations. 

If a student who is being hurtful to your child is socially 
motivated, it is necessary to insist that this student be held 
accountable in a restorative manner that avoids a punitive 
consequence, but stops the harm. It is also important that 
the school engage in more comprehensive efforts to address 
the overall school climate, as outlined in Chapter 7.

Accountability Agreement
e concerns of students who engage in bullying, especially 
those who are socially motivated can best be addressed 
through a restorative practices approach. is approach 
should lessen the potential for retaliation and continuation 
of harmful acts. 

My guidance to schools is to use these following questions. 
You can also use this approach if your child or teen has en-
gaged in hurtful behavior. To initiate this approach, ask the 
young person these kinds of questions:

• What were you trying to accomplish? 

• Why did you think this was okay? Listen for and chal-
lenge rationalizations.

• How does this re&ect on you? How would you feel if 
someone did this to you?
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• What do you think other people think about people 
who say the kinds of things you just said or do the 
kinds of things you just did? 

• What would your parents or guardians or other adult 
whose opinion you value think?

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

My recommendation to schools in Positive Relations @ 
School (& Elsewhere) is that the student who has engaged in 
hurtful behavior, be offered the opportunity of a “discipli-
nary consequence in abeyance” that focuses on restoration. 
is will involve the use of an Accountability Agreement 
where the student will:

• Acknowledge wrongdoing and express an understand-
ing of the harmful impact of this wrongdoing. 

• Agree to any safe passages or any other safety require-
ments of the bullied student. 

• Addresses concerns of digital activities, if necessary.

• Outline strategies to address any concerns raised re-
garding friends or others who have been encouraging 
hurtful behavior. 

• Agree to take actions to remedy the harm to bullied 
student. is should speci"cally include a letter of 
apology that outlines this student’s acknowledgement 
of wrongdoing, recognition of the harm caused, and 
commitment to avoid further harm. 

• Agree to ful"ll community service to the school to 
remedy the harm to the school community.

• Agree to avoid engaging in hurtful acts directed at this 
student or any other student.  

is Accountability Agreement is to be signed by the stu-
dent and his or her parents. is Agreement would con-
tinue in place and as long as the student complied with its 
provisions of avoiding any further hurtful acts, the discipli-
nary consequence would remain in abeyance. 

Because this student’s parents will likely be concerned about 
a disciplinary record, there will likely be strong in&uence on 
this student from home to remain in compliance. 

e concerns of a socially marginalized student can also be 
addressed with an Accountability Agreement, but this 
should be in addition to other intervention supports 
through the Multiple Tier System of Supports approach. 

If a bullying, harassment, disparagement, or hazing situa-
tion has occurred within the context of an athletic team or 
extracurricular organization, the interventions should in-
clude the entire team or organization. A group intervention 
Accountability Agreement should also be considered if two 
or more identi"able members of a team or organization 
have jointly engaged in hurtful behavior. Compliance with 

the Accountability Agreement should be required to earn 
back the privilege of being allowed to participate in team or 
organization activities. 
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Chapter 6

Supporting Your Child or Teen

Chapter 6 contains research insights that can provide you 
with a better understanding how best to support your child 
or teen who has been the target of hurtful behavior. 

Children or teens who have been targeted may have sus-
tained some signi"cant emotional damage and will need 
assistance in recovering from this harm. ey also likely 
need assistance in knowing how to act in situations where 
someone is being hurtful. Some young people need to rec-
ognize that their behavior patterns, which generally are the 
result of lack of self-con"dence, are contributing the prob-
lem and must be changed.

No professional has yet put together a “manual” for helping 
bullied children or teens and conducted evaluation research 
to determine effectiveness. e following are a variety of 
research-based ideas that are shared for your consideration. 

Aer the research insight is provided, a recommended ac-
tion plan will be outlined. Appendix B provides a template 
for a Positive Action Plan for a child or teen who is being 
bullied that is based on this insight.

Research Insight
Trauma Disorders

While the research insight is not signi"cant, it is helpful to 
“connect the dots” between bullying and traumatic stress 
disorders. ere appears to be a connection, especially with 
chronically bullied students and students who are bullied 
and also engage in bullying.42

e National Child Traumatic Stress Network describes two 
forms of traumatic distress.43 

• Acute traumatic events involve experiencing, witness-
ing, or a threat of a serious injury to self or another. 
is is generally called Post Traumatic Distress (PTSD)

• Chronic traumatic situations that occur repeatedly over 
periods of time and result in feelings of fear, loss of 
trust in others, decreased sense of safety, guilt, and 
shame. 

Bullying situations clearly could involve acute trauma, 
chronic trauma, or both. e standards for PTSD, which 
also appear to be associated with chronic traumatic distress, 
under the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis-
orders, 5th Edition include:

• Re-experiencing or intrusion. Spontaneous memories 
of the incident, recurrent dreams related to it, &ash-
backs or other intense or prolonged distress. 

• Avoidance. Distressing memories, thoughts, feelings or 
external reminders of the event. 

• Negative cognitions and mood. Persistent and distorted 
sense of blame of self or others, estrangement from 
others or markedly diminished interest in activities. 

• Arousal. Aggressive, reckless or self-destructive behav-
ior, sleep disturbances, and hyper-vigilance.

e PTSD symptoms outlined in DSM-5 closely match the 
reported symptoms of young people who are bullied, as well 
as those who engage in and are bullied. e National Child 
Traumatic Stress Network website provides additional help-
ful insight into these concerns, as well as recommended 
treatment options. 

If you look at the above list of symptoms and think that this 
describes what your child or teen is experiencing, consult 
with a mental health provider for an assessment and treat-
ment. 

Post Traumatic Growth

While trauma can indeed lead to traumatic disorders, only 
a minority of people who are exposed to such trauma have 
resulting challenges. Research that focuses on post trau-
matic growth may provide insight to assist young people 
who face the challenges of bullying.44 

Based on interviews with trauma survivors, the traumatic 
experiences themselves were credited with helping the per-
son achieve improved relationships, new possibilities, a 
greater appreciation for life, a greater sense of personal 
strength and spiritual development.

A recent analysis of research indicated that interventions 
aimed at increasing optimism and social support appeared 
to promote positive changes in the aermath of trauma.45 
Additionally, coping strategies that are grounded in religion 
or spiritual understandings and that are focused on a posi-
tive reappraisal of the situation, appeared to be helpful.

Factors Supporting Bullied Youth

e National Center for School Engagement conducted a 
qualitative study of high school students who had been bul-
lied in grade school. At this time, one group of students 
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were in advance placement classes and the other group were 
incarcerated. e researchers found three critical factors 
that led to a successful outcome for the successful bullied 
students:

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

• Responsible adults who supported and sustain ed 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.46

Research has also clearly documented that young people 
who are bullied, but who have supportive friends, experi-
ence less distress.47

Connectedness

While the vast majority of youth who experience bullying 
are not suicidal, the CDC has identi"ed “connectedness” as 
one means of addressing the concerns of youth suicide.48 
Key "ndings from a meta-analysis of studies that addressed 
the issue of connectedness in association with suicidal 
thoughts and behaviors (STB) appears to also have great 
relevance in helping children and teens who have suffered 
chronic bullying:

(R)eview of studies to date suggests that connectedness 
affects STB through one or more of the following routes: 
(1) expanding intergenerational social networks; (2) 
heightening opportunities for soliciting and activating 
assistance from others or systems (e.g., schools, families, 
or other social systems); (3) enhancing the likelihood 
that worrisome affect and behavior, including early signs 
of distress or more direct warning signs for suicidal be-
havior, will be noticed and proactively addressed by 
proximal systems (parents, peers, schools); (4) increasing 
exposure to positive coping and help-seeking norms; (5) 
increasing positive emotion and, as a consequence, cog-
nitive $exibility and emotion regulation capacity; and 
(6) enhancing opportunities for experiencing belonging 
and utility in a community of others.

Bt this point in time, you should be starting to see a clear 
pattern in this research insight. 

Power Posing

Bullying situations generally involve differences in social 
“power.” Cuddy and colleagues at Harvard School of Busi-
ness have noted that in both humans and other primates, 
expansive open postures are indicative of high power, 
whereas closed postures re&ect lower power.49  Many stu-
dents who are bullied maintain physical postures that dem-
onstrate a lack of social power. 

Most signi"cantly, Cuddy has demonstrated that simply 
adopting a pose that indicates power, a “power pose,” can 

increase both explicit and implicit feelings of con"dence. 
She demonstrated that assuming a “power pose” results in 
an increase in the dominance hormone, testosterone, while 
reducing the stress hormone, cortisol. 

Simply holding a “power pose” before a challenging inter-
personal relationship task can increase effective perform-
ance. In other words, it is possible to “fake it” by assuming a 
“power pose,” which will then make you feel more con"-
dent. 

Plan of Action
e following is a recommended plan of action:

• If your child appears to be displaying symptoms of a 
trauma disorder, it is recommended that you obtain an 
assessment from a mental health professional. 

‣ Fortunately, there are research-based interventions 
that can help resolve the symptoms of traumatic dis-
tress. A letter from this professional should be in-
cluded in your documentation of the case.

• Do everything possible to increase your child or teen’s 
engagement with positive and supportive others, in-
cluding both peers and adults. 

‣ Speci"cally arrange for face-to-face get togethers 
with supportive friends. Try to expand your child’s 
friendships. 

‣ Ask your extended family and family friends to pro-
vide increased attention and support. 

‣ Help your child identify two or three staff members 
at school who he or she knows are supportive who 
can be contacted for support or assistance when 
needed. Whenever your child or teen reports to you 
that one of these staff members provided support or 
assistance, send this staff member a brief email ex-
pressing your appreciation. 

‣ Increase your child, teen, or family’s involvement in 
positive community organizations or a religious in-
stitution that communicates the importance of ac-
ceptance of people with various differences. 

‣ Investigate the possibility of having your child or 
teen participate in a martial art. is will introduce 
your child or teen to a new social group and increase 
your child or teen’s ability to stand and move with 
more con"dence. 

‣ Help your child "gure out a place within the school 
building to “hang out,” where school staff are nearby 
and will notice and intervene if something negative 
happens. e school library is likely a location that 
should be considered. e school librarian can be-
come a helpful ally. 
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• Focus your child or teen’s attention on his or her spe-
ci"c interests and future goals. 

‣ Help your child or teen further explore his or her 
speci"c interests and skills through community 
classes or other activities. 

‣ If your teen is old enough, arrange for an internship 
or job shadowing or even a part-time job in a "eld 
your teen is interested in.

• Help your child or teen learn to stand and walk with 
con"dence, interact with others positively, and effec-
tively respond in situations where someone says or 
does something hurtful.

‣ Watch the TEDTalk by Dr. Cuddy with your child or 
teen and then watch the popular video of the song 
“Let It Go,” from the movie Frozen.50 Note that in the 
beginning, Elsa uses body language that indicates 
powerlessness, then at the point in the video she 
shis to a power pose. Have your child or teen prac-
tice these two different poses to see how it makes 
him or her feel. Encourage your child or teen to in-
tentionally use this kind of power posing strategy to 
increase their feelings of self-con"dence.  

‣ Honestly address your child or teen’s social emo-
tional competencies and any irritating behavior pat-
terns that might be contributing to the concerns. 
Discuss with the school or a counselor how to help 
your child or teen gain greater self-con"dence and 
personal relationship competencies.

‣ Instruct your child or teen to do the following if 
someone says or does something hurtful: Take a 
deep breath and remind yourself to remain calm. 
Immediately focus on your body. Back straight. 
Shoulders down. Head up. Do not look at this per-
son. ink to yourself, “Let it go!” Imagine the hurt 
directed to you turning into dust and blowing away. 
Walk to a place where there are friendly people. If 
you receive a hurtful text or message, do not respond 
until you have talked with a friend or a trusted adult.

• Focus your child or teen’s attention on “heros” who he 
or she can learn from. is may be "ctional characters 
in movies, like Lion King or Harry Potter. is can also 
be real heros, like Nelson Mandella. 

• At the end of each day, focus on the positive. What 
things happened to make your child or teen happy dur-
ing this day? What one positive thing does your child 
or teen intend to accomplish the following day? 

• Encourage your child or teen to use this negative expe-
rience as the basis upon which he or she has gained 
insight that can be used to help bene"t others. 

‣ Introduce your child or teen to a concept called 
“Pocket Full of Pennies.” Start every day with 10 

bright and shiny pennies in one pocket. During the 
day, note someone at school who appears to need a 
friendly outreach. Say or do something nice to or for 
this person. Transfer one penny to the other pocket. 
At the end of the day, try to have every penny trans-
ferred to the other pocket.
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Chapter 7

Positive Strategies for Schools

e Author’s new book, Positive Relations @ School (& 
Elsewhere): Legal Rami"cations & Positive Strategies to Ad-
dress Bullying & Harassment, sets forth a comprehensive 
recommended plan of action for schools to more effectively 
address these concerns. Chapter 7 provides a very brief 
overview.

e Challenges Faced by Schools
e book and this booklet has been written with a clear 
understanding of the challenges our nation’s schools face 
and the fact that schools are not solely to blame for the 
problems of bullying or their lack of effectiveness in ad-
dressing it. 

For over a decade, education in the U.S. has suffered under 
the mistaken belief that high stakes testing will improve 
educational outcomes and that schools can single-handedly 
ensure students overcome the negative impact of poverty, 
with unequal access to educational resources. More recent-
ly,most schools have also faced signi"cant budget cuts.

e challenges schools face in addressing bullying are made 
harder by an external factor over which schools have no 
control. Consider the current overall social-cultural envi-
ronment. On a daily basis, students hear politicians, broad-
casters, athletes, and even some religious leaders modeling 
the disparagement of others. ings are even worse for 
schools when trying to address bullying during an election 
season. 

Another challenge is ethnological in nature. Among many 
species, aggression is used to establish dominance. e 
most aggressive “animal” acquires a top position within a 
group and through this gains access to valued resources, 
including mates. For humans, social aggression can be con-
sidered a strategic behavior that serves a similar social 
dominance function. Striving for dominance generally oc-
curs when puberty hits, which is when bullying increases.51

To expect schools to single-handedly address bullying in 
today’s social climate should be considered an unfair expec-
tation. A community-based approach is necessary, one that 
includes educators, as well as parents, medical and mental 
health professionals, law enforcement, and community or-
ganizations. Most importantly, student involvement and 
leadership is essential.

21st Century Action Plan
is plan of action, which is presented in detail in Positive 
Relations @ School (& Elsewhere), is based on a number of 
key resources, including legal standards and U.S. Depart-
ment of Education guidance, along with current research 
insight and professional guidance.52

e following are the comprehensive action plan recom-
mendations that have been provided to educational leaders 
in Positive Relations @ School (& Elsewhere).

District & School Coordination

• Appoint a district-level Positive Relations Director and 
Positive Relations Coordinators in each school.

• Establish Positive Relations Coordinating Council at 
the district level and at Work Groups at each school to 
oversee district and school activities. ese groups 
should include representatives from administration, 
instruction, mental health, special education, school 
bus, school nurse, librarian, athletics, extracurricular 
organizations, school resource officer, parents, and stu-
dents, as well as representatives from community agen-
cies and organizations. 

• Engage in community collaboration with organizations 
and agencies, including medical, mental health, and 
law enforcement and organizations that work with 
typically targeted populations. 

Likelihood of Success

• Conduct a regular needs assessment and evaluation to 
assess and evaluate the school’s climate and its preven-
tion and intervention efforts through Leadership As-
sessment, Annual Surveys of students and staff, Focus 
Groups, Incident Data, and Intervention Evaluations.

• Develop a multi-tiered Action Plan that ensures the 
implementation of research-based programs and activi-
ties that have a likelihood of success.

Policy & Practices

• Ensure the district and school’s School Security and 
reat Assessment Plans are up-to-date and lay the 
groundwork for effective supervision and reporting, 
especially of serious threats of violence or suicide, in-
cluding digital posts.



• Develop a comprehensive Mental Health Plan to ad-
dress the mental health needs of students.

• Establish a Disciplinary Policy that addresses bullying, 
harassment, and disparagement of students by other 
students or staff, that is written in a clear manner and 
distribute the policy to staff, students, and parents.

• Establish a Staff Intervention & Report Policy related to 
peer aggression situations they witness, and a Work-
place Bullying Policy.

• Establish an Incident Reporting System for students, 
parents, or staff to report concerns, 24/7. 

• Maintain an Incident Data Tracking System to record 
incident data and intervention evaluations.

Positive School Climate

• Focus on the development of a Positive School Climate.

• Ensure the Disciplinary Policy supports the objectives 
of establishing a Positive School Climate and effective 
interventions. 

• Implement a school-wide Positive Behavior Manage-
ment approach that enunciates clear positive standards 
for behavior and focuses on the positive acknowledge-
ment of positive behavior.

• Implement a comprehensive program for Social Emo-
tional Learning, including direct, integrated, informal, 
and individualized instruction.

• Develop school-wide Cultural Competency. 

• Integrate Positive Social Norms into all programs.

• Use the Multiple-Tier System of Supports to address 
students’ social emotional competencies and the chal-
lenges of students engaging in or being bullied.

• Hold those who engage in wrongdoing accountable 
and remedy the harms using Restorative Practices.

Student Leadership

• Establish a Student Leadership Team in each elemen-
tary, middle, and high school to participate in planning 
and facilitate student-led programs.

Typically Targeted & Speci$c Concerns

• Investigate and address the needs of students who are 
more typically targeted through Focus Groups, the 
establishment of Diversity Pride support groups, and 
involvement with the Student Leadership Team and 
community organizations. 

• Address the concerns of students who are obese, have a 
minority sexual orientation or identity, students with 
disabilities, and any other students who present speci"c 

concerns, including race, national origin, religion, or 
other. 

• Address concerns of peer aggression in personal rela-
tionships and dating violence and associated with ath-
letics and extracurricular organizations. 

• Address concerns of workplace bullying of staff.

Professional Development 

• Provide Professional Development for all staff designed 
to prepare them to effectively act in accord with their 
responsibilities.

Parent & Community Outreach

• Engage parents in the school’s efforts to support a Posi-
tive School Climate and provide effective educational 
outreach.

• Engage in outreach to other community organizations.

Investigations & Interventions

• Implement an effective Investigation Protocol and a 
Restorative Intervention Approach for negative inci-
dents that effectively addresses the concerns.

• Ensure staff have the insight and skills to effectively 
intervene in the range of peer aggression situations. 
Ensure the Incident Reporting system works effectively 
for staff to report incidents.

• Follow the Investigation Protocol to effectively investi-
gate the more serious situations, including digital situa-
tions. Assess the challenges that may be faced by any 
students involved.

• Implement a Restorative Intervention with an Ac-
countability Agreement to hold the student who was 
hurtful accountable using Restorative Practices and a 
Multiple-Tier System of Supports Resiliency Plan to 
address the challenges of any involved student.

• Require Intervention Evaluations.

• Consider the implementation of a Peer Assistance & 
Accountability Team. is is a student team that can 
assist the school in resolving hurtful peer situations. 

Parental Leadership
If your child or teen is being bullied and the school’s re-
sponse has not been effective in getting this to stop, your 
involvement and leadership at a school planning level can 
be exceptionally helpful. Work with your Parent Teacher 
Association or other similar organization to raise attention 
to these concerns. 

One of the "rst steps to recommend would be to invite a 
group of students, especially including the kinds of students 
who are more typically targeted to have a discussion with a 



parent leadership committee about the current school cli-
mate and the concerns of bullying, harassment, or dispar-
agement of students. 

Another parental leadership step would be to insist that the 
school conduct a survey of students to assess their percep-
tions of the school climate and concerns of bullying, har-
assment, and disparagement. Additionally, parents can en-
courage school leadership to conduct a Leadership Assess-
ment of the school’s efforts related to the recommended 
action plan items.

Parental insistence of the importance of obtaining local 
data, listening to the students, and ensuring students are 
able to assume meaningful leadership roles can be critical 
factors in in&uencing positive change.

51  Juvonen, J. Wang, Y. & Espinoza, G. (2013) Physical Aggression, Spreading of 
Rumors, and Social Prominence in Early Adolescence: Reciprocal Effects Sup-
porting Gender Similarities? J Youth Adolescence. 42:1801–1810.
52 is Plan of Action is based on these resources: Anoka-Hennepin Consent 
Decree. (2012); U.S. Department of Education, Supportive School Discipline Initia-
tive. (2014) Guiding Principles: A Resource Guide for Improving School Climate 
and Discipline; US. Department of Education Office for Special Education and 
Rehabilitation Services (October 26, 2010) Enclosure to the Dear Colleague Letter 
Keeping Students with Disabilities Safe from Bullying; American Educational 
Research Association. (2013). Prevention of Bullying in Schools, Colleges, and 
Universities: Research Report and Recommendations. Washington, DC: American 
Educational Research Association; Rossen, E., & Cowan, K. C. (2012). A Frame-
work for School-wide Bullying Prevention and Safety. National Association of 
School Psychologists; ompson, F & Smith, P.K. (2011) e Use and Effectiveness 
of Anti-Bullying Strategies in Schools. Research Report. UK Department for Educa-
tion.



Appendix A

Support Letter from Pediatrician

e following is recommended language for a pediatrician or other medical or mental health professional to provide to you to 
support your documentation on the challenges facing your child or teen 

Suggested Language
My patient (name of patient), who in the (grade) at (school) has been to see me for (number of times) in relation to con-
cerns associated with (physical injury) (psychosomatic related illness) (other). 
In questioning (name of patient) further, it appears likely that these medical concerns are associated with bullying behav-
ior directed at him or her at school. Notably, it appears that these hurtful incidents include (identify kinds of hurtful acts). 
Further, these hurtful acts have been both persistent, that is (describe frequency) as well as pervasive (describe number of 
students involved). [If appropriate include: Further, (describe any evidence of staff involvement in being hurtful or en-
couraging such hurtful acts).]
As a result of these incidents, (name of patient) is having (describe medical concerns), as well as reporting (emotional 
concerns as documented on survey or in discussion). [If appropriate include: I have made a referral of (name of patient) 
to a mental health professional for additional screening for the presence of a trauma disorder associated with this bully-
ing.] Further, as a result of these hurtful acts, (name of patient) has (describe negative impact on learning and on school 
activities). e negative impact of these hurtful acts on (name of patient) are clearly in accord with the research literature 
on the harmful impact of bullying on children and teens. 
(Name of patient) and his/her parent/guardian have reported this/these incidents (describe how and describe result.) [If 
appropriate include: (Name of patient) has informed me that he/she is not longer telling his/her parent/guardian and/or 
school staff about all of the hurtful incidents, because reporting has (never been effective in resolving the situation/has 
only made things worse.} [If appropriate include: (Name of patient) has informed me that (report insight on what staff 
who have witnessed such hurtful incidents and how staff have responded.]
[If appropriate include: I would note that (name of patient) is (identify protected class) and it appears that these hurtful 
acts are related to his/her protected class status under (Title IX - sex or gender-based, Title IV - race, national origin, in-
cluding religion based on national origin, Chapter 504 of the Rehabilitation Act/Americans With Disabilities Act. (Elabo-
rate related to what patient has reported was said.)] [Alternative: While (name of patient) does not identify as being a sex-
ual minority, it appears that he/she is being harassed based on the perception he/she is. (Elaborate related to what patient 
has reported was said.)] [Alternative: (Name of patient) has a medical condition of obesity. As you might be aware, in 
June 2013, the American Medical Association labeled obesity as a disease. It does appear, from my perspective, that (name 
of patient) is being harassed based on his/her medical disability.]
[If appropriate include: Further, it is my understanding that (name of patient) receives special education services and has 
an Individual Education Plan. It is my understanding based on a Dear Colleague Letter issued by the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office for Special Education and Rehabilitation Services on August 20, 2013, that it is necessary to address the 
concerns of a student on an IEP who is being bullied in the context of an IEP meeting and that it is not permissible to 
restrict this student’s instruction and involvement in the mainstream educational environment as a manner of seeking to 
address such bullying. (Name of patient’s) parent/guardian has informed me that an IEP meeting has not been held, nor 
has one been scheduled to address this concern.]
I am sure that you and (name of school) will be appropriately responsive to these concerns. I will be following up with 
(name of patient’s) parent/guardian to determine progress in addressing these concerns. If there is any way I can be of 
further assistance, please do not hesitate to ask. 
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Appendix B

My Positive Action Plan

Based on the research set forth in Chapter 7, a My Positive Action Plan document has been created that incorporates strategies 
to support positive growth outcomes, despite the current negative situation. is supportive plan speci"cally includes strate-
gies to help children or teens:

Some children or teens may "nd this document “corny.” So use your best judgement in presenting this to your child or teen. 
You can accomplish the same objectives without the use of this document. 

is Positive Action Plan is provided as a separate document. 
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