
Nancy Willard, M.S., J.D.

Creating Community 
in Your School
Post Election 2016



• We have never experienced a situation 
like this

• Current bullying prevention 
approaches are not effective 

• Likely to be even less effective now

• Will briefly explain what the 
preexisting concerns are

• Will suggest research-grounded 
strategies to help schools move 
forward in a manner that has a greater 
potential for effectiveness



The Challenge
• There are concerns about the effectiveness 

of the current approach schools are using 
to address bullying

• Hurtful acts in schools appear to be on the 
rise related to this election

• Students may not trust school staff based 
on election results in their community



Typically Targeted
• Those who were 

targeted by Trump
- Latinos
- Muslims and Jews
- African-American
- Disabled
- LGBTQ (Pence)
- Obese
- Women

• Identical to those 
who are typically 
targeted in schools 



The Addition
• Students who 

supported 
Trump
- Especially in 

“blue” or 
“purple” 
communities



“Over the past three days, we have received 
numerous reports of students throughout 
Utah being targets of harassment and 
bullying in our schools. …

Students should feel safe in school. 
Harassment of any kind is not to be 
tolerated. These reported actions go 
strongly against American principles.

Utah Governor and State Superintendent 
11/11/16



Parents are advised that reports of 
children being harassed at school should 
be taken seriously and immediately 
communicated to an administrator. 

School employees and students are also 
encouraged to report instances of 
harassment and to actively promote a 
safe, positive environment.”



Problem ONE
• President-elect 

spent his entire 
campaign 
engaging in 
harassment
- “American 

principles?”

• Students 
recognize 
hypocrisy!



Problem TWO
• In “red” 

communities
- Minority families 

may not trust staff 
who they think 
voted for Mr. 
Trump!

• In “blue” 
communities
- Trump supporter 

families may not 
trust staff who they 
think voted against 
Mr. Trump!



How well will “tell school staff” 
really work?



Concerns About 
Current Approach
“not to be 
tolerated”

“report instances 
of harassment”



Bullying prevention isn’t 
rocket science

It is far more complicated!

Rockets generally do as 
they are told 

My intent is not to blame 
educators



Marginally Helpful
• Despite four 

decades of BP 
research
- Systematic reviews 

of prevention and 
intervention 
programs

• Current BP 
approaches are 
only marginally 
helpful!
- Educators doing 

what they have 
been told to do are 
not likely to be 
successful



Youth Risk Data

States with more 
comprehensive statutes 
~ an INCREASE!

Florida New York

NO decline!



Just Say “No” Doesn’t Work!
• We know the “Just Say ‘No’”   

to drug and alcohol abuse    
was entirely ineffective

• There is zero reason to 
believe that the “No 
Bully Zone” approach 
is effective



Social Dominance
• Bullying is 

grounded in 
quest for social 
dominance



Clearly it is the strong who do the attacking: 
recent scholarship has debunked the 
traditional view of aggressive youth as 
socially marginal and psychologically 
troubled. Indeed, aggressors often possess 
strong social skills and harass their peers, not 
to reenact their own troubled home lives, but 
to gain status. 
- Faris & Felmlee



Battles for Dominance

• “Red”
- Harassment 

of minorities

• “Blue”
- Harassment of 

Trump supporters

• “Purple”
- Bi-directional 

harassment

• “Targeted”
- Withdrawal or 

retaliation
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Student Perspective
• Students overwhelmingly 

believe most teachers 
- Ignore or do not recognize 

hurtful activities

- Are not prepared to 
intervene if asked

- Are incapable of doing 
anything effective if they 
take action



Targeted Students
• More Vulnerable targeted students said 

staff was present 65% of the time when 
someone was hurtful and that after this ...
- 13% Things got better 
- 47% Things stayed same 
- 40% Things got worse



Tell an Adult
• National Crimes 

Victimization Survey  
found only 39% of 
students bullied at 
school told school 
staff



Youth Voice Project
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More Vulnerable
• 64% did not tell a 

school staff member
- 11% told and things   

got better

- 16% told and things 
stayed the same

- 9% told and things   
got worse
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Why They Didn’t Tell
• Did not think a school staff member would 

do anything to help

• A school staff member might make things 
worse

• They would be blamed

• They probably deserved it

• Student being hurtful would retaliate



Apparent Effectiveness
Of the “tell an 
adult” strategy  
in secondary 

schools before 
the election: 

About 10%



Staff Bullying of Students
• Staff bullying is an abuse of power that 

tends to be chronic and involves degrading 
a student in front of others
- Usually no negative consequences for staff

- Staff make references to how these students 
differ from more valuable students 

- Students then also targeted by peers



GLSEN Studies
• 57% of sexual minority students heard 

negative comments by staff 

• 62% of sexual minority students reported 
negative incident and staff did nothing 

• Survey of all students revealed that 
students heard staff make negative 
comments about other students
- 13 - 26% depending on type of comment



A student was 
also hurtful to 

them

“Ever” 
witnessed 
staff being 

hurtful

“Never” 
witnessed 
staff being 

hurtful 

Also witnessed 
students be 

hurtful

Also was 
hurtful

42% of students had witnessed staff be hurtful!



It is our contention that bullying is most 
effectively prevented by the creation of an 
environment that nurtures and promotes 
prosocial and ethical norms and 
behaviors, more so than by simply 
targeting the eradication of bullying and 
related undesirable behaviors. 
- Cohen and colleagues



When bullying prevention is just a story for students 
about following the rules and for staff about 
implementing a policy or a program, then nothing 
will ever change; it's a story that will remain the 
same. When bullying prevention becomes a story 
that inspires everyone to work together to achieve 
something great and noble, and to write and tell 
their own story of their accomplishments, bullying 
prevention disappears into this bigger more 
important story about how people do heroic things 
every day to make life better for everyone.
- Dillon



Free Speech Issues
• School officials have the authority to 

restrict student speech if that speech has 
caused, or foreseeably could cause, a 
substantial disruption or interference with 
students’ rights at school
- “Substantial disruption” easy to prove

- “Foreseeably could cause”more challenging, but 
less likely to be so in current situation



Free Speech Issues
• Standard: Students have the right to 

discuss controversial issues, but must 
avoid doing so in a manner that 
demonstrates respectf for those who hold 
different views
- Set a standard for civility and do not emulate 

what you sometimes see in the news



Off-Campus Speech
• School officials have the right to respond 

to off-campus student speech if that 
speech has caused, or foreseeably could 
cause, a substantial disruption or 
interference with students’ rights at school
- Document nexus with school and disruption or 

interference ~ or reasons this is foreseeable



Moving Forward



Climate & Youth Voice

Our priority must be

Creating positive climate
Increasing youth voice



Create a “Sanctuary”
• Anticipate that 

Washington DC 
and our nation 
will be in turmoil 
for a long time
- Which is not 

something any 
school can do 
anything about

• Create within 
your school a 
positive climate 
that ensures 
student safety, 
acceptance, and 
emotional well-
being



Shift From Authoritarian
• Shift from the “adult-control” rules and 

punishment approach
- Schools that use authoritarian approaches have 

an increased rate of bullying and violence

- Authoritarian approaches model bullying

‣ More powerful excluding less powerful



Shift to Student Voice
• Promote and strengthen positive 

behaviors to foster positive relations

- Create a positive school climare where hurtful 
behavior is incompatible with the accepted 
social norms 



Positive Norms
• “What is your normal reaction if you see a 

student being hurtful to another?”
- 89% I really do not like to see this happen
- 5% Don’t care one way or the other
- 4% This happens all the time, so it is no big deal
- 2% The person probably deserves it



Are respectful and kind to others

Reach out to help someone who is treated badly

Tell someone who is being hurtful to stop

Help someone who was hurtful decide to make things right

Were treated badly and responded in a positive way

Report serious concerns to an adult

Were hurtful, but stopped and made things right

Were treated badly and retaliated

Ignore hurtful situations involving others

Laugh when seeing that someone is being treated badly

Create hurtful "drama" to get attention

Think it is "cool" to be disrespectful to others

Who Do You Admire?



Words You Would Use
To describe someone who steps in to help

Awesome Brave Amazing Nice 

Confident  Strong Kind Friend  Responsible 

Caring Respectful Hero Leader 

Courageous Smart  Admirable



Student Voice on Values
• Engage your student “peacemakers” 

in a process to engage all students to 
develop an statement of common values
- How they want to be treated

- How they will treat each other

- Create a name for this student “initiative”



I Appreciate
• Create cards with name of initiative and 

the words “I appreciate …” 

Text
XYZ High School              
Embrace Civility Initiative

I appreciate …



I Appreciate
• Encourage students and staff to complete 

cards and hand to person appreciated

• Strive to expand initiative to community
- Parents

- Religious institutions

- Service organizations

- City council



Acts of Kindness X 3
• Encourage students to 

make a commitment to 
reach out to be kind to 
someone who appears 
distressed or is outside 
their social group                
3 times a day!



In Advisories
• Regularly ask students to identify

- Who they appreciated

- How they reached out to be kind

• Talking circles



Positive Relations
• Increase student skills in positive relations

- Free program 

- Student Handout

- Slideshow 
presentation

- Instruction Guide

- Character Strengths 
Survey
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Reach Out
I reach out to be kind to 

those who are treated 
badly or left out. 

I help others think 
things through or 
resolve conflict.



Say “Stop”
If it is safe, I publicly 
tell someone being 

hurtful to stop.

I help someone who 
was hurtful stop, own 

it, and fix it. 



Report Concerns

If it is a serious 
situation, I tell an 

adult who can help.



Stop, Own It, 
and Fix It

I always remember that my 
choices show who I truly am.

I stop myself and make things 
right if I have been hurtful.



Be Positively 
Powerful

If someone is hurtful, I will 
respond in a positively 

powerful way.

I focus on the good and 
make a positive difference.



Reinforce Key Principles
• To avoid impulsive retaliation

- Focus on self-regulation ~ mindfulness practices

- You can’t control how others act, but you can 
control how you respond

- Everyone is upset now, so remember this and 
remember that people can change

- Problem-solving strategies



Restorative Interventions
• Ensure staff know how to intervene in a 

manner that supports restoration of 
relationships

• Respond to reported incidents in a manner 
that encourages restoration of 
relationships and remedy of harms
- Not suspension unless unmanageable situation 

presenting risk of harm



Empower Students to 
Embrace Civility

Nancy Willard, M.S., J.D.
© 2016  Embrace Civility in the Digital Age



Professional Development
• 6 Units 

- 7-10 page document

- 20 - 15 minute video

• Independent Study
- 0.9 to 1.2 Continuing Education Units

• School program



Empower Students
• Unit 1. Shift from “Bullying Prevention” to “Embrace 

Civility”

• Unit 2. Embrace Civility Student Survey

• Unit 3. Empower Students Who Are Targeted

• Unit 4. Help Students Who Are Hurtful Stop, Own it, 
and Fix it

• Unit 5. Increase Positive Interventions by Peers

• Unit 6. Ensure Effective Staff Interventions to Hurtful 
Incidents



ZERO Tolerance!
• To ANY staff comments reflecting bias

- Explicit policy against such comments

- Explicit policy requiring staff to report if 
colleague has violated policy

- If more minor incident, implement a restorative 
approach where staff member makes amends



• Increase student understandings of 
- Minorities ~ cultural competence

- Concerns of those who have been left out of 
economic growth living in depressed 
manufacturing and rural communities

- Other concerns related to major issues 
confronting society

Understandings



Mobilization
• Mobilize students to develop proactive 

strategies to move their communities and 
our society forward

• Use project-based learning and 
development
- Maintain focus on collaborative development of 

understanding and expression of youth voice



Community Service
• Engage your students in project-based 

learning activities that will result in 
projects to support community well-being
- This will help to shift their attention away from 

the turmoil and to working together to address  
local concerns



State Legislature
• Focus student attention on project-based 

learning related to proposed state 
legislation

• Seek to increase student voice in issues 
critical to them at the state level



Social Issues
• Expand focus to project-based learning 

about critical issues at a national and 
international level



Most Important
Seek to empower your 

students, not control them!
Have FAITH in them!



http://
embracecivility.org


