
EMBRACE CIVILITY
IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE

THE EMBRACE CIVILITY 
PROGRAM

The Embrace Civility program focuses on promoting 
and strengthening positive relations. Embrace Civility 
is about creating a positive school culture where every 
student is treated with kindness and respect. This 
program has been designed for grades 4-5 and 6-8. 

The objectives of the Embrace Civility program are:

• To empower students to foster kindness, 
inclusion, and civility by influencing positive 
behavior and increasing their skills in hurtful 
incidents as a witness, the one being hurtful, or 
the one treated badly.

• To increase the effectiveness of school staff in 
responding to what appears to be minor hurtful 
incidents in a restorative and empowering 
manner--and identifying the more serious or 
chronic situations that require greater 
investigation and intervention.

• To increase the effectiveness of the designated 
staff person, generally the principal, in 
investigating and intervening in the more serious 
or chronic situations in a manner that is 
restorative and supports the empowerment of all 
involved students.

Embrace Civility empowers students with the values 
and skills to:

• Effectively step in to help if they witness hurtful 
behavior by reaching out to the one who was 
treated badly, telling the one being hurtful to stop, 
or reporting serious concerns.

• Stop themselves from being hurtful and make 
things right if they have been.

• Be self-confident and respond in a powerfully 
positive manner if someone is hurtful to them. 

CORE SKILLS

Embrace Civility teaches insight and skills in five core 
areas:

Reach Out  
• I reach out to be kind to those who have been 

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 will stop myself and make things right if I have 
been hurtful.
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Be Positively Powerful 
• If someone is hurtful, I will respond in a 

powerfully positive way. 

• I focus on the good and make a positive 
difference. 

RESOURCES PROVIDED

The resources provided in this program include:

• Implementation Guide. This document, which 
contains implementation guidelines. 

• Student Guide. This is a 6 page reproducible 
guide.

• Slideshow for Students. The slides can be 
reproduced as posters or screen savers. It is 
necessary to add additional slides that will present 
local data. 

• Fostering Positive Relations. Document and 
Slideshow. This document and slideshow is 
designed both for staff and student leaders. 

• Instructional Objectives and Approach. This 
section provides the instructional objectives, 
messages, related survey items and 
recommendations for an instructional approach 
for each of the lessons in Embrace Civility. This 
document is also intended for both staff and 
student leaders. 

• Effective Staff Responses to Hurtful Incidents. 
Document and slideshow that illustrates how staff 
can more effectively respond in the hurtful 
situations they witness or are reported by 
students. Staff are advised to respond to the more 
minor incidents, but to ask important questions 
to determine whether there are more extensive 
problems and the investigation and resolution 
should be raised to a higher level.

• Bullying Prevention: Understanding the 
Concerns. This document and slideshow are 
primarily for school leaders and school mental 
health professionals. These resources outline 
evidence of lack of effectiveness in current 
bullying prevention practices and probable 
reasons for this. 

• Positive Strategies to Achieve Effectiveness. This 
document and slideshow are also primarily for 
school leaders and school mental health 

professionals and is the companion to the prior 
document and slideshow. These resources outline 
research-based strategies to achieve greater 
effectiveness and address how school leaders can 
investigate and intervene in the more serious or 
chronic situations. 

• Tier II Serious or Chronic Hurtful Situation 
Investigation. This is a template for the 
Designated Staff Person, usually a principal, to 
fully investigate more serious situations. The 
focus is not on determining whether a student 
should be punished under the disciplinary code. 
The focus is on developing an in-depth 
understanding of the situation to support the 
development of a Positive Action Plan and 
Accountability Agreement. 

• Positive Action and Accountability Assessment 
and Plan. This document provides guidance on 
the questions to ask and agreements to make for a 
Positive Action Plan and Accountability 
Agreement. 

• Embrace Civility Student Survey. This is a 21 
question survey that solicits school climate and 
incident data and insight into student norms and 
values. 

• Informed Consent. This is a proposed notice that 
can be sent home to obtain consent from parents/
guardians for the students to complete the survey.

• Examples. This page shows examples of how data 
from the survey can be integrated onto slides to 
be shown to students.

• Character Strengths Survey. Schools are 
recommended to have students identify their 
personal strengths in an approach developed by 
the VIA Character Institute. The Institute has an 
extensive survey on their site for teens. Using this 
would be ideal. However the Institute provided 
permission for Embrace Civility in the Digital 
Age to create a reduced version, which is 
provided. 

• Think Things Through. This is a document for 
students to use as they complete the program to 
record their own thoughts and return to those 
thoughts on a monthly basis. This document seeks 
to have students make a commitment to 
embracing civility and fostering positive relations. 

Rationale for the provision of slideshows rather 
than instruction videos: It is envisioned that these 
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resources will be used to staff development. The 
slideshow have been specifically developed for this 
purpose. It is anticipated that a member of the school 
leadership or a district level staff person would lead 
this professional development. 

Thus, the document will provide excellent insight for 
this person, who will then be able to lead this 
professional development activity in a manner that 
also integrates local insight and plans. This is 
considered preferable to a video that would not be 
able to integrate this local insight. 

EMBRACE CIVILITY STUDENT 
SURVEY

The Embrace Civility Student Survey is the most 
powerful tool in this program. Use of the survey data 
can encourage students to be consistently kind and 
respectful and reach out to help if someone has been 
treated badly or excluded. 

As is evident in the survey language itself, students 
should be given the option of deciding whether or not 
they will complete the survey. Also, a notice should be 
sent home to parents informing them of the survey 
and giving them the opportunity to opt their child 
out. This has been provided. 

The creator of this program found that Survey 
Monkey was a very easy tool to use. Survey Monkey 
was very helpful in creating charts demonstrating the 
data, as well as Word Graphs. 

This survey asks these kinds of questions:

• Questions about overall school climate.

• Questions about students’ perspectives about 
hurtful behavior and the role of witnesses.

• Several questions about incident rates of hurtful 
behavior. This includes questions about how 
frequently in the last month students witnessed 
someone being hurtful, were hurtful, and had 
someone be hurtful to them. 

• Follow-up questions to the hurtful incident 
questions that relate to how students responded 
to those incidents as a witness, the one who was 
hurtful, and the one treated badly.

There are two reasons for this survey:

• To obtain social norms data and insight from 
students related to strategies that can be 
integrated into the instruction. 

• For evaluation purposes. As this program is used 
of the years, the school will be able to assess 
effectiveness by looking at the incident data. 

The slideshow should be modified with the addition 
of local data. The data that is relevant to he specific 
lessons is noted in the Instructional Objectives and 
Approach and in the slideshow itself. 

What will be discovered is an incredible level of 
student interest in THEIR school’s data. Students are 
always very interested in what the data says about 
how they think and act. 

Over time, the incident numbers should improve. 
This would mean a decrease in hurtful incidents and 
an increase in students stepping in to help, stopping 
themselves and making things right, and asserting 
themselves effectively if someone is hurtful. 

This is why it is important to have students complete 
the survey every year. Schools can then make new 
slides to demonstrate progress and identify concerns. 

EMBRACE CIVILITY INSTRUCTION

CURRICULUM STANDARDS

The Health Education Curriculum Analysis Tool 
(HECAT) is an assessment tool developed by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in 
partnership with health education experts 
representing state education agencies, school districts, 
schools, colleges, and national organizations.1 

The 2012 HECAT for Violence Prevention 
Curriculum provides this definition: 

Violence is defined as any threat or actual use 
of force or power against oneself (self-inflicted 
injury or suicide), against another person, or 
against a group that results in or has a high 
likelihood of resulting in injury, psychological 
harm, abnormal growth or development, 
deprivation, or death.2 

While Embrace Civility does not choose to use the 
term “violence” in the description or objectives, these 
are the curriculum objectives that are most relevant. 
The Health Behavior Outcomes (HBO) should enable 
students to: 
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• HBO 1. Manage interpersonal conflict in 
nonviolent ways. 

• HBO 2. Manage emotional distress in 
nonviolent ways. 

• HBO 3. Avoid bullying, being a bystander to 
bullying, or being a victim of bullying. 

• HBO 4. Avoid engaging in violence, including 
sexual harassment, coercion, exploitation, 
physical fighting, and rape. 

• HBO 5. Avoid situations where violence is likely 
to occur. 

• HBO 6. Avoid associating with others who are 
involved in or who encourage violence or 
criminal activity. 

• HBO 7. Get help to prevent or stop violence 
including harassment, abuse, bullying, hazing, 
fighting, and hate crimes. 

• HBO 8. Get help to prevent or stop 
inappropriate touching. 

• HBO 9. Get help to stop being subjected to 
violence or physical abuse. 

• HBO 10. Get help for oneself or others who are 
in danger of hurting themselves.3 

The Embrace Civility lessons directly address the 
individual Knowledge and Student Skills expectations 
in the HECAT violence prevention for grades 3-5 and 
6-8. 

There are eight groups of lessons contained in 
Embrace Civility. However, within each group lesson, 
there are multiple smaller lessons, each one of which 
could be a short lesson and discussion in and of itself. 

It is presumed that most middle and high schools 
have implemented an approach that engages students 
in homerooms or advisory. Sometimes, these 
homerooms or advisories may include students only 
in one grade. In other schools, these groups may be 
multi-grade. 

Homerooms or advisories are most often the place 
where the school addresses issues that relate to the 
school climate. Therefore, it is assumed that the more 
in-depth discussions about the issues addressed in 
Embrace Civility will occur in these environments. 

It is quite acceptable to initiate the implementation of 
Embrace Civility in a student assembly format. 
however, it is essential to realize that one-shot 

assemblies will not result in a positive change in 
student behavior. If the introduction is done in an 
assembly, it is recommended that the assembly focus 
on the information presented in Lessons 1 and 2. It 
should be indicated to the students that they will be 
learning more about the Embrace Civility approach 
in their classroom environments. 

How these lessons should be taught is a matter to be 
decided by the school. Ideally, the lessons in Embrace 
Civility should be imparted to students by other 
students. 

However, depending on the degree to which students 
have been involved in leadership and peer instruction 
activities, the implementation approach in individual 
schools will--and should--vary. 

However, the overall objective should always be kept 
in mind: At some time, now or in the future, students 
will be the primary presenters and lead the student 
discussions, as well as being actively involved in other 
extension activities. 

Variations on the implementation approach include:

• Initial primary presentation of the student survey 
data and introduction of all of the Embrace 
Civility lessons by a ...

- Staff member.

- Group of student leaders from this school,

- Group of high school students presenting at 
their former middle school.

• With follow-up presentation and discussion of 
lessons in homerooms or advisories ...

- Where the teacher presents the information and 
actively engages students in discussion.

- Where the teacher asks a group of students in 
the class to present the information and engage 
students in discussion. 

- Where older group of students comes to a class 
with younger students and presents 
information and leads discussion. 

- Where trained members of a Student 
Leadership Team come to the class and presents 
information and leads discussion.

One approach that may be effective is for a the first 
year a school staff member delivers the initial 
presentation (Lessons 1 and 2) in an assembly,. This is 
followed by teachers presents the lessons in their 
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homerooms. As teachers present these lessons, they 
should watch for those students who appear to be 
most engaged, who can be invited to serve on the 
Student Leadership Team. 

The Student Leadership Team could be initiated and 
the students in this team could be engaged in 
Expansion Activities and undertake a study of the 
material presented in Fostering Positive Relations. 
There is certainly additional material available, 
especially online, that these students could also study. 
Thus, this study could be extended into an actual 
class. 

The following year, members of the Student 
Leadership Team could provide the leadership for the 
assembly and could provide assistance in homeroom 
or advisory classes in the delivery of the instruction. 

EXPANSION ACTIVITIES

Expanding on these lessons throughout the school 
year will be important. These are activities that should 
be under the direct control of the Student Leadership 
Team. 

• Posters, Screen Savers, or Bookmarks. The 
Student Leadership Team could hold a poster, 
screen-saver, or book-mark contest for the entire 
student body. Items that illustrate positive student 
norms and values and effective skills are ideal. 

• T-shirt. The Student Leadership Team could host 
a competition for a t-shirt design for students to 
promote their commitment to civility. 

• Daily or Weekly Announcements. Several 
members of the Student Leadership Team make 
a daily or weekly public school announcement 
related to Embrace Civility. 

- Here is an example of what a member of the 
Embrace Civility Student Leadership could say:

“Hi. I am ___ a member of the Embrace 
Civility Student Leadership Team. Here is 
your quote of the day: 

If I can help somebody as I pass along, if I 
can cheer somebody with a word or song, if I 
can show somebody he's traveling wrong, 
then my living will not be in vain. Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Please take a moment today to reach out to 
be kind or help someone decide on a positive 

path. And remember to say think you to 
someone who reaches out to be kind to you. 

We are having a meeting of the Embrace 
Civility Student Leadership Team ___. 
Remember, membership on this Team is 
open to anyone who makes a commitment to 
be kind and respectful and who wants to 
help our school community live by these 
values. 

• Video. Students could create an Embrace Civility 
video to share what the school is doing.

• Random Acts of Kindness Campaign. Obtain a 
10 gallon water container with a narrow opening. 
Place this in a public place in the school. 
Encourage each student to bring at least 5 pennies 
to school each day (provide extra pennies in the 
office). During the day, they can reach out to be 
kind to another person, preferably someone 
outside their social group or someone who 
appears to be struggling. Each time they reach out 
to be kind, they place a penny in the container. At 
the end of each month, the proceeds are sent to a 
local non-profit. 

• Wall of Thanks. Create a bulletin board area in 
the school as a Wall of Thanks. Provide ample 
“sticky notes” nearby and pens. Encourage 
everyone in the school community--students, 
staff, and parents--to regularly write personal 
messages of gratitude to others or for anything 
they are personally thankful for. 

- To expand on this activity, members of the 
Student Leadership Team could pick out a few 
messages each day to read over the intercom in 
the morning. Instruct them to specifically pick 
out messages of gratitude sent to students who 
are known to have greater challenges. 

• School Board and Other Presentations. The 
Student Leadership Team could make a 
presentation on their findings and efforts to the 
School Board and to other community 
organizations. (Hint: community organizations 
may be a source of funding for some projects that 
require funding.)

• Flash Dance. If you have not seen this video, 
watching it is a must: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=MhYyAa0VnyY. In honor of 
International Anti-Bullying Day, two schools in 
Vancouver came together to create a message 
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about Acceptance and challenge others to use 
social media as a positive tool. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

There are a number of excellent sites online that have 
wonderful ideas, programs, or resources that could be 
integrated into school activities. Among the best are:

• Teaching Tolerance Resources. Southern 
Poverty Law Clinic’s excellent Teaching 
Tolerance program has a wealth insight and 
resources for activities that can easily be student 
led.4

• Beyond Differences. A great organization, 
Beyond Differences, promotes a number of 
wonderful activities to help students engage in 
social inclusion.5 Two in-school activities include:

- Know Your Classmates.

- No One Eats Alone.

• One and All. One and All is a site established by 
Harvard Graduate School of Education that 
focuses on Strategies to Protect Students, Reject 
Bullying, and Build Communities Where 
Everyone Thrives.6

IDENTIFYING STUDENT LEADERS

Schools that seek to implement a program that 
involved students as leaders are immediately 
confronted with a dilemma: 

Given that the primary source of hurtful behavior in 
schools is from those students who seek social 
dominance and are considered by their peers to be 
“popular” and that staff likely view these students as 
“leaders,” how can a school set up a student 
leadership program that avoids the selection of 
students who have been hurtful to serve in the 
leadership group? 

Here is a story that may help your understanding: 

I once had a conversation with a high school student 
who was being chronically bullied. This very 
delightful and competent young woman had diabetes 
1. In fact, she almost died when she was 4 years old. 
She was slightly over weight. Much of the bullying she 
suffered was based on this. 

Every year, this young woman had applied to be on a 
student leadership group that was coordinated by the 

high school assistant principal, who was also the 
athletic director. Every year she was not selected for 
this group. The students who were selected were the 
popular athletes--who had, for years, been bullying 
her.

It is possible that in any selection of student leaders, 
some of those selected have engaged in hurtful 
behavior to achieve dominance. Their involvement  in 
fostering positive relations could be very beneficial in 
reducing any further hurtful behavior of theirs, as well 
as that of others within their social group. 

However, it should be clearly understood that 
students, especially those who have been treated 
badly, will know if students who are selected for the 

The following are some examples of how peer 
leadership programs have selected student leaders. 

ROOTS

The Roots intervention was implemented by a team of 
researchers from Princeton, Rutgers University and 
Yale University in 56 New Jersey middle schools.7 
These researchers engaged groups of students who 
they deemed to be influential to spread messages 
about the dangers of bullying and school conflict. The 
selected students were encouraged to discuss in their 
own voices positive ways to foster more positive 
relations. 

The researchers tested whether certain students, who 
they label "social referents" or social influencers, had 
increased influence over school climate and the social 
norms and behavioral patterns in their schools. 

The researchers sought to identify the students who 
were most influential in their smaller peer groups. 
There was a specific intent not to ask adults to select 
the students or to identify students based on 
“popularity.”

To identify the “social referents,” the researchers used 
a survey measurement known as social network 
mapping. The researchers distributed a survey to the 
students that asked them to nominate the top 10 
students at their school who they chose to spend time 
with, either in or outside of school, or face to face or 
online. Using these data, the researchers then mapped 
each school's social networks.

After identifying these students, the activities were 
designed to test whether by engaging these students in 
leadership in the creation and dissemination of 
messaging, this could shape their peers' behaviors and 
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the social norms within the school. The students were 
encouraged to create their own messaging. 

In the course of a year, the middle schools that 
employed social referents saw a 30 percent reduction 
in student conflict reports. Most significantly, the 
students who the researchers had identified as being 
highly connected, social referents were the most 
effective at influencing social norms and behavior 
among their network connections and at the school 
climate level.  

SAFE SCHOOLS AMBASSADORS

A similar program is the Safe Schools Ambassador 
program from Community Matters.8 The Safe School 
Ambassadors program engages and mobilizes 
socially-influential leaders from the school's diverse 
student groups. As the web site notes:

These "alpha" leaders are carefully identified 
through student and staff surveys. They are 
selected based upon specific criteria, such as: 
strong position and influence in their peer 
group, good communication skills, and a 
history of standing up for friends.

The website does not provide in-depth detail on how 
student leaders are selected. It suggests that there can 
be several approaches, involving staff and/or student 
nomination. The desired profile is:

• represent the diverse age, ethnic, ability, and 
"interest" groups on campus

• are the "opinion leaders" of these groups, the 
more outspoken and charismatic students 
(some of whom attract "negative" attention)9

The recruited students then participate in a two-day 
interactive training along with several adults who 
serve as program mentors. 

SOURCES OF STRENGTH

Sources of Strength is a suicide prevention program 
that uses peer leaders.10  This program uses a staff 
nomination approach. The following is its guidance 
on the types of students to be nominated:

Natural Leaders. Strong PLs are the natural 
and key leaders among different groups of 
students in the school. They are students whose 
‘voices are heard’ by other students who they 
affiliate with. They represent a wide variety of 
social groups, and often have specific influence 

within smaller groups or cliques. They may be 
peer helpers, student council members, gang 
leaders, SADD members, or others. Training 
other students with ‘leadership potential’ in 
their social groups is also a good strategy.

Representing Diverse Social Groups. It is 
especially important to identify peers who have 
influence with diverse types of cliques and 
groups. They may not be the “high-achievers” or 
highly engaged students. Some have experienced 
the effects of suicide on a personal basis; others 
have been active in previous prevention efforts. 
Still others have no related experience. 
Together, they bring a mixture of backgrounds 
and attitudes to the program. When recruiting 
your Peer Leader group, ensure that you 
include students who represent the following:

• All school grades

• Various gender identities and sexual 
orientations

• Groups less connected to school

• As many known cliques as possible

• All of the racial and ethnic groups of the school

• Students who spend time with students at risk 
for drop-out and other behavior problems11 

STAND UP ~ CARING MAJORITY

An excellent book for elementary students is Stand 
Up.12  Dr. Sirus, one of the co-authors of this book 
utilized a student leadership program called the 
Caring Majority for years in her elementary school.13 
To be included in as a student in the Caring Majority, 
students were required to complete an application 
identifying why they wanted to do so. 

EMBRACE CIVILITY

The recommended approach to select student leaders 
for the Embrace Civility program is:

• Ask students to identify several students who, in 
their opinion, consistently demonstrate 
leadership in being kind and respectful to other 
students and are students they trust and would 
feel comfortable approaching about a concern.

• Ask students who are in a minority population 
within your school to identify which students they 
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think would be strong representatives to express 
concerns that face their community. 

- Alternatively, hold focus groups with these 
students to ask they about their concerns and in 
the process of these groups, identify the 
students who appear most articulate and 
dedicated. 

• Ask school staff to nominate students using the 
criteria provided through the Sources of Strength 
program, paying particular attention to the 
selection of student leaders from minority groups.

• Allow students to apply using an application form 
that solicits reasons for their interest and what 
they would like this group to accomplish. Unless 
it is obvious that this application was not 
submitted in good faith, any student who takes 
the time to apply should likely be included in the 
group. 

Using a combination of this input, identify students to 
ask to serve on the Embrace Civility Student 
Leadership Team and approve the applications of 
those who submitted them. 

It is essential that the Student Leadership Team 
include representatives from the diverse student 
groups within your community.  

MORE COMPREHENSIVE SURVEY

The Embrace Civility Student Survey seeks to identify 
student perspectives about hurtful behavior, especially 
focusing on identifying students’ norms and values, 
their thoughts on effective responses when treated 
badly, why they would not be hurtful, why they were 
hurtful, and stepping in to help. 

In October 2015, Embrace Civility in the Digital Age 
conducted a national survey using a more extensive 
version of this survey. Portions of this survey have 
since been modified to more closely fit the Embrace 
Civility program. 

The more comprehensive survey also asked questions 
about the effectiveness of staff responses when hurtful 
incidents were witnessed, whether students reported 
and the effetiveness of the response or why they did 
not report. The survey also asked about students 
witnessing staff be hurtful to a student. 

A report of the findings from this more 
comprehensive survey is on the web site. 

Insight from this prior survey has been integrated into 
the Embrace Civility student program. If schools are 
interested in reviewing an updated version of the 
more comprehensive survey, please contact Embrace 
Civility in the Digital Age at info@embracecivility.org. 
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