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

EMBRACE CIVILITY
PART 5

EMPOWERING STUDENTS WHO ARE 
TREATED BADLY

2018 Embrace Civility in the Digital Age

Students Who Are 
Targeted

• Bias-based
- “Different” which 

has been translated 
to “deviant”

• Status-based
- Rivals or perceived 

rivals

- Sexual 
relationships

TWO PROFILES THOSE WHO ARE “DIFFERENT”
• Most frequently targeted

- Disabilities
- Minority sexual identity or orientation 
- Obese
- Race or religion
- Perceived to be “different” in some other way

DIFFERENT VS DEVIANT

• Deviance is in the eye of the beholder
- “Different” does not equate to “deviant” until 

some powerful group defines such “difference” 
to be “deviant”

What are the social norms in your school 
around “differences” and inclusion?

“Weak”

“Loser”

“Wimp”

“Weird”

Do students want to 
think of themselves 
as a “victim”? 

NO!!!

NEVER call students who 
are treated badly a “victim!”

NEVER depict them as 
helpless!



EMPOWERMENT FOCUS

• Shift away from 
perceiving these 
students as 
“victims” who 
require adult 
protection.

• Shift to ...
- A positive school 

climate that 
embraces 
differences. 

- Students  
supported to 
become personally 
empowered.

The Harms

THE HARMS

• Those who are 
bullied ...
- Higher rates of 

anxiety, 
depression, 
physical health 
problems, and 
social adjustment 
problems. 

• Schools with 
excessive 
bullying ...
- Lower school 

engagement, 
grades, test scores 
and graduation 
rates.

SUICIDE CONCERNS

• Increased risk for suicide. 
- Chronic bullying or a recent intense incident 

can increase the risk of suicide.

- However, suicide behaviors are grounded in 
multiple risk factors ~ not just bullying.

• The message: “Bullying caused a student 
to suicide” is a HUGE concern!

SUICIDE CONCERNS

• This message can 
possibly lead 
students who are 
being bullied to 
think that suicide 
is an option they 
should consider.

• This message also 
unfairly blames 
students for a bad 
situation that had 
multiple causes.

WHAT TO SAY

• Say this instead: 
“Being involved in bullying can increase risk of 
suicide for some students. However, there are many 
factors that combine to someone taking their own life. 
It is important not to blame yourself or others for a 
friend or classmate’s sad choice. If you are feeling sad 
and hopeless, talk to someone you trust.

- Tell students how they can ask for help locally and 
also reference Lifeline (1-800-273-8255) or send a text 
to the CrisisTextLine (text HOME to 741741).



Insight to Build Self-
Confidence,

Skills and Resilience

Be Positively 
Powerful

If someone is hurtful, I will 
keep my personal power and 
respond in a positively way.

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

OVERVIEW OF STRATEGIES
• Foundation

- Stay Calm
- Keep my Personal 

Power
- Stand Tall

• Respond Effectively
- Respond With Strength
- Think Things Through

• Build Greater 
Resilience
- Use My Strengths 
- Focus on Good 
- Build My Future 
- Make a Positive 

Difference  
- Maintain a Positive 

Presence  

TRAUMATIC DISTRESS

• “Connect the dots”
- Bullied students and some who engage in 

bullying have suffered from traumatic distress

• Positive Psychology Insight to support 
resilience can help
- Positive connections, positive thoughts, self-

regulation, problem solving skills, focus on 
strengths, kindness

5:1 MAGIC

• If provided with 5 positive connections for 
every 1 negative experience MAGIC occurs
- As simple as someone saying “hi” or “good job”

• How can Student Leaders provide 
increased positive connections for 
students who are more frequently   
treated badly?

5:1 MAGIC IN ACTION

• Make a commitment as Student Leaders to 
help students who are more frequently 
excluded or treated badly

• Be attentive

• Reach out to say something kind or do 
something kind as frequently as possible! 

• Pay attention and watch for the MAGIC!



MINDFULNESS SELF-REGULATION

Calm
Trigger

Agitation
Outburst

Mindfulness 
practice helps

Think Things Through to 
develop personal 

strategies to self-regulate

Stay Calm
✓I know that when I remain 

calm, I make better choices.

✓I will practice being mindful on 
a daily basis.

✓If anything happens that upsets 
me, I will take a deep breath 
and remind myself to stay calm.

PERSONAL POWER

• Harmful 
consequences are 
not just caused by 
the bad things that 
happen to us, but 
also by our beliefs 
about those 
happenings.

A + B = C MODEL

• It is not possible to change A.

• It IS possible to be in control of B. 

• And therefore control C.

A: the adversity. 
B: what someone believes about A.
C: the consequence.

TRANSLATION

“We don’t always have 
control over what 
happens to us. 
But we do have the 
ability to control what 
we think of ourselves 
and how we respond.”



Keep My Personal Power
✓I know I cannot control how 

others might treat me.

✓However, I can control how 
I respond.

✓I will never give anyone the 
power to control how I feel 
about myself.

POWER POSING

• Holding “power pose.” 
- Increases power hormone.  

- Decreases stress hormone.

- Improves performance under stress.

• You can “fake it” (pose) to 
“make it” (feel powerful).

POWER POSING POWER POSING

Stand Tall

✓When I stand tall, this 
increases my feelings of 
self-confidence. 

✓I will always stand tall, 
hold my head high, and 
walk with pride.

WITH STRENGTH

• Remain Calm

• Keep Your 
Personal Power

• Stand Tall

• Think Things 
Through

• Stop, Own 
It and Fix It

• Reach Out 
to Be Kind



Respond With Strength
✓If someone is hurtful, I will:

- Remain calm, stand tall, and think to myself “I choose 
not to give that person the power to make me feel bad.”

- Decide whether I can or should respond immediately.
• If I respond—keep it short and powerful, demonstrating humor 

or kindness, rather than anger or distress. Or ignore, hold my 
head high and walk away with pride.

• If online—capture the post, report abuse, and block, and do not 
respond. Or respond with humor or kindness.

- Think Things Through to decide what else to do.
- Stop, own it, and fix it if I have also been hurtful.
- Reach out to be kind to another, because this will make 

things better.

PROBLEM SOLVING

• Increase abilities to Think Things Through
- What is the situation?
- What do I want to accomplish?
- What strategies could I use?
- Is each in accord with my values and strengths?
- For each, what might happen?
- What is my best choice?
- If that does not work, what else could I do? 

Think Things Through
✓I will think of a way to respond 

that is positive and powerful: 
- What actually happened?
- What do I want to achieve in response?
- What several positive things could I do 

that use my personal strengths?
- Is each in accord with my values?
- For each, what might happen?
- What is my best first choice? 
- What else could I do?
- If not sure, I will talk with a friend or a 

trusted adult.

CHARACTER STRENGTHS

• Encourage students to make a daily practice 
of doing something that specifically uses one 
of their strengths. 

• If someone has been hurtful, figure out how 
to respond using one of their strengths. 

Creativity Curiosity Judgment Love of Learning
Wisdom Bravery Perseverance Honesty Zest

Love Kindness Social Intelligence Teamwork 
Fairness Leadership Forgiveness

Humility Prudence Self-control
Appreciation of Excellence Gratitude Hope

Humor Spirituality

Use My Strengths
✓I know my strengths and will use my 

strengths to respond in difficult situations 

GRATITUDE

Gratitude helps people feel more positive 
emotions, improve their health, deal with 
adversity, and build strong relationships

Gratitude can actually help to rewire 
the brain to achieve greater happiness



Focus on Good

✓I am thankful for the good 
things happening in my life.
- People who make me feel great.

- Great things that happen each day.

- What I do that I am proud of.

FOCUS ON FUTURE

• The desire to thrive is 
the primary drive of all 
human beings because 
it promotes the 
evolutionary process.
- Preparing for the future 

is essential to thriving.

FUTURE DIRECTED

• Teachable skills:
- Establishing goals.

- Creating an action plan.

- Engaging in problem solving.

- Keeping on path. 

- Effectively dealing with obstacles or 
disappointments.

Build My Future 

✓I explore what I want to 
accomplish in my life.

✓I create personal goals, take 
steps to achieve these goals, 
and effectively respond to 
challenges along the way.

KINDNESS

• Being Kind has profound positive benefits
Feels good

Increases 
self-esteem

Is contagious

Leads to greater 
acceptance

Increases 
optimism

Decreases social 
avoidance Increases feelings 

of self-worth

X3 MAGIC BEING KIND

• In a research study ...
Students who reached out to be kind to 
other students three times a day 
experienced significant increases in peer 
acceptance.

• As a Student Leader, this is an approach 
you can recommend to a student who is 
frequently excluded or treated badly.



Reach Out to be             
Kind

✓Every day, I will reach 
out to be kind to others.

✓I will make a positive 
difference in the world. 

SOCIAL MEDIA CONCERNS

• Concerns associated with social media …
- Cyberbullying

- Sexting

- Posting material that damages                     
relationships or opportunities

- Addictive behavior

- Impulsive behavior

A Positive Presence
✓ I maintain a social media presence that 

shows me to be Positively Powerful! 

✓ I am careful about what I post online or 
send because this can be forwarded to 
anyone and become permanent.

✓ I avoid people and sites that are harmful 
or hurtful.

✓ If I am angry, I keep my hands off the 
keyboard until I have calmed down. 

✓ I keep my online activities in balance 
with the rest of my life. 

Stay Calm

Focus on 
Good

Stand Tall 

Keep My 
Personal 

Power

Think Things  
Through

Use My 
Strengths

Respond With 
Strength

Build my 
Future Reach Out to Be 

Kind

Create a Positive 
Presence

I am Positively Powerful

Thanks for Your 
Attention


