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It is necessary for school leaders to take a Growth 
Mindset perspective and accept the fact that, despite 

best efforts and intentions, what they are doing to 
address bullying is not achieving a positive results.

Recent meta analyses of bullying 
prevention programs have 
documented marginal to no 
positive impact--with zero 
effectiveness at the secondary level 

Most educators 
appear to think that 
what they are doing 
in their schools is 
generally effective

What students report 
in multiple studies is

Schools are 
not doing 
enough

Most staff 
ignore 
bullying

Reporting bullying will 
make things worse



Bullying prevention isn’t 
rocket science

It is far more complicated

Especially when the 
coordinates given to the 

rockets are in conflict and 
will lead to the wrong 

direction!

HARMFUL IMPACT OF 
BULLYING

THE HARMS
• Bullying can contribute to 

- Lifelong physical and mental health problems 

- Significant interference with learning

- Chronic absences and school failure

- Increased risk of violence and suicide

• Schools with higher levels of bullying 
have lower levels of achievement

SUICIDE AND VIOLENCE



• National sample of 12-17 year olds
- Students who experienced only school bullying or only 

cyberbullying were 1.6 times more likely to report suicidal 
ideation

- Students who experienced both forms were more than 5 
times as likely to report suicidal ideation

- Students who experienced both forms were more than 11 
times as likely to attempt suicide

- More serious incidents had a significant and positive 
association with suicidal ideation and attempts 

- Students who reported that their experience affected them at 
school were at the highest risk for suicidal ideation and 
attempted suicide

DO NOT BLAME STUDENTS!!

• Blaming horrible events on students who bullied ...
- Causes profound harm to the blamed students
- Fails to recognize the multiple factors involved
- Can increase copycat behavior
- Unfairly blames students for conditions at school that the 

school leadership has not effectively addressed

The idea that we are to blame, even implicitly, for the 
murders of our friends and teachers is a slap in the 
face to all Stoneman Douglas victims and survivors.

PERSPECTIVE
• Students who have experienced trauma or have 

other challenges are more frequently bullied

• Being bullied is a form of trauma

• Experiencing trauma places students at 
higher risk of suicide or engaging in violence

• Intense incidents of bullying or other relationship 
difficulties can be a trigger to suicide or violence 
for a student who is at greater risk

TRAUMA INFORMED

Reducing the trauma that is being inflicted on 
students while they are at school must be a key 
component of trauma informed practices!

BULLYING = TRAUMA



HURTFUL BEHAVIOR WHAT IS BULLYING?
Statutory Definition

- Intentional hurtful behavior 
causing interference with learning

Academic Definition
- Intentional, repeated, 

imbalance of power

What People Think
- Someone was hurtful 

to me or my child

Discriminatory 
harassment

Sexual 
harassment

Cyberbullying Disrespect Relational 
aggressionConflict or 

“drama”

harassmentharassmentharassment

Physical harm 
or threat

Dating 
abuse

Retaliation
Hazing

Hurtful by mistake

Educators must effectively intervene 
in all kinds of hurtful situations

There are many forms of hurtful behavior

Mobbing

THE BOTTOM LINE
Self-Bullying

All students need skills to avoid and 
resolve all kinds of hurtful behavior

THOSE WHO BULLY

Educators are 
told that those 
who engage in 

bullying are       
“at risk”

This is partially 
correct



Popular

Socially skilled

Competent

Attractive

Compliant to staffLeaders

Students who are hurtful to 
achieve social dominance

“Cool” NOT 
“at risk”

Have empathy

PRIMARY SOURCE OF BULLYING

Tier I
Perceived to be 

“deviant”
May lack social skills

TWO KINDS OF TARGETS
Ethological-Based Behavior

Rivals or perceived 
rivals

Bidirectional “drama”

This is social 
dominance behavior 
by students who are 

not “at risk!” 

Risk prevention 
approaches will 
not reduce this 
kind of hurtful 

behavior

IMPULSIVE RETALIATION
The Cycle of Hurt

• Acted fast 
when angry

• This person 
had been 
hurtful to me



HURTFUL STAFF

• Concerns of staff who are 
hurtful to students is not 
being effectively addressed
- Hurtful staff cause profound harm 

and destroy trust

- Hurtful staff model hurtful 
behavior to students

- Students bullied by both staff and 
peers experience profound distress

SHIFT TO POSITIVE

Ensure an effective response to the more 
serious situations by school leadership

Foster positive 
relations, kindness, 
compassion, inclusion

Reduce all forms of 
hurtful behavior

Empower students and staff to respond 
effectively to minor hurtful incidents

RESILIENCE AND 
STUDENT LEADERSHIP



TRAUMA INFORMED

• Acts of 
kindness

• Character 
strengths

• Problem 
solving

• Mindfulness• Positive staff-
student connections
- Relationship mapping

- 5:1 positive to negative

• De-escalation

• Restorative 
Practices

POSITIVE SOCIAL NORMS
• The path to achieving high 

social status must change
The majority of students do not like to 
see others being hurtful and truly admire 
those who are kind and step in to help!

STUDENT LEADERSHIP

• Increase student voice in 
all aspects of improving 
school climate

• Engage a diverse group of kind, 
compassionate, and inclusive 
students in leadership roles to 
promote positive relations

DEVELOPMENTAL



 DEVELOPMENTAL ISSUES

 Personal 
Identity

IndependencePersonal 
Control

Issues Arising in Adolescence

Hurtful behavior 
less obvious

Less adult 
supervision

So why do we think 
this will work?

Want to resolve their 
relationship challenges 

independently

EMPOWER STUDENTS
• Schools must empower students by 

assisting them to gain greater 
effectiveness in social relationship skills

• How to effectively respond if they
- Witness hurtful behavior

- Have been treated badly

- Have been hurtful

REPORTING AND 
RESPONSE CONCERNS

“TELL AN ADULT”

• National Crime 
Victimization Study 
School Crimes 
Supplement found that 
only 43% of students 
bullied at school told 
school staff



YOUTH VOICE PROJECT

-

0%
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Grade 5 Grades 6 to 8 Grades 9 to 12

Did not tell Told and got better
Told and stayed same Told and got worse

Students who were bullied and distressed
EFFECTIVENESS

Apparent 
effectiveness of the 

 “tell an adult” 
approach 

About 10%

• Effective Threat Assessment is essential!
- Increased student reporting is essential!

• Effective Threat Assessment REQUIRES 
that students feel comfortable reporting

• Policy against “bullying”

• Reporting mechanism

• Investigation requirement

• Sanctions, if appropriate

An ineffective “rules and 
punishment” approach



Turns what was an 
offense against the 
targeted student 
which should require 
a remedy ...

Into a determination of 
whether a rule was violated by 
the accused student and if this 
student should be punished

In states where statutes require annual bullying 
reports, many schools report “zero incidents”

Schools are now required to make annual public 
reports of bullying incidents under ESSA

Schools want to 
avoid “black marks”
- Decision-grids guide 

principals in 
determining if the 
offense is “bullying” 

- Often results in 
determination this 
was “not bullying”

• Considered a promising approach

• Research still in nascent state

• Exponential growth

• Evidence of effectiveness is limited

• May have positive effects across several outcomes



To a more comprehensive investigation 
and intervention to the harmful situation 

Switch from thinking in terms of 
possible  “disciplinary code” violation EFFECTIVE 

INVESTIGATION AND 
INTERVENTION

DISTINGUISH

• Likely what was witnessed 
is not the “whole story”

• Minor incidents 
that a staff member 
can resolve

• More serious or 
chronic situations 
that require 
principal attention

• Staff have other responsibilities

STAFF AS WITNESS

• Seek to restore relationships to reduce 
future harm

• Support target to reduce harmful impact

• Ensure hurtful student and supporters 
accept responsibility and remedy the harm
• Report as required

• Follow-up to ensure things got better



SERIOUS OR CHRONIC
Civil Rights Regulations Require

• Conduct a 
Prompt 
Thorough, 
Unbiased 
investigation

• Develop a strategy 
Reasonably Calculated to ...
- End the harassment
- Prevent retaliation
- Remedy harm to target
- Make necessary corrections to 

the environment

EXCELLENT GUIDANCE

• Investigate how any involved students 
are being treated by staff and how any 
staff witnesses responded 

• For students with disabilities 
address in IEP or 504 team meeting

• Use in all serious or chronic situations
- Not just protected class students

INVESTIGATION

• Determine the motivation 
of those being hurtful 
- Identify their supporters, 

who must also be held 
accountable

• Identify whether any involved students 
have challenges that must be addressed 
through increased resilience and skills

INVESTIGATE

• Inquire into how any involved students 
are being treated by staff and determine 
whether any staff member was present 
and how that staff member responded

• Ask all involved students for their 
insight into how best to proceed 
to resolve the situation and ensure 
their full participation 



POSITIVE INTERVENTION
• Develop a positive action plan for 

any student with challenges
- Assist that student in gaining greater 

resilience and more effective social 
relationship skills 

- Ensure ongoing staff-student 
connections

• Implement a protection plan, if necessary 

POSITIVE INTERVENTION
• Hold the student who was hurtful 

and supporters accountable 
- Private discussion process that leads 

them to accept personal responsibility

- Collaborative problem solving to 
identify how they will remedy the 
harm to the target and community

- Require that they engage in daily acts 
of kindness to others and report

POSITIVE INTERVENTION
• Correct any aspects of the school 

environment that have been identified 
- Focus on how to increase inclusion

- Address any concerning behavior of school 
staff in being hurtful or not responding—
also in a restorative manner

• Ensure ongoing monitoring until all 
parties indicate things have gotten better 

CONTINUOUS 
IMPROVEMENT



ASSESSMENT
• Conduct anonymous surveys and focus 

groups on school climate that assess 

- Staff-student relationships

- Student-student relationships

- Negative incidents

- Effectiveness of staff interventions

IMPROVEMENT PLANS

• Engage in evaluation 
of effectiveness

• Develop 
implementation plans

• Identify research-
informed approaches 

• Develop objectives

RESOURCES FOR 
EDUCATORS

Chapter 1. Engage Students to Embrace 
Civility Approach

Chapter 2. Bullying Prevention: 
Understanding the Concerns

Chapter 3. Reasons for the Lack of 
Effectiveness

Chapter 4. Integrated Risk Prevention

Chapter 5. Connections, Competencies, 
and Engaged Students

Chapter 6. Positive Strategies to Foster 
Positive Relations

Chapter 7. Positive Strategies for 
Investigation and Intervention



Engage Students to Embrace Civility Part 1
Research evidence related to the challenges currently being 
faced by schools — essentially what is not working and why

Engage Students to Embrace Civility Part 2
Positive research-based strategies that have a greater 
likelihood of success. 

Engage Students to Embrace 
Civility Professional 
Development Videos

Reach Out  

Say “Stop”

Report Concerns  
Stop, Own It, and Fix It  
Be Positively Powerful 

Positively Powerful Strategies Resources Provided
• Reproducible Student Guide

• Implementation Guide
- Instructional Objectives and Approach

- Student Survey

• Short Training Videos 

• Slideshows

• Email Discussion Group



Http://embracecivility.org/

Thanks for Your 
Attention


