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Empower Students to Embrace Civility is about 
promoting and strengthening positive behaviors that 
will help students foster positive relations. 

Embrace Civility is an approach that shifts from the 
failed “rules and punishment” approach to bullying 
prevention to the creation of an environment where 
hurtful behavior by students or staff is incompatible 
with the accepted social norms.  

Help students gain the values and skills to:

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

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

• Effectively step in to help if they witness hurtful 
behavior.

Ensure that all school staff:

• Have an accurate understanding of the dynamics 
of hurtful behavior.

• Use effective strategies to intervene in hurtful 
incidents they witness or are reported.

Ensure that school leaders, including administrators, 
counselors, and school psychologists

• Understand the legal parameters that relate to 
their responsibilities. 

• Engage in comprehensive efforts to ensure a 
positive school climate and cultural competence.

• Effectively investigate and intervene in a 
restorative manner in the more serious hurtful 
situations. 

Shift From Fixed to Growth Mindset
It is necessary to shift from the failed fixed mindset 
approach of bullying prevention to a growth mindset 
approach that focuses on the establishment of a 
positive school climate and empowerment of students.

Dweck has found that people’s mindsets, that whether 
they have a growth mindset or a fixed mindset, play a 
key role in their motivation and achievement.1  As 
explained:

In a fixed mindset, people believe their basic 
qualities, like their intelligence or talent, are 
simply fixed traits. They spend their time 
documenting their intelligence or talent instead 
of developing them. They also believe that 
talent alone creates success—without effort. 
They’re wrong.

In a growth mindset, people believe that their 
most basic abilities can be developed through 
dedication and hard work—brains and talent 
are just the starting point. This view creates a 
love of learning and a resilience that is essential 
for great accomplishment. Virtually all great 
people have had these qualities.2

When evaluating the “rules and punishment” bullying 
prevention guidance provided to educators on bullying 
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prevention, it becomes apparent that the messaging 
reflects a fixed mindset. 

Calling students who engage in hurtful behavior 
“bullies,” rather than referring to their inappropriate 
behavior, is name calling and reflects the fixed mindset 
perspective of their inability to change. 

Far too often, students who are victimized are 
characterized as powerless and helpless--incapable of 
standing up to the one who was hurtful to them. 

An exceptionally dangerous fixed mindset message is 
that students should not engage in bullying because 
this could cause others to suicide or engage in school 
violence. 

It is imperative that educators evaluate all messaging, 
especially that provided to students, to ensure that it 
communicates the perspective that students can 
change. Those who are hurtful can stop themselves, 
accept personal responsibility, make amends, and 
restore relationships. Those who have been treated 
badly can become empowered and restored from the 
harms they have suffered. 

The Embrace Civility Objectives
The Embrace Civility objectives are grounded in the 
growth mindset:

• The school embodies a positive climate where 
differences are welcomed and the school 
community has identified the positive norms and 
values they intend to abide by.

• Students who are recognized as “true leaders” in 
the school community consistently demonstrate 
kindness and respect to others and reach out to 
help when they witness someone being treated 
badly or excluded.

• Students are able to respond in a powerfully 
positive manner in situations when they are 
treated badly or when they witness hurtful 
situations.

• Students who are more typically targeted become 
empowered with self-confidence and resilience to 
reduce the likelihood that they will continue to be 
treated badly and to overcome any resulting 
harms.

• Students who have been hurtful understand the 
reasons for and impact of their hurtful behavior, 
stop themselves, accept personal responsibility, 
remedy the harm, and decide not be hurtful in the 
future.

• Students step in to help by: Reaching out to be 
kind. Helping friends resolve conflict. Publicly 
telling someone being hurtful to stop. Privately 
advising someone who was hurtful to stop, own it, 
and fix it. Reporting serious concerns to an adult.

• School staff consistently treat all students with 
kindness and respect and respond effectively when 
they witness a hurtful incident or an incident is 
reported to them.

Embrace Civility Student Survey

Embrace Civility in the Digital Age conducted a 
national survey of 1,549 secondary students on 
bullying and hurtful behavior in October 2015. A total 
sample of 1,549 students were surveyed for the purpose 
of this study. 

Students were asked questions about hurtful incidents. 
“Hurtful” was defined for them as including what is 
typically called “bullying,” but also including other 
hurtful interactions. Note, this was an intentionally 
broad definition and therefore, the overall results are 
different from the other two national surveys. Students 
were asked how frequently they experienced someone 
being hurtful to them, how frequently they were 
hurtful, how frequently they witnessed a student be 
hurtful to another student, and how frequently they 
had witnessed a school staff member be hurtful to a 
student in the last 30 days

Students who reported that someone was hurtful to 
them or that they were hurtful were also asked whether 
staff was present and, if so, how effectively the staff 
member responded. Students who reported that 
someone was hurtful to them were also asked if they 
reported this to the school, if so, how effectively the 
school responded, and, if not, why not. 

An analysis was done to identify the more vulnerable 
students, those who had been treated badly once or 
twice a week or almost daily, were upset or very upset, 
and who felt it was very difficult or impossible to get 
this to stop. Nine percent (9%) of the students who 
responded to this survey were considered to be more 
vulnerable based on this criteria. 

Insight from this survey has informed the development 
of the Empower Students to Embrace Civility 
approach. 
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Effectiveness of Current Bullying 
Prevention Approach

No Blame
Research insight reveals that the approach that schools 
have been encouraged to implement to better address 
bullying does not appear to be working effectively. It is 
important that the analysis of the research insight be 
done in a manner that seeks to avoid blame. As Cohen 
and colleagues noted:

(W)e recommend that educational leaders be 
attuned to what extent building level teams are 
learning and working together in a culture of 
blame and distrust versus a more trusting and 
collaborative problem-solving culture. School 
leaders can and need to lead efforts to establish 
what Comer (1980) has called a “no fault” 
framework: an agreement that educators will 
focus on learning from mistakes rather than 
“blaming.”3

The importance of changing how educators and others 
view “failure” is also a key component of the growth 
mindset approach outlined by Dweck.4 As outlined in 
an excellent article that applied the growth mindset to 
staff development:

Fixed mindset people dread failure, feeling that 
it reflects badly upon themselves as individuals, 
while growth mindset people instead embrace 
failure as an opportunity to learn and improve 
their abilities.5

The following insight has been set forth for the purpose 
of outlining the current concerns, not blaming 
educators.

Meta-Analyses of Prevention Programs
Recent meta-analyses (studies of multiple studies) have 
raised attention to significant concerns associated with 
the current approaches to “bullying prevention.” As 
recently noted by Cohen and colleagues: 

There have been five meta-analytic studies 
published in peer-review publications that have 
focused on the efficacy of school-based bully 
prevention programs. These review studies 
indicate that the efficacy of school bullying 
prevention programs have varied (from no 
effects to low effect sizes) across countries and 
contexts.6 

A recent article by Yeager and colleagues explains how 
the predominant approach to addressing bullying 
developed is not effective at the secondary level.7 As the 
researchers noted:

Strong developmental theory supports the 
prediction that anti-bullying programs might 
be less effective in older age groups compared to 
younger ch i ldren . Th i s invo lve s the 
developmental changes in the content of 
bullying, the characteristics of those who bully, 
the underlying psychological causes of bullying, 
and finally an overall increase in reactance 
against controlling adults among older 
adolescents.8

Other Indications of Concerns
A recently study evaluating U.S. data from the 
2005-2006 Health Behavior in School-Aged Children 
survey, determined that 65% of schools had bullying 
prevention programs. Schools with such programs had 
significantly higher levels of reported bullying.9  

The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP), is 
widely touted. On the publisher’s site, the following is 
stated:

The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program is the 
most researched and the best-known bullying 
prevention program available today.

* Proven to reduce bullying by up to 70% 

Espelage, a noted bullying prevention authority, 
recently stated:

The efficacy of the Olweus Bullying Prevention 
Program (OBPP), considered the gold-standard 
and used in thousands of US school districts, is 
questionable.10

A recent evaluation of this program by National 
Evidence-based Programs and Practices reached a 
conclusion that research evidence for OBPP is 
“inconclusive.” 11  Specifically, while the initial 
implementation in Norway in the late 80’s 
demonstrated effectiveness, implementations in the 
U.S. have shown marginal to no positive impact. 

Not yet released!

Unfortunately, much of the guidance that has been 
provided on the Federal Partners in Bullying 
Prevention web site, StopBullying.Gov, for over a 
decade has been grounded in the concepts of Dr. 
Olweus. As will be discussed below, this includes a very 
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significant misperception about the nature of bullying 
behavior. 

Another program that is touted as being effective is 
Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) or 
School Wide Positive Behavior Supports (SWPBS).12 
On the site for this program, it is announced: “Bullying 
Prevention is SWPBS.”13  The PBIS coordinators have 
no data to support any claims for such effectiveness.14 

Evaluation data from an implementation of the PBIS 
Expect Respect program, the pre- and post- student 
surveys demonstrated a decrease in students feeling 
safe and an increase in students experiencing someone 
being hurtful.15 

On the Oregon Healthy Teens survey in Lane County, 
Oregon, where PBIS was initially implemented and has 
been present for decades, 34.2% of 8th graders reported 
being bullied in the prior month. This compares to 
29.9% of 8th graders overall in the state of Oregon.16

If PBIS/SWPBS were effective in reducing bullying, one 
would expect a far lower rate in this region, because the 
program has been used so extensively and most 
educators in the region have received extensive 
training in this program to implement it with fidelity.

Effectiveness of Common Components
However, many schools are not implementing bullying 
prevention “programs,” they are following the 
requirements of state statutes. 

Most legislative required approaches are grounded in 
the establishment of rules against bullying, a 
requirement staff intervene in or report situations they 
witness, a process for students to report concerns, and 
the requirements of investigation, intervention, and 
record-keeping.17 

Ample research evidence calls into serious question the 
effectiveness of these common legislative components 
for bullying prevention. 

As will be outlined, most of these concerns relate to the 
ineffectiveness of school staff in responding to hurtful 
incidents. This is the guidance currently on the 
Stopbullying.gov web site for staff training:

To ensure that bullying prevention efforts are 
successful, all school staff need to be trained on 
what bullying is, what the school’s policies and 
rules are, and how to enforce the rules.18 

The following outlined research findings demonstrate 
the lack of effectiveness of these components. 

Staff Intervention

A study in 2007 showed that while 87% of school staff 
thought they had effective strategies for handling 
bullying, 58% of middle and 66% of high school 
students believed adults at school were not doing 
enough to stop or prevent bullying.19  Further, while 
only 7% of school staff thought they made things worse 
when they intervened in bullying situations, 61% of 
middle school students and 59% of high school 
students reported that staff who tried to stop bullying 
only made things worse. Lastly, 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. 

A 2008 study found that students overwhelmingly 
believed that most teachers ignored or did not 
recognize such hurtful activities, were not prepared to 
intervene if asked, and were incapable of doing 
anything effective if they took actions.20

A 2014 study in middle schools found that the highest 
reported prevalence rates of bullying were in 
classrooms, hallways, and lunchrooms.21 These are the 
places where presumably staff supervision should be 
the highest. The locations findings in this study are 
comparable to the location findings in the National 
Crime Victimization Survey--School Crimes 
Supplement (NCVS-SCS).22  The fact that these 
incidents were witnessed by staff and continued to 
occur increased the distress of the students.23

Data from the Embrace Civility Student Survey 
demonstrated that students who were targeted 
indicated that from their perspective a staff member 
was present 65% of the time and students reported the 
following impact: 30% Things got better. 49% Things 
stayed the same. 21% Things got worse

However, for the More Vulnerable students, staff were 
reportedly present 69% of the time and students 
reported the following impact: 13% Things got better 
47% Things stayed the same. 40% Things got worse. 

Sixty-four percent (64%) of students reported that 
made things better were when staff stepped in to help. 
For all students who reported someone was hurtful, the 
staff responses that made things get worse were when 
staff ignored the situation or just watched. More 
Vulnerable students also reported that what made 
things worse was when staff made them feel as if they 
were at fault.

Students who were hurtful indicated that from their 
perspective staff was present 78% of the time. These 
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students reported the impact as: 28% Things got better. 
54% Things stayed the same. 18% Things got worse.

What these hurtful students thought made things 
better were when staff stepped in to help or told them 
to stop. The highest reported responses by staff that 
these hurtful students thought made things worse were 
just watched or ignored the situation. Only 3% of these 
hurtful students indicated that they stopped because 
they were told to by a school staff member. 

The implication from this study is that a high priority 
must be placed on increasing the effectiveness of staff 
responses when hurtful situations are witnessed and 
ensuring follow-up to determine effectiveness of staff 
intervention is obviously essential. It appears that 
being told by an adult to stop has very limited 
effectiveness.

“Tell an Adult”

The majority of secondary students do not report 
hurtful incidents. Data from 2015 NCVS-SCS indicated 
that only 43% of students who reported someone had 
bullied them at school said that they told an adult.24 

One 2004 study at the elementary school level found 
that there was a perception among the students that the 
school tolerated bullying because nothing was ever 
done and therefore it was a waste of time to report.25 A 
2004 study of secondary students revealed that 
students did not report their situation to teachers or 
other adults for fear of being viewed as a “squealer,” 
belief that the school staff would act in a way that 
would make their situation worse, and they did not 
trust school staff to keep secrets told to them in 
confidence.26  In a 2007 study, students associated 
telling a teacher with a double jeopardy: they might not 
be believed and telling might result in retaliation by the 
perpetrators.27 

The Youth Voice Project asked students who were 
repeatedly bullied and had experienced moderate to 
very severe levels of distress whether they reported to 
an adult at school and, if so, whether things got better, 
stayed the same, or got worse.28 The findings indicated: 

• Elementary (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 school (grades 6 to 8). 68% did not tell an 
adult at school, 12% told and things got better, 8% 
told and things stayed the same, 12% told and 
things got worse. 

• High school (grades 9 to 12). 76% did not tell an 
adult at school, 7% told and things got better, 8% 
told and things stayed the same, 9% told and 
things got worse.29

When school staff use authoritarian practices to 
address student misbehavior, this results in an increase 
in bullying and other forms of aggression.30 
Punishment and use of authoritative power over 
students who have engaged in misbehavior reinforces 
the idea that those who have power are able to 
dominate others and cause them to suffer.31  In other 
words, the punishment by authority approach models 
bullying behavior.

On the Embrace Civility Student Survey, students who 
were treated badly were also asked if they told a school 
staff member and, if so, how the staff responded and 
whether things got better, stayed the same, or got 
worse. If they did not tell a school staff member, they 
were asked why they did not do so.

Overall, only 32% of all students told a school staff 
member. Only 36% of the more vulnerable students 
told a staff member. 

For all targeted students who told a school staff 
member, after they told, the reported impact was: 48% 
Things got better. 39% Stayed the same. 15% Things got 
worse. However, after the more vulnerable students 
told a staff member, the reported impact was: 30% 
Things got better. 45% Things stayed the same. 25% 
Things got worse. 

Thus, looking at these findings from an overall 
perspective, the current level of the “tell an adult” 
approach to bullying for more vulnerable students is: 
64% Did not tell a staff member. 11% Told a staff 
member and things got better. 16% Told a staff 
member and things stayed the same. 9% Told a staff 
member and things got worse.

The reasons given by the more vulnerable students for 
not telling were: Did not think a school staff member 
would do anything to help. Thought that a school staff 
member might make things worse. Thought I would be 
blamed. I probably deserved it. The student  being 
hurtful would likely have retaliated.

Reasons for Lack of Effectiveness

There are three primary reasons for the lack of 
effectiveness of schools in reducing bullying:
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• Misunderstanding of the nature of bullying 
behavior.

• Mistaken belief that adults are in control.

• Failure to pay attention to the behavior adults are 
modeling. 

Nature of Bullying Behavior
The National Research Council report, Preventing 
Bullying Through Science, Policy, and Practice, 
addressed the issue of the nature of bullying behavior 
in its report:

There is evidence that supports a finding that 
i n d i v i d u a l s w h o b u l l y o t h e r s h a v e 
contradictory attributes. Research suggests that 
there are children and adolescents who bully 
others because they have some form of 
maladjustment or ... are motivated by 
establishing their status in a social network. 
Consequently, the relation between bullying, 
being bullied, acceptance, and rejection is 
complex. This complexity is also linked to a 
stereotype held by the general public about 
individuals who bully. This stereotype casts 
children and youth who bully others as being 
high on psychopathology, low on social skills, 
and possessing few assets and competencies 
that the peer group values. Although some 
occurrence of this “stereotypical bully” or 
“classic bully” is supported by research,, when 
researchers consider social status in relation to 
perpetration of bullying behavior, a different 
profile emerges. These studies suggest that most 
children and youth who bully others wield 
considerable power within their peer network 
and that high-status perpetrators tend to be 
perceived by peers as being popular, socially 
skilled, and leaders. High-status bullies have 
also been found to rank high on assets and 
competencies that the peer group values such as 
being attractive or being good athletes; they 
have also been found to rank low on 
psychopathology and to use aggression 
instrumentally to achieve and maintain 
hegemony. Considering these findings of 
contrasting characteristics of perpetrators of 
bullying behavior, it makes sense that the 
research on outcomes of perpetrating is mixed. 
Unfortunately, most research on the short- and 
long-term outcomes of perpetrating bullying 
behavior has not taken into account this 
heterogeneity when considering the impact to 

children and youth who have bullied their 
peers.32

This passage is exceptionally important, as this 
understanding of the two very different sources of 
bullying behavior is critically important in recognizing 
why the current approaches to reduce bullying have 
not demonstrated effectiveness. This hurtful pattern of 
behavior emerges more strongly as puberty 
approaches. These students, which includes both boys 
and girls, are well-integrated into the student culture 
and have strong social support. They are highly 
popular among their peers. They have strengths that 
are easy to recognize, including social skills, 
athleticism, and/or attractiveness.33 

Faris and Felmlee further explained as follows:

[A]ggression is highly related to dominance 
and territoriality. Most adolescents desire 
status, albeit to varying degrees, and this desire 
motivates much aggressive behavior: the more 
adolescents—or their friends—care about being 
popular, the more aggressive they become over 
time. Bullies appear to pursue status, as well as 
affection, as goals. 

Popularity is associated with increased physical 
and relational aggression, behavior used to 
maintain social dominance. As social status 
increases, aggressive behavior escalates—at 
least until youth approach the pinnacle of the 
school hierarchy, when such actions are no 
longer required and aggression again 
declines.34

Juvonen identified that students who were named by 
peers as the “coolest” were also often named the most 
hurtful and the ones engaging in spreading of 
rumors.35  This insight from Juvonen explains the 
ethological basis for this hurtful behavior:

Ethological research suggests that aggression is 
a strategy to establish a dominant position 
within a group. Among a number of species 
(e.g., various non-human primates), physical 
aggression enables attainment of a dominant 
position, such that the most powerful fighter 
(typically male) acquires a top position within 
a group and therefore gains access to valued 
resources. Within human youth, aggression can 
be considered a strategic behavior that serves 
similar social dominance functions.36 
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Consider this association with animal-based behavior 
further. Animals are indeed aggressive, especially as 
they approach puberty. There are two targets for such 
aggression--animals that are weak and not desirable for 
mating and rivals. 

Now reflect on which students get bullied in middle 
and high school. This includes students who are 
perceived to have a minority sexual orientation or 
identity, those with disabilities, those who are obese or 
otherwise considered unattractive, those of a different 
race or religion, and those who are just “weird.” 
Additionally, there can be fierce battles between rivals 
or attacks on students who are perceived to be rivals. 

There are two key traits that appear to help humans 
rise above the “animal-based” tendencies: 

• Empathy--the ability to recognize how another 
person is feeling. 

• Self-reflection--the ability to think about your own 
actions. 

These two key traits are embodied in the Golden Rule--
reflect on how your actions might make someone else 
feel and guide your actions accordingly. A version of 
The Golden Rule is in every religion and spiritual 
philosophy on the planet. 

As noted above, information provided on the Federal 
Partners in Bullying Prevention’s StopBullying.Gov 
web site is grounded in the perspectives of Dr. Olweus.  
This appears to be the source of the “stereotype held by 
the general public.” The following is text from a 
professional development program that is currently on 
the StopBullying.gov web site:

Children and youth who bully others are more 
likely than their peers to:

• Exhibit delinquent behaviors (such as fighting, 
stealing, vandalism)
• Dislike school and drop out of school

• Drink alcohol and smoke cigarettes
• Bring weapons to school
• Think about and attempt suicide37

Also on the web site is the following:

Kids who bully others can also engage in 
violent and other risky behaviors into 
adulthood. Kids who bully are more likely to:
• Abuse alcohol and other drugs in adolescence 

and as adults
• Get into fights, vandalize property, and drop 

out of school
• Engage in early sexual activity

• Have criminal convictions and traffic citations 
as adults 

• Be abusive toward their romantic partners, 
spouses, or children as adults38

Strategies to address the concerns of socially-skilled, 
leadership students who are hurtful to establish social 
dominance, who predominate at the secondary level, 
will necessarily be dramatically different from the 
strategies used to address the concerns of marginalized 
students. 

Because bullying is grounded a desire for social 
dominance, it is essential that we focus on creating a 
culture where those individuals who are perceived to 
be “true leaders” are the ones who consistently 
demonstrate kindness, respect, and compassion.

As the recognition of these differences in the nature of 
bullying behavior has only reached more public 
attention in the 2016 National Research Council report 
and this insight has yet to be evident on the U.S. 
Government’s web site, any anti-bullying program 
developed in earlier years is highly likely to not have 
taken this foundational understanding of the nature of 
bullying behavior into account. Therefore, the 
approach taken in these programs are highly likely to 
be ineffective in reducing bullying behavior of the 
students who are hurtful to achieve social dominance. 

The Embrace Civility Student Survey results revealed a 
significant amount of bi-directional hurtful behavior.  
A relationship between being hurtful and having others 
be hurtful to you was identified. 

A risk estimate was computed for these findings. 
Having someone be hurtful appears to be the risk 
factor. Engaging in hurtful behavior is the outcome. 
Students who had “ever” engaged in hurtful behavior 
were 3.6 times more likely to have experienced 
someone being hurtful to them than students who 
“never” engaged in hurtful behavior.

Students who were targeted and those who were 
hurtful were also asked about the prior relationship 
with the other person. Highest on the responses of 
both targeted and hurtful students were that they were 
good friends, they had no connection, and things were 
fine between them. 

Focusing exclusively on incidents that meet some 
definition of “bullying” will result in failure to address 
bi-directional hurtful incidents, that can be just a 
distressing and disruptive. There appear to be a wide 
range of personal relationship issues implicated in 
hurtful situations, which requires preventing and 
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resolving a broad range of types of hurtful incidents. 
Addressing the issue of prior relationships and prior 
hurtful acts by either of the parties will be important to 
ensure resolution. 

Students who indicated they had been hurtful to 
another student in the last month were also asked what 
they were thinking at the time. The two key reasons 
students were: 47% I acted too fast when I was angry 
and really did not "think." 44% This student had been 
hurtful to me or a friend of mine.

All students were asked a variety of questions related to 
their norms and values regarding hurtful incidents. All 
students appeared to have extremely mixed feelings 
about the need to respond immediately and acts of 
retaliation.  

Reducing both the support for impulsive retaliation 
and impulsive retaliation itself could dramatically 
improve student relations. Significantly, there are solid, 
research-based approaches that can help students 
increase their ability to self-regulate to avoid impulsive 
behavior and to decrease retaliation.

Lack of Effectiveness of  the “Adult Control” 
Approach
The second factor that is highly implicated in the lack 
of effectiveness of the current bullying prevention 
approaches relates to the developmental changes 
students undergo as they enter puberty. Note these two 
factors are related. The ethological based quest for 
social dominance emerges as students approach 
puberty. 

The recent article by Yeager and colleagues, which 
found that anti-bullying programs have zero 
effectiveness at the secondary level, focused on how the 
predominant approach to addressing bullying 
developed with a focus on elementary students and the 
socially maligned students engaging in bullying is not 
effective at the secondary level.39 

The developmental changes identified by Yeager and 
colleagues include the following:

• Developmental priorities. Adolescence is a time 
for developing personal identity and a sense of 
morality, and establishing independence, 
competence, and personal control.40  Telling teens 
simply to “Tell an adult” will fall on deaf ears. 
Teens must gain skills to independently handle 
hurtful situations, reporting to an adult only in 
those situations that are serious or unresolved or 
to ask for support and guidance.

• Change in the nature of bullying behavior. 
Direct and observable forms of hurtful behavior, 
such as hitting and insults, decline as young people 
go from middle school to high school.41  More 
indirect forms of bullying, such as rumors and 
exclusion, increase. It is less likely that school staff 
will notice these more indirect forms of hurtful 
behavior. 

• Significantly less adult supervision. Teens are not 
as closely supervised in secondary school 
environments, spend additional time with each 
other in environments without adult supervision, 
and are constant users of digital technologies. 
Reliance on adult supervision is not a viable 
prevention approach.

• Changes in the type of young people who engage 
in bullying behavior. Among younger children, 
bullying behavior is most often associated with 
deficiencies in social perspective-taking and 
problem-solving, poor impulse control, low 
academic achievement, and a challenging home 
environment.42  Students who most frequently 
bully others at the secondary level are generally 
popular and socially skilled and have excellent 
perspective-taking ability which enables them to 
very skillfully disparage others in a way that will 
increase their own social standing. 

• Challenges related to digital technologies. School 
staff are not making the rules for the sites and apps 
that students use, adults are not present in teen 
digital environments, many teens do not report 
these incidents, and digital retaliation can be 
anonymously and involve friends who are outside 
the authority of a school. Reliance on school rules, 
adult supervision, reporting, and punishment is 
not a viable prevention approach.  

• S e x u a l m a t u r i t y . S e x u a l h a r a s s m e n t , 
disagreements between prospective, current, and 
former romantic partners, competition over 
romantic partners, disparagement based on 
perceived value as a romantic partner, and 
bullying of gender non-conforming students is 
frequent at the secondary level.43  Sexual digital 
i m a g e s a r e a s i g n ifi c a n t c o n c e r n . A 
comprehensive, effective approach to adolescent 
sexuality that incorporates insight into hurtful 
behavior, as well as digital safety, is necessary. 

• Exclusion. Teens form social groups with others 
who share their interests that, by their very nature, 
engage in exclusion.44  Teens deserve the right to 
decide who they will hang out with, who they like, 
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and who they do not like.  Only two issues should 
be considered to be the purview of schools: Not 
liking someone does not justify treating that 
person in a disrespectful manner. Excluding others 
from full participation in a school activity is 
unacceptable. 

• Autonomy. Ample evidence from prevention 
programs that address smoking and drug abuse 
demonstrate that adults telling teens to “Just say 
‘No’” can have an opposite effect of increasing risk 
behavior.45  Approaches to student instruction 
should focus on positive norms, build effective 
skills to maintain positive relations, and be 
delivered by students.

Staff Bullying of Students
The third factor that has not received sufficient 
attention is the hurtful treatment of students by staff. 
Like student-on-student bullying, staff bullying is an 
abuse of power that tends to be chronic and involves 
degrading a student, often in front of other students. 

One definition of bullying by teachers is:

(A) pattern of conduct, rooted in a power 
differential, that threatens, harms, humiliates, 
induces fear, or causes students substantial 
emotional distress.46 

In April, 2014, the Board on Children, Youth, and 
Families of the Institute of Medicine and the National 
Research Council held a 2-day workshop titled 
Building Capacity to Reduce Bullying and Its Impact on 
Youth.47  The last session included a panel of students. 
These students were asked to identify issues that were 
not raised by the professionals during the workshop 
presentations and that were missing from the overall 
discussion. 

The key issue raised by the students was “Teachers and 
Adults as Bullies.” Student comments were:

Teachers can be bullies too.

If teachers are giving the impression that this 
kind of behavior is okay, the kids are going to 
think this kind of behavior is okay.

We cannot be having teachers and coaches 
being okay with bullying kids in addition to the 
students who are doing so.48

Unfortunately, the resulting report, Preventing Bullying 
Through Science, Policy, and Practice, totally omitted 
any reference to this strongly expressed student 

concern, despite an entire section on the school climate 
which focused on student relations with school staff.49

The StopBullying.Gov web site is a key resource on 
issues related to bullying.50  There is no insight 
presented on this site for how to address the concern of 
hurtful school staff members. 

One of the few studies of this concern identified two 
kinds of teachers who engage in bullying: those seen as 
intentionally humiliating students and those seen as 
being overwhelmed by situations, including a lack of 
support from the administration, lack of training in 
effective classroom management, and classes that were 
too large.51 This study apparently did not assess issues 
of explicit or implicit bias. 

There are usually no negative consequences for 
teachers who engage in bullying.52  Students who are 
targeted often are vulnerable, have some devalued 
personal attribute, are unable to stand up for 
themselves, and others will not defend them. 
Frequently, there are references to how this student 
differs from other students who are more capable or 
valued. As a result, the student may also become a 
target by peers. As explained:

Students who are bullied by teachers typically 
experience confusion, anger, fear, self-doubt, 
and profound concerns about their academic 
and social competencies. Not knowing why he 
or she has been targeted, or what one must do 
to end the bullying, may well be among the 
most personally distressing aspects of being 
singled out and treated unfairly. Over time, 
especially if no one in authority intervenes, the 
target may come to blame him or her self for 
the abuse and thus feel a pervasive sense of 
helplessness and worthlessness.53

The Gay Lesbian Straight Education Network (GLSEN) 
study 2011 National School Climate Survey found that 
over half (56.9%) of sexual minority students heard 
teachers or other staff make homophobic comments or 
negative comments about a student’s gender 
expression at school and when school staff were 
present, less than a fifth of the students reported that 
staff frequently intervened.54  GLSEN’s 2013 National 
School Climate Survey found 61.6% of LGBT students 
who reported a hurtful incident to school staff said 
school staff did nothing in response, 55.5% of LGBT 
students reported personally experiencing LGBT-
related discriminatory policies or practices at school, 
and 34.8% said their administration was very or 
somewhat unsupportive of them. 
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A new GLSEN study, From Teasing to Torment: School 
Climate Revisited, A Survey of U.S. Secondary School 
Students and Teachers asked students whether they had 
heard biased comments from teachers and other staff 
members.55  The survey participants included all 
students, not just those who identified as LGBT. 
Students reported the following:

• Twenty-six (26%) reported that teachers and other 
school staff had made negative remarks about how 
“masculine” or “feminine” students are. 

• Twenty-three percent (23%) reported that teachers 
and other staff made comments about students’ 
academic ability.

• Twenty one percent (21%) reported that teachers 
and other staff members had made sexist remarks.

• Sixteen percent (16%) of students reported that 
teachers and staff members use the expression 
“that’s so gay” or “you’re so gay”  and 15.3% heard 
them make other homophobic remarks.

• Fourteen percent (14%) of students reported 
hearing teachers and other staff make racist 
comments.

• Fourteen percent (14%) reported that teachers and 
staff members made negative religious remarks.

• Thirteen percent (13%) reported ever hearing 
teachers or other school staff make anti-
transgender comments.56

A report issued by The Council of Parent Attorneys 
and Advocates documented reports of children with 
disabilities who were subjected to abuse by school 
staff.57  In a survey of students with obesity or weight 
problems attending a weight loss camp, 42% of these 
students reported being bullied by physical education 
teachers or sport coaches and 27% reported being 
bullied by teachers.58  Recently, anti-Islamic hurtful 
behavior by staff or students has been identified as a 
concern.59  The National Clearinghouse on Supportive 
School Discipline has outlined the concerns of harsh 
and exclusionary disciplinary policies and practices 
have been applied disproportionately to members of 
specific demographic groups such as racial and ethnic 
minorities, males, and students with emotional, 
behavioral or cognitive disabilities.60

As noted, on the Embrace Civility Student Survey, 
students were also asked how frequently in the last 
month, they had witnessed a school staff member be 
hurtful to a student. Student responses were: 9% 

Almost every day. 12% Once or twice a week. 21% 
Once or twice a month. 58% Never.

The results on questions about student-on-student 
hurtful behavior--how frequently they had witnessed a 
student be hurtful to another student, been hurtful, or 
had someone be hurtful to them--were then analyzed 
based on their response to the question about 
witnessing staff being hurtful to students.61  

Students were classified as “ever” or “never” having 
witnessed staff being hurtful to a student. “Ever” 
included those who witnessed such hurtful behavior 
once or twice a month, once or twice a week, or almost 
daily. 

The results were significant. Those students who had 
“ever” witnessed staff be hurtful to a student were 
significantly more likely to report witnessing, engaging 
in, or being targeted by hurtful behavior. 

This analysis revealed that 85% of students who “ever” 
witnessed a staff member be hurtful to a student 
indicated that they had also witnessed a student being 
hurtful to a student, whereas, only 56% of students who 
“never” witnessed a staff member be hurtful to a 
student indicated that they also had witnessed a 
student being hurtful to another student.62 

Fifty percent (50%) of students who “ever” witnessed a 
staff member be hurtful to a student indicated that they 
had engaged in hurtful behavior directed at another 
student, whereas, only 13% of students who “never” 
witnessed a staff member be hurtful to a student 
engaged in hurtful behavior directed at another 
student.63 

Lastly, 73% of students who “ever” witnessed a staff 
member be hurtful to a student also indicated that 
someone had been hurtful to them, whereas, only 36% 
of students who “never” witnessed a staff member be 
hurtful to a student reported that someone had been 
hurtful to them.64

As noted, students who reported they were involved in 
hurtful incidents either as the one who was hurtful or 
the target were also asked how staff responded, if 
present, and the outcome. Students who reported they 
had been hurtful and they had also witnessed staff 
“ever” be hurtful reported the top three staff responses 
to the hurtful situation were: Ignored the situation. 
Told them to stop. Just watched. Whereas, hurtful 
students who had “never” witnessed staff be hurtful 
reported the top three responses were: Stepped in to 
help. Talked with both of us together to resolve the 
situation. Ignored the situation.
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For those students who indicated they were hurtful, 
when these students had “ever” witnessed staff be 
hurtful, things got better after a response by staff only 
24% of the time. However, when students had “never” 
witnessed staff be hurtful to a student, things got better 
after a response by staff 49% of the time.65  

Students who reported someone had been hurtful to 
them and they had also witnessed staff “ever” be 
hurtful reported the top three staff responses to the 
hurtful situation were: Ignored the situation. Told the 
person  being hurtful to stop. Just watched. Whereas, 
targeted students who had “never” witnessed staff be 
hurtful reported the top three responses were. Stepped 
in to help. Told the person  being hurtful to stop. 
Talked with both of us together to resolve the situation.

When students who had experienced someone be 
hurtful to them had “ever” witnessed staff be hurtful to 
a student, things got better after a response by staff 
only 22% of the time. However, when students had 
“never” witnessed staff be hurtful to a student, things 
got better after a response by staff 49% of the time.66 

he issue of staff being hurtful to students appears to be 
enormously important. It appears that in schools 
where staff treat students in hurtful ways, this results in 
significantly higher levels of student hurtful behavior 
directed at peers. An alternative perspective is to 
consider the dramatic declines that could be achieved  
to reduce student against hurtful student hurtful 
behavior by reducing staff hurtful behavior directed at 
students. 

Student Norms and Values

The Embrace Civility Student survey sought 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. 

Students clearly do not support hurtful behavior--with 
89% of students reporting that they do not like to see a 
student being hurtful to another. 

Students also indicated they admire those who engage 
in the following actions: 88% Are respectful and kind 
to others. 86% Reach out to help someone who is 
treated badly. 81% Tell someone who is being hurtful 
to stop. 71% Help someone who was hurtful decide to 
make things right. 65% Were treated badly and 
responded in a positive way. 61% Report serious 

concerns to an adult. 61% Were hurtful, but stopped 
and made things right.

Students do not admire those who engage in these 
actions: 56% Ignore hurtful situations involving others. 
82% Laugh when seeing that someone is being treated 
badly. 84% Create hurtful "drama" to get attention. 
84% Think it is "cool" to be disrespectful to others.

However, at noted, students reported mixed feelings 
about those who were treated badly and engaged in 
retaliation. Of concern, 52% of students appeared to 
think that retaliation may be appropriate in some 
circumstances and 30% indicated they admired 
someone who was treated badly and retaliated. This 
will be discussed further below. 

Students describe those who step in to help with such 
words as these: 

In open ended questions asking how they could reach 
out to be kind to someone who had been treated badly 
or tell someone being hurtful to stop, the students 
expressed excellent ideas on what to do or say. 

The majority of students indicated that when they 
witnessed a hurtful situation, they stepped in to help in 
a variety of ways. However, those who indicated 
someone was hurtful to them reported a much lower 
level of receiving assistance from peers.  These findings 
can be positively interpreted as an expressed desire of 
students to step in to help. However, there appear to be 
barriers between such positive intent and action. 

The key barriers students identified to stepping in to 
help were identified as: 59% I didn't know what I could 
do. 34% It was none of my business. 32% I could have 
failed and embarrassed myself. 28% Other students 
might have teased me if I tried to help. 28% School staff 
is supposed to handle this.

The first identified barrier reflects students’ lack of 
comprehensive skills needed to safely and effectively 
step in to help. The following barriers all reflect 
students’ perspective that the social norms at the 
school, imparted by staff and students, would not 
support their stepping in to help. Both of these factors 

Awesome Brave Amazing 
Nice Confident Strong Kind Friend 

Responsible Caring Respectful Hero 
Leader Courageous Smart 

Admirable
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can be better addressed through instruction and a 
focus on the actual student norms of admiration for 
those who help. 

Students were asked to identify the three most 
important reasons they would not be hurtful to 
another. The three top reported reasons were: 78% 
How I would feel if someone did this to me. 50% How I 
would feel about myself. 36% What my parents would 
think.

As noted, students were also asked an open-ended 
question about what they would say to someone who 
was being hurtful. Many of the statements they 
provided were a version of the “golden rule.” For 
example: “Would like to be treated like that?” “Imagine 
if it was you.” “Treat others the way you want to be 
treated.”

When asked their opinion on what responses in 
situations when someone was hurtful were generally 
helpful, generally not helpful, or mixed, the top helpful 
responses were: 61% To tell themselves they will not 
give this person the power to make them feel bad.57% 
Apologize if they  have also been hurtful. 56% 
Immediately respond. 55% Calmly tell the hurtful 
person to stop. 

Students did not think that responding in a hurtful 
way, such as getting into a fight or saying or posting 
hurtful things about or to the person, are generally 
helpful responses. These findings are somewhat 
contradictory to the above noted finding of mixed 
feelings or some support for retaliation. This is 
discussed below. 

While 49% of students indicated reporting the incident 
to the office was generally helpful, in another question, 
62% of the students thought that it was not that likely 
or not at all likely that students in their school would 
report. 

It appears that the vast majority of students hold 
positive norms, as well as clearly desire to foster 
positive relations and address hurtful situations in a 
restorative manner. These responses indicate that 
students seek to be empowered to respond effectively 
to hurtful situations and to accept personal 
responsibility for hurtful acts they have engaged in. To 
better address these barriers, schools must empower 
students with an effective range of skills they can use to 
safely and effectively help and better communicate the 
positive norms and values held by the majority of their 
students regarding their admiration for those who step 
in to help.

Civil Rights Guidance

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. 
These laws are enforced through agency actions by the 
USED’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR).67 

• Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 .68 

• Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.69  

• Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.70 

• The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 71

During the Obama Administration OCR significantly 
increased its activities related to discriminatory 
harassment through the provision of guidelines and 
increased agency enforcement actions.

Key actions of OCR provide exceptionally helpful 
insight into the kinds of comprehensive efforts that are 
necessary to establish a positive school climate that 
supports all students.

One notable guidance document is the Dear Colleague 
Letter issued by the OCR in October 2010 that 
addressed the intersection between bullying and 
discriminatory harassment as follows:

Harassment creates a hostile environment when 
the conduct is sufficiently severe, pervasive, or 
persistent so as to interfere with or limit a student’s 
ability to participate in or benefit from the services, 
activities, or opportunities offered by a school. 
When such harassment is based on race, color, 
national origin, sex, or disability, it violates the 
civil rights laws that OCR enforces.72

The examples included in this Letter make clear that to 
avoid an adverse agency action, schools must not only 
intervene in reported incidents, they must engage in 
comprehensive efforts to change the school culture that 
underlies such incidents.

When the behavior implicates the civil rights laws, 
school administrators should look beyond simply 
disciplining the perpetrators. While disciplining the 
perpetrators is likely a necessary step, it often is 
insufficient. A school’s responsibility is to eliminate 
the hostile environment created by the harassment, 
address its effects, and take steps to ensure that 
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harassment does not recur. Put differently, the 
unique effects of discriminatory harassment may 
demand a different response than would other 
types of bullying.73

Lesson: It is essential to correct the overall 
environment not simply punish the perpetrator.

In July 2011, the OCR working with the U.S. 
Department of Justice’s Civil Rights Division  (DOJ) 
announced the launch of the Supportive School 
Discipline Initiative.74  This Initiative addresses the 
school-to-prison pipeline and punitive disciplinary 
practices that push students, especially minority 
students, out of school and into the justice system. 

This initiative encouraged discipline practices to foster 
safe and productive learning environments, 
recommending positive behavior management, greater 
focus on identifying and addressing the underlying 
reasons for students wrongdoing through Multiple-
Tier System of Supports, and using restorative 
practices.75

Lesson: Focus on the overall climate, use Multiple Tier 
Systems of Supports for students who have greater 
challenges, and use restorative practices. 

In August 2013, the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services 
(OSERS ) issued a Dear Colleague Letter that addressed 
the responsibilities of schools under IDEA with respect 
to the bullying of students with disabilities.76  Key 
requirement under this Letter is that the school must 
recognize that any student with disabilities who is 
being bullied or engaging in bullying may not be 
receiving a Free and Appropriate Public Education. 
Therefore, it is necessary to hold an Individual 
Education Plan (IEP) meeting. 

In October 2014, OCR released a companion Dear 
Colleague Letter to 2013 OSERS Letter.77  This Letter 
detailed the same responsibilities for schools under 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and Title II of 
Americans with Disabilities Act regarding the bullying 
of or by students with disabilities.

Lesson: While OSERS and OCR focused solely on 
students with disabilities, the guidance of the need for 
an in-depth investigation and team-based planning for 
ongoing intervention is essential for students who are 
experiencing chronic instances of being bullied or who 
are engaging in such bullying. 

In March 2012, the Anoka-Hennepin School District in 
Minnesota entered into a consent decree with OCR 
and and DOJ, as well as student plaintiffs, that resolved 

a lawsuit and enforcement action related to Title IX 
gender-based harassment.78  In an OCR press release 
announcing the Anoka-Hennepin Consent Decree, was 
the following statement:

Through the Consent Decree, it is our hope 
that Anoka-Hennepin, Minnesota’s largest 
school District educating nearly 40,000 
students in 37 schools, will become a model for 
other school Districts in its efforts to address 
sex-based and other types of prohibited 
harassment.79

It is clear from the Anoka-Hennepin Consent Decree list 
of requirements, that the necessary and expected 
actions of school districts and schools in preventing 
discriminatory harassment have moved far beyond 
current state statutory requirements to prevent 
bullying. 

Lesson: Notable inclusions in these requirements are:

• Effective coordination, with a requirement for 
designated staff to be responsible for efforts to 
address these issues at a district and school level. 

• An expanded approach to address students’ 
mental health and social emotional issues. 

• Annual measurement including use of an annual 
survey and focus groups with students who are 
typically targeted.

• Active involvement of students both in providing 
insight and guidance to school administrators and 
in peer leadership programs.

• Working specifically with populations of students 
that are more typically bullied.

• Assessing the effectiveness of school interventions.

Lesson: In sum, the OCR, OSERS, and DOJ guidance 
and components of the Anoka-Hennipin consent 
decree provide the source of insight for schools on 
comprehensive approach to foster a positive school 
climate and positive relations. 

Key Components of Empower 
Students to Embrace Civility

The following are key components of the Empower 
Students to Embrace Civility approach:

• Focus on “embracing civility,” rather than 
“preventing bullying.” Shift from the negative to 
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the positive. Embracing civility embraces the 
positive and can allow students to strive to 
promote happiness and well-being.

• Collaboratively build a positive school climate to 
foster  positive relationships, rather than relying 
on adult control approaches. Focus on 
community developed standards and values that 
foster positive relationships can create a positive 
school climate where everyone feels supported. 
Ensure that issues of cultural competence and 
implicit bias are addressed both with respect to 
staff and students. This is a foundational step that 
will be expanded on below.

• Seek to reduce all forms of hurtful behavior, not 
just “bullying.” Hurtful incidents that do not 
meet the various definitions of “bullying” can also 
disrupt the school community and cause 
emotional distress. This includes retaliation 
situations and bi-directional hurtful acts, which  
are quite frequent. Strong school community 
norms against hurtful behavior in all forms, 
including retaliation, will create an environment 
where all students are supported in achieving their 
best. 

• Empower targeted students to effectively 
respond to hurtful situations and build their 
underlying self-confidence and social skills to 
reduce the likelihood of being targeted. 
Assuming that victimized students will always 
require the assistance of adults to protect them will 
only result in the continuation of their 
victimization. The focus must be on empowering 
these students. There are effective research-based 
strategies that can be incorporated into efforts to 
empower these students. 

• Address the concerns both of “at risk” aggressive 
students and those who are hurtful to achieve 
social dominance. As will be discussed in Unit 4, 
most resources for educators describe those who 
engage in bullying as “at risk” youth with many 
challenges. Recent research has demonstrated that, 
especially at the secondary level, the socially-
skilled popular students are the primary source of 
hurtful behavior--as a means of establishing social 
dominance. As these students are generally 
compliant, staff may not recognize or identify their 
hurtful behavior directed at others. 

• Empower students who have a natural drive for 
leadership to become “compassionate leaders.” 
As a significant source of hurtful behavior are 
those students who have a natural drive for 

leadership, engage in concerted efforts to shape 
these emerging leaders to become “compassionate 
leaders.” “Compassionate leaders” demonstrate 
their leadership by being kind and respectful to 
others and by stepping in to help in situations 
where someone has been treated badly or 
excluded. 

• Address the concerns of impulsive retaliation, 
which appears to be implicated in many hurtful 
incidents. Impulsive retaliation appears to be 
implicated in many hurtful incidents.  Fortunately, 
there are research-based approaches to address 
both impulsive behavior and retaliation.  

• Engage students who are hurtful in a process 
that leads to understanding, remediation, and 
restoration. By treating hurtful situations as 
disciplinary matters, the school staff member 
usurps the position of the student who was treated 
badly, for whom remedy is deserved, and turns the 
matter into a violation of a rule that is imposed by 
the adult authority. Restorative interventions, 
where the one who was hurtful accepts personal 
responsibility to remedy the harm, are essential. 

• For students who have more significant 
challenges, provide more intensive support. 
Students who are being chronically targeted and 
those “marginalized” students who are targeted, 
excluded, and engage in hurtful behavior will 
require more intensive interventions in a manner 
grounded in Multiple Tier System of Supports.. 
Unit 3 outlines a trauma-informed and positive 
psychology approach to help to empower these 
students. 

• Increase positive intervention actions by 
students who witness hurtful incidents. Students 
who witness hurtful situations can and must be 
empowered to reach out to be kind and supportive 
of those who were treated badly, encourage those 
who were hurtful to stop and remedy the harm, 
and report serious situations to an adult who can 
help. This requires a focus on motivation, personal 
power, self-efficacy, school climate, the role of 
friends, and, most importantly, a focus on positive 
norms that support such positive actions. 

• Provide professional development to ensure 
effective staff responses when they witness 
hurtful situations. There are significant concerns 
regarding the effectiveness of school staff in 
responding to the hurtful incidents they witness. 
This is not surprising given that generally staff are 
only taught about the enforcement school rules 
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and not how to help students resolve hurtful 
incidents. Staff require professional development 
on how to more effectively intervene. Special 
attention must be paid to identifying those 
students who are at higher risk, achieving a 
restorative intervention, and engaging in 
appropriate follow-up to ensure the hurtful 
situations are fully resolved. 

• Ensure effective interventions when students 
report hurtful incidents to staff. Simply 
repeatedly telling students to “tell an adult” and 
setting up new reporting systems are not 
approaches that will lead to greater numbers of 
students reporting--if when they do so there is not 
a significant likelihood that things will get better. 
This will require approaches that seek to resolve 
and restore relationships that have gone amiss and 
address the social skills challenges of all involved 
students. Additional resources will be available 
from Embrace Civility in the digital Age for 
administrators to address concerns in the more 
serious situations.

• Ensure appropriate policies and practices are in 
place to prevent staff maltreatment and 
denigration of students. When staff model 
kindness and respect for all students, the hurtful 
behavior of students is significantly reduced. There 
are generally no negative consequences when staff 
are hurtful to students. This must change.  

Positive Action Plan

The following are the primary steps in the development 
of a Positive Action Plan to Empower Students to 
Embrace Civility. These Positive Action Plan 
components have 

District and 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. These 
work groups should include representatives from 
administration, instruction, mental health, special 
education, library, school bus, school nurse, 
athletics, extracurricular organizations, school 
resource officer, parents, and students, as well as 
representatives from community agencies 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 prevention and intervention efforts 
through Leadership Assessment, 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 activities that have a likelihood of success.

Policy and Practices
• Ensure the district and school’s School Security 

and Threat Assessment Plans are up-to-date and 
lay the groundwork for effective supervision and 
reporting, especially of serious threats of violence 
or suicide, including digital posts.

• Develop a comprehensive Mental Health Plan to 
address 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 and Report Policy 
related to peer aggression situations they witness, 
and a Workplace 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 
management approach that enunciates clear 
positive standards for behavior and focuses on the 
positive acknowledgement of positive behavior.
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• Implement a comprehensive program for Social 
Emotional Learning, including direct, integrated, 
informal, and individualized instruction.

• Develop school-wide cultural competence 

• Integrate a focus on positive social norms into all 
programs.

• Use the Multiple-Tier System of Supports to 
address students’ social emotional competencies 
and the challenges 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 

elementary, middle, and high school to participate 
in planning and facilitate student-led programs.

• Facilitate interactions between the student 
leadership teams in the schools, especially having 
students in the upper grades reach down to the 
student leadership teams in the lower grades. 

• Ensure representation from the student leadership 
teams on the district positive relations 
coordinating council and on every school positive 
relations work groups.  

• Establish a Peer Assistance and Accountability 
Team (PAAT). The PAAT students should receive 
advanced instruction on strategies for peer 
mediation and in the school’s restorative 
intervention approach. Engage the PAAT in the 
intervention of appropriate hurtful situations. 

Typically Targeted and Specific 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 specific concerns, including race, 
national origin, religion, or other. 

• Address concerns of peer aggression in personal 
relationships and dating violence and associated 
with athletics 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 and Community Outreach
• Engage parents in the school’s efforts to support a 

positive school climate and provide effective 
educational outreach.

• Engage in outreach to other community 
organizations.

Investigations and Interventions
• Implement an effective investigation protocol and 

a restorative intervention approach for negative 
incidents 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 
investigate the more serious situations, including 
digital situations. Assess the challenges that may 
be faced by any students involved.

• Ensure that the concerns of students with 
disabilities who are either engaging in or being 
bullied are fully addressed in an IEP or 504 
meeting that sets forth new objectives and 
strategies to strengthen the relationship skills of 
these students. 

• Implement a restorative intervention with an 
accountability 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.

• Ensure the evaluation of all interventions. 

Whole Child

The pressure that has been placed upon schools in 
relation to high stakes testing and academic standards 
has not allowed schools to focus fully on addressing the 
needs of “the whole child.” It is time to bring our 
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school programs into balance and ensure the social and 
emotional well-being of every student. 
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