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Unit 1
Shift from “Bullying Prevention” to                 

“Embrace Civility”

Introduction
Empower Students to Embrace Civility is about promoting 
and strengthening positive behaviors that will foster 
positive relations. Embracing civility is an approach that 
shifts from “rules and punishment” bullying prevention to 
creating an environment where hurtful behavior is 
incompatible with the accepted social norms--a positive 
school climate and cultural competence. This requires:

Empowering students to embrace civility by helping them 
gain the values and skills to:

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

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

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

Ensure that school staff:
• Have an accurate understanding of the dynamics of 

hurtful behavior.
• Use effective strategies to intervene in hurtful incidents 

and assist students in resolving hurtful situations.

Positive School Climate
The traditional approach to “bullying prevention” has 
focused on adult control through “rules and punishment”. 
More recent guidance to schools stresses the importance of 
shifting from an approach that seeks to prevent hurtful 
behavior in a disciplinary process to a more comprehensive 
approach that will foster a positive school climate. 

As explained by Cohen and colleagues:

It is our contention that bullying is most effectively 
prevented by the creation of an environment that 
nurtures and promotes prosocial and ethical norms and 
behaviors, more so than by simply targeting the 
eradication of bullying and related undesirable 
behaviors. In fact, research – and our collective 
experience – supports the notion that a continuous 
process of school climate/prosocial educational 
improvement can and needs to be an explicit and 
organizing educational policy and practice goal for K-12 
schools.1 

The other example is Reframing Bullying Prevention to 
Build Stronger Communities. Dillon provides the following 
guidance:
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When bullying prevention is just a story for students 
about following the rules and for staff about 
implementing a policy or a program, then nothing will 
ever change; it's a story that will remain the same. 
When bullying prevention becomes a story that inspires 
everyone to work together to achieve something great 
and noble, and to write and tell their own story of their 
accomplishments, bullying prevention disappears into 
this bigger more important story about how people do 
heroic things every day to make life better for everyone.2

The National School Climate Center provides schools with 
excellent guidance on establishing a positive school 
climate.3  Several key components of building a positive 
school climate are that the norms and values of the school 
community are established through a democratic process, 
all parties bear responsibility for abiding by these norms 
and values, that in addition to academic skills there is a 
focus on social and emotional learning, and that differences 
are embraced. 

In the context of creating a positive school climate, it is 
important to recognize the developmental issues that 
emerge as students approach adolescence. Yeager and 
colleagues outlined key developmental considerations.4 
These include students’ desire for independence and to 
manage their own personal relationships, increased hurtful 
behavior for the purpose of establishing social dominance, 
the lower likelihood that staff will witness more indirect 
forms of hurtful behavior, the related social grouping and 
sexual aspects, and the general resistance of adolescents to 
be responsive to adult approaches that are authoritarian in 
nature. 

Cultural Competence
Research has documented that many students who are 
treated badly are considered different, and are perceived to 
be “deviant.”5  This perspective communicates that within 
the school community there are explicit and implicit biases 
against those who are perceived to be different. It is 
therefore exceptionally important to address concerns 
related to cultural competence. An excellent definition of 
cultural competence is:

A culturally competent school is generally defined as one 
that honors, respects, and values diversity in theory and 
in practice and where teaching and learning are made 
relevant and meaningful to students of various 
cultures.6

Explicit bias refers to the attitudes and beliefs an individual 
has about a person or group on a conscious level. Implicit 
bias is the automatic and unconscious stereotypes that 
cause people to behave and make decisions in certain 
ways.7

A report from the American Psychological Association’s 
Task Force on Preventing Discrimination and Promoting 

Diversity found that both explicit and implicit biases are 
pervasive across people and institutions, including schools 8 
Implicit biases have been implicated in the concerns 
associated with racial disparities in school discipline.9

As will be discussed later in this Unit and also in Unit 2, a 
significant concern that has not been well-addressed is staff 
maltreatment of students. Serious questions must be raised 
about the degree to which explicit or implicit biases on the 
part of educators might cause them to treat students who 
are perceived to be different as “deviant”--and whether this 
perspective then is transferred to students. Such biases may 
also be implicated in decisions of school staff not to 
intervene in hurtful incidents they witness.  

The Southern Poverty Law Clinic’s Teaching Tolerance 
program has excellent professional development and 
classroom resources.10  The Facing History and Ourselves 
curriculum is an incredibly powerful resource for 
addressing cultural competence issues.11  The National 
Association of School Psychologists has an excellent 
resource to support schools in developing greater cultural 
competence on its web site.12  The National Education 
Association has an excellent Diversity Toolkit.13  Another 
excellent resource is a book by Ross, Everyday Bias: 
Identifying and Navigating Unconscious Judgments in Our 
Daily Lives.14 

Embrace Civility Focus
As the National School Climate Center provides a wealth of 
insight and expertise on the creation of a positive school 
climate that is totally in accord with the embrace civility 
approach and high quality resources are available to 
address the issue of cultural competence, efforts will not be 
made to reproduce this insight. 

The key objectives for Empower Students to Embrace 
Civility, and the associated student program, Be a Leader! 
Embrace Civility focus on empowering students to 
effectively prevent and respond to hurtful situations in a 
manner that fosters restoration and positive relations and 
ensuring that staff have an accurate understanding of the 
dynamics of hurtful behavior and use effective strategies to 
assist students in resolving hurtful situations.

Thus, Empower Students to Embrace Civility, and the 
associated student program, Be a Leader! Embrace Civility 
should be considered a component of a larger effort to 
ensure positive school climate and cultural competence.. 

Three Fundamental Flaws
This section is written in a more personal manner because 
it sets forth my path to understanding the foundational 
flaws in the current bullying prevention approach. 

By background includes that I went through junior and 
high school in the 60‘s as “Weirdo Willard,” thus I have an 
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in-depth understanding of bullying victimization. In 2007, 
my book Cyberbullying and Cyberthreats was published by 
Research Press, the first published book addressing this 
issue. 

Shortly after this, the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Agency (SAMHSA), which coordinates the federal 
activities against bullying, including the web site, now at 
Stopbullying.gov, provided me with a 10 page booklet they 
had published on “bullying prevention,” They asked if I 
could write two pages on cyberbullying to add to this. 

Excited about this opportunity, sadly, I told them I could 
not. There were three reasons for this: 

• The prevention approach recommended was an adult-
control, “rules and punishment” approach that would 
be entirely ineffective in addressing concerns when 
youth people misuse digital technologies.

• The young people described as engaging in bullying, 
basically “at risk” aggressive youth, did not at all 
describe those who were engaging in cyberbullying--
nor did this describe those who bullied me in the 60’s. 

• The description of young people who were bullied 
reflected what I considered a demeaning view of 
“victims” as inherently powerless and destined to 
always be in need of adult protection--when such 
protection would not be practically possible to provide 
when young people were using digital technologies.

As I have focused on both cyberbullying and bullying 
prevention since this time, it has become apparent that my 
initial concerns  in these three areas appear to be implicated 
in the lack of effectiveness of bullying prevention 
approaches. As will be outlined further in this Unit, there is 
no evidence that the current “bullying prevention” is 
working effectively. 

As addressed earlier, it is imperative that we shift from 
“bullying prevention” to a moe comprehensive focus on 
positive school climate and cultural competence, as well as 
a more specific focus on developing the values and skills to 
foster positive relations and foster civility. Especially in the 
digital age, we must fully engage and empower students to 
foster positive relations in environments where adults are 
not present. 

It is necessary to understand that in addition to a minority 
of “at risk” youth who are aggressive, the majority of 
hurtful behavior comes from socially skilled students who 
seek social status and dominance. To address this concern 
we must focus on the school climate to ensure that it does 
not provide support for these hurtful acts, to hold these 
students accountable, and to seek to shift these students 
onto a path of positive leadership. 

Further, targeted students can and must be supported in 
becoming empowered able to independently respond in a 
powerfully positive manner when treated badly.

Growth Mindset versus Fixed Mindset
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.15 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.16

When evaluating guidance provided to educators on 
“bullying prevention,” it becomes apparent that the 
messaging very often reflects a fixed mindset. The “rules 
and punishment” approach conveys a fixed mindset 
perspective. Calling students who engage in hurtful 
behavior “bullies,” rather than referring to inappropriate 
behavior, is name calling, and reflects the fixed mindset 
perspective of an inability to change. 

Far too often, these “victims” are characterized as powerless 
and helpless--students who are incapable of ever standing 
up to the one who was hurtful to them. Exceptionally 
dangerous fixed mindset messaging 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, and those providing 
guidance and resources to educators, evaluate all messaging 
to ensure that it fully 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. 

We can shift from the fixed mindset of “bullying 
prevention” to a growth mindset of “embracing civility.”

The Embrace Civility Growth Mindset Objectives

The Embrace Civility objectives are grounded in the growth 
mindset and expand on school efforts to establish a positive 
school climate where differences are welcomed and the 
school community--staff, students, parents--work together 
to identify the positive norms and values they intend to 
abide by. 
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The Embrace Civility objectives include:
• The 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.

• It is understood students may be hurtful for a variety 
of reasons, including that they have suffered trauma, 
are seeking social dominance, someone was hurtful to 
them, or an impulsive overreaction to other stress. 

• 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 reduce the potential resulting 
harms.

• Students who have experienced trauma and are hurtful 
overcome the harms they have experienced, are fully 
integrated into the school community, and stop their 
hurtful behavior.

• 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; or 
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.

Concerns Regarding Effectiveness

No Blame Approach
As the following sections will outline, 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.”17

The importance of changing how educators and others view 
“failure” is also a key component of the growth mindset 
approach outlined by Dweck.18 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.19

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

Meta-Analyses of Bullying Prevention 
Effectiveness
Recent meta-analyses (studies of multiple studies) have 
raised attention to significant concerns associated with the 
current approaches to “bullying prevention.” 

Despite almost four decades of research on bullying, 
ranging from prevalence studies, etiological investigations, 
and systematic reviews and evaluations of prevention and 
intervention programs, the evidence indicates that current 
“bullying prevention” approaches are only marginally 
helpful.20  One recent meta-analysis demonstrated that 
there was zero effectiveness of these programs from 8th 
grade on.21

What this means is that there currently are no proven 
“evidence-based best practices.” 

Legislative Approaches
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.22 

How do we know this approach is not working? The 
national data from the Center for Disease Control’s Youth 
Risk Behavior Survey demonstrates no change in student 
reported rates of bullying from 2009 to 2015.23  In three 
states with the most comprehensive bullying prevention 
statutes, Florida, New Jersey, and New York, there has been 
no decline in the reported rate of bullying.24

A very concerning direction is the requirement that schools 
publicly report the number of bullying incidents. This is 
resulting in many schools reporting zero bullying 
incidents--which does not match the reported rate of 
bullying on student risk surveys.25 
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As we know the “Just say ‘no’” approach was entirely 
ineffective to reduce drug and alcohol abuse, there is no 
reason to believe the “no bullying zone” approach will be 
effective.26 

This approach is also wholly incapable of addressing issues 
related to hurtful behavior that students engage in using 
digital technologies. School districts are not making rules 
for the sites and apps student use, staff are not present, 
students rarely report concerns, and “punishments” that 
generate anger can lead to virtually uncontrollable digital 
retaliation that is anonymous and can include individuals 
who are outside the authority of the school.

Effectiveness of Common Components
Ample research evidence calls into serious question the 
effectiveness of these commonly recommended 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.27 

Given that most often the only guidance given to general 
school staff is to identify bullying and report and the 
guidance to administrators is to investigate and enforce 
school rules through punishment, the following outlined 
research findings on the lack of effectiveness should not 
come as a surprise. 

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.28  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.29

A 2014 study in middle schools found that the highest 
reported prevalence rates of bullying were in classrooms, 
hallways, and lunchrooms.30  These are the places where 
presumably staff supervision should be the highest. The fact 

that these incidents were witnessed by staff and continued 
to occur increased the distress of the students. The 
locations findings in this study are comparable to the 
location findings in the National Crime Victimization 
Survey--School Crimes Supplement (NCVS-SCS).31

The vast majority of secondary students do not report 
hurtful incidents. Data from 2013 NCVS-SCS indicated 
that only 39% of students who reported someone had 
bullied them at school said that they told an adult.32  Only 
23% of those who were cyberbullied told an adult.

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.33 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.34 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.35 

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.36 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.37

When school staff use authoritarian practices to address 
student misbehavior, this results in an increase in bullying 
and other forms of aggression.38  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.39 In 
other words, the punishment by authority approach models 
bullying behavior!

Staff Bullying of Students
One issue 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:
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(A) pattern of conduct, rooted in a power differential, 
that threatens, harms, humiliates, induces fear, or 
causes students substantial emotional distress.40 

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.41 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. 

A 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.42

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.43

There is additional evidence that the issue of staff 
maltreatment of students is a neglected concern. The 
StopBullying.Gov web site is a key resource on issues 
related to bullying.44  There is no insight presented on this 
site for how to address the concern of hurtful school staff 
members. National surveys do not generally ask about or 
report this data on this concern.

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.45 
This study apparently did not assess issues of explicit or 
implicit bias. 

There are usually no negative consequences for teachers 
who engage in bullying.46 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.47

There is research evidence that students who have minority 
sexual orientations or identities are often maltreated by 
staff or that staff ignore abuse by peers.48  Additionally, 
there is evidence that students with disabilities are 
subjected to abuse by school staff, as well as students with 
weight problems.49  Recently, anti-Islamic hurtful behavior 
by staff or students has been identified as a concern.50 The 
National Clearinghouse on Supportive School Discipline 
and numerous reports have documented harsh and 
exclusionary disciplinary 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.51

While challenging to address, the issue of staff 
maltreatment must be more seriously considered, especially 
in schools that have high rates of bullying and hurtful 
behavior among students.

Chronic Absenteeism
In October 2015, the Obama Administration implemented 
the Every Student, Every Day: A National Initiative to 
Address and Eliminate Chronic Absenteeism.52  Every 
Student, Every Day focuses attention on the estimated 5 to 
7.5 million students who are chronically absent more than 
10% of the school year. (Note that at this point in time 
there are numerous terms that have been used in this area, 
including chronic absences, school refusal, and truancy.)

Chronic absence is associated with many negative 
outcomes including lower academic performance, greater 
potential for dropping out, higher poverty, and increased 
likelihood of involvement with the justice system.53

Three broad categories for why students are chronically 
absent have been identified:

• Students who cannot attend school due to illness, 
family responsibilities, housing instability, the need to 
work or involvement with the juvenile justice system.

• Students who will not attend school to avoid bullying, 
unsafe conditions, harassment and embarrassment. 

• Students who do not attend school because they, or 
their parents, do not see the value in being there, they 
have something else they would rather do, or nothing 
stops them from skipping school.54

Based on research related to the harms associated with 
bullying, which is outlined in Unit 3, the situation of any 
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student who is experiencing chronic psychosomatic illness 
should be more fully investigated--as students who are 
bullied often develop psychosomatic illnesses or 
manufacture illness to avoid going to school. Therefore, 
“cannot” may actually be “will not.”

Additional research documents the association between 
bullying and chronic absence. An early study in this regard 
was conducted based on data from the Educational 
Longitudinal Study of 2002, a nationally representative 
sample of 10th graders in the U.S.55  This study sought to 
determine to what extent high school victims of bullying 
were more or less likely to be truant or have disciplinary 
problems at school than non-victims. 

The findings provided compelling evidence that bullying 
victimization is associated with higher levels of truancy and 
disciplinary problems at school. Bullying victims had 
significantly higher odds of frequent absences. Victims also 
had significantly greater odds of having an in-school or 
out-of-school suspension. Further, the odds of transferring 
schools for disciplinary reasons was three times greater for 
bullying victims than non-victims.

Note of importance, that this study focused on students 
who reported being bullied--and identified that these 
students also were the recipients of school disciplinary 
actions. This finding ties to findings reported in Unit 2, the 
results of a survey conducted by Embrace Civility in the 
Digital Age, which found a high level of bi-directional 
hurtful behavior and that being treated in a hurtful way was 
a risk factor for engaging in hurtful behavior. 

The ramifications related to victimization and school 
attendance and disciplinary problems are significant: 

Being the victim of bullying translates into serious 
academic costs. Victims’ truancy and disciplinary 
problems at school contribute to missed opportunities to 
learn and engage with classmates and teachers. Poor 
academic performance due to poor attendance, missed 
or late assignments may be compounded by the effects of 
any disciplinary responses to truancy that may be 
imposed by the school, such as in school suspension or 
detention. The significantly higher levels of truancy and 
disciplinary problems at school noted among victims in 
this study are also of concern given the challenge that 
such behavior poses to one’s chances for school success 
and its association with getting into trouble as an adult. 
Acknowledging this link between victimization and 
school truancy and disciplinary problems and further 
investigating how, why and when victims begin to show 
signs of such externalizing behaviors may inform efforts 
to address the unrelenting high school dropout crisis in 
the US.56

A study of secondary students in Norway suggest that poor 
relationships with peers at school was an important risk 
factor for school refusal and truancy. This study also 

investigated teachers’ classroom management and found a 
direct association of teachers’ classroom management with 
school refusal-related and truancy-related reasons among 
secondary school students. This study suggests that 
perceived non-support from teachers increased the risk of 
school refusal and truancy.

Additional insight into the relationship between being 
bullied and absenteeism can be gained by looking at a class 
of students who are known to experience high levels of 
being treated badly--students with a minority sexual 
orientation or identity. Research identifying the impact for 
these students likely translates to other classes of students 
who are known to be more likely to be bullied. 

Numerous studies have focused on the relations between 
sexual minority status and high rates of negative 
psychological and academic outcomes.57  A 2003 survey 
found that sexual minority students were nearly five times 
as likely as students who identified as heterosexual to report 
not attending school because of feeling unsafe.58  Other 
studies have documented that sexual minority students 
who reported being bullied were likely to have played sick 
or were truant in order to avoid abuse at school, have more 
negative school attitudes, more school troubles and lower 
grades than non-sexual minority students and are at greater 
risk of dropping out.59

A recent important study suggested that a focus on 
improving school climate can have a positive impact.60 This 
study found that sexual minority and questioning youth 
were more likely to report higher levels of homophobic 
victimization and various negative outcomes, including 
feelings of depression, suicidality, and truancy, than 
heterosexual students. 

However, a positive school climate and a reported lack of 
homophobic victimization moderated the differences 
among sexual orientation status and these negative 
outcomes.61  These results indicate that schools can 
potentially lessen negative outcomes for sexual minority 
and questioning students by focusing on the creation of a 
positive school climate and a reduction of homophobic 
behavior related to sexual orientation and identity.  

These research findings make it clear that a maintaining a 
strong focus on positive school climate, effective classroom 
management, and reducing hurtful behavior holds the 
promise of contributing significantly to improved school 
attendance and performance.  

Key Components of Embrace Civility
The following are key components of embracing civility, 
which are addressed more fully in the continuing material:

• Focus on “embracing civility,” rather than 
“preventing bullying.” Shift from the negative to the 
positive. Embracing civility embraces the positive and 

- 7 - 



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 
which requires actions that go beyond the insight 
provided in this resource. Consult with National 
School Climate Center and other sources for insight 
and resources. 

• 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 as will be demonstrated in Unit 2, 
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. As will be discussed in Unit 3, 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. 
As will be revealed in Unit 2, impulsive retaliation 
appears to be implicated in many hurtful incidents.  
Fortunately, there are research-based approaches to 
address both impulsive behavior and retaliation, which 
are outlined in Unit 4.  

• 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. As outlined in 
Unit 5, 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. 
As was discussed in this Unit and will be addressed 
further in Unit 2, 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 and not 
how to help students resolve hurtful incidents. Unit 6 
will provide guidance for generally staff 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. 
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• 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. As will be discussed in Unit 2, it appears 
that when staff model kindness and respect for all 
students, the hurtful behavior of students is 
significantly reduced. As noted in the research in this 
Unit, there are generally no negative consequences 
when staff are hurtful to students. This must change. 
However, more research is necessary to develop 
effective strategies to address this significant concern. 
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