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Unit 3
Empower Students Who Are Targeted

Students Who Are Targeted
Recent research has revealed that there appear to be two 
profiles of students who are treated badly by their peers. 
However, the second profile is not generally discussed 
because these students are not often considered “victims.”

Different/Deviant
The almost exclusive profile of students who are bullied is 
that of students who are “different” in some way, such as 
having disabilities, perceived to have a different sexual 
orientation or identify, being obese, and, in some areas, 
racial or religious minorities.1 

Deviance is in the eye of the beholder. “Different” does not 
equate to “deviant” until some powerful group defines such 
“difference” to be “deviant.” The social norms of a school 
community, as modeled by staff and student leaders, will 
play a key role in determining the extent to which those 
who are perceived of as being “different” will be considered 
“deviant.”2

These students also have demonstrated challenges in 
interpersonal relationships. This material from the 
Stopbullying.gov web site is a common way in which all 
students who are being bullied are described:

Generally, children who are bullied have one or more of 
the following risk factors:

• Are perceived as different from their peers, such as 
being overweight or underweight, wearing glasses or 
different clothing, being new to a school, or being 
unable to afford what kids consider “cool”

• Are perceived as weak or unable to defend themselves
• Are depressed, anxious, or have low self esteem
• Are less popular than others and have few friends
• Do not get along well with others, seen as annoying or 

provoking, or antagonize others for attention3

Note that if students are being bullied for the first reason, 
this is clearly a problem of the school climate, not the 
student. All of the other items on this list reflect the reality 
that some students face challenges in social skills and 
forming healthy interpersonal relationships--which if 
unaddressed, will lead to continued victimization.. 

One concern that is relevant to students who are targeted is 
the terminology and humiliating images conveyed of those 
who are “bullied.” Consider the description of bullied 
students provided on the Stopbullying.gov web site. Type 
the term “bullying” into an Internet images search engine. 
Look at the images and then think to yourself what terms 
you think students would use to describe the depicted 
victims. Do terms such as “weak,” “wimp,” “weird,” “loser,” 
come to mind? 

Consider how students who are being treated badly might 
think about being depicted in this manner. Consider 
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whether students want to be associated with the term 
“victim.” 

The question is who should bear the responsibility for 
ensuring the school community embraces diversity, 
providing mental health services to those students who 
have experienced adversity, and assisting students in 
gaining effective interpersonal relationship skills. The 
answer clearly is school staff. Some of these students who 
have more profound social skills deficits will require Tier II 
or III intervention.

Often, the guidance provided to educators that it is 
necessary to “protect” these powerless students. Certainly, 
protection is necessary--but also personal empowerment--
as well as addressing the norms of the school climate that 
cast those as “different” as being “deviant,” thus justifying 
their treatment.

Social Strivers
Recent research has identified another group of students 
who are treated badly.4  These are the students who are 
“social strivers.” They are jockeying for a higher position on 
the school’s social status “ladder” or who are perceived by 
students seeking social dominance to be a threat to their 
social status. 

These students do not have significant challenges in 
personal relationship skills. However, they do require 
assistance in learning strategies to respond effectively and 
recover from hurtful situations. This  prevention and 
intervention would be considered at the Tier I or II level. 

These students are perceived as “rivals” for social status or 
sometimes personal relationships. These hurtful situations 
can be one-directional or bi-directional. They may involve 
supporters or allies on one or both sides. The victimization 
can spread through groups of friends in a negative social 
contagion. Sets of friends appear to protect their own in the 
establishment of social hierarchies. Many times, romantic 
relationships are implicated--girls who date are targeted by 
boys and other girls.

Often these situations are referred to by students as 
“drama.”5  Students may seek to downplay the emotional 
harm associated with this “drama”--but such harm can be 
intense.6 

In the situations that involve “battles” to achieve social 
status and dominance, many of the hurtful situations could 
more appropriately be considered bi-directional cycles of 
hurtful acts or conflict between students who are seeking 
such status and dominance.7 These situations may involve 
repeated hurtful acts of retaliation for what is perceived to 
be a prior hurtful act. A specific hurtful incident could have 
been started by “eye-rolling,” which, if executed well in 
front of the right group of peers, can have a devastating 
impact.8

Because these students do not match the commonly 
provided description of children who are bullied, these 
incidents may not be considered “bullying” by school staff. 
But these hurtful situations can cause significant emotional 
distress and disruption of the school. 

The Harms
A recent commentary in Pediatrics outlined the harms 
associated with bullying victimization:

Bullying can have life-long health consequences. It has 
been associated with stress-related physical and mental 
health symptoms, including depression, anxiety, post 
traumatic stress, and suicidal ideation. When bullying is 
motivated by discrimination or an attack on someone’s 
core identity (eg, their sexual orientation), it can have 
especially harmful health consequences. The effects of 
bullying are not limited to the bullied. Bystanders who 
witness bullying may experience mental health 
consequences (eg, distress) as well.9

A report by the American Educational Research 
Association also provided an overview of concerns:

• Bullied students experience higher rates of anxiety, 
depression, physical health problems, and social 
adjustment problems. These problems can persist into 
adulthood.

• Bullying students become less engaged in school, and 
their grades and test scores decline.

• In high schools where bullying and teasing are 
prevalent, the student body is less involved in school 
activities, performs lower on standardized tests, and 
has a lower graduation rate.

• Students who engage in bullying are at elevated risk 
for poor school adjustment and delinquency. They are 
at increased risk for higher rates of criminal behavior 
and social maladjustment in adulthood.

• Students who are bullied but also engage in bullying 
have more negative outcomes than students in bully-
only or victim-only groups. ...

• Cyberbullied students experience negative outcomes 
similar to those experienced by their traditional 
counterparts, including depression, poor academic 
performance, and problem behavior. ...10

Although the research is limited, having a higher social 
status appears to increase emotional distress.11 This may be 
because social strivers may have more to lose in the battles 
for social dominance. However, as these students tend to 
have greater social skills, the harmful impact may not be as 
long lasting. Much is not yet understood.

A recent report published by the Center for Disease 
Control’s (CDC) indicates that students who report 
frequently bullying others and students who report 
frequently being bullied are at increased risk for suicide-
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related behavior.12 However, messaging indicating students 
should not engage in bullying because this might cause 
someone to suicide is considered exceptionally 
dangerous.13

The movie The Bully demonstrates this dangerous 
approach.14  There is zero evidence that this approach will 
reduce bullying or increase positive peer intervention. 
There is clear evidence that conveying these kinds of 
messages may be linked to actual youth suicide and school 
violence.15 The CDC strongly warns:

(F)raming the discussion of the issue as bullying being a 
single, direct cause of suicide is not helpful and is 
potentially harmful because it could ...       (p)erpetuate 
the false notion that suicide is a natural response to 
being bullied which has the dangerous potential to 
normalize the response and thus create copycat 
behavior among youth.16

Positive School Climate and Cultural 
Competency

If certain students are being treated badly in your school 
based on perceived “differences,” this is a problem related 
to the school climate NOT a fault of these students. While 
the research insight in the remainder of this chapter can be 
used to assist these students in gaining greater self-
confidence and resilience, clearly, it is exceptionally 
important that the school diligently and consistently 
address aspects of the school climate that may be creating 
an environment where staff and students perceive it is 
permissible to denigrate their peers. 

As noted in Unit 1, the National School Climate Center 
(NSCC) provides leadership on strategies for schools to 
establish a positive school climate.17  A focus on cultural 
competence.is clearly an important component of this 
effort. 

Lesson: Ensuring a positive school climate and addressing 
cultural competency is the necessary foundation for 
embracing civility. 

Positive Research Insight

Addressing the Harms
Unfortunately, despite a plethora of research on the 
challenges associated with being bullied, there is 
surprisingly little research-based guidance on specific 
effective strategies to reduce the harmful impact of bullying 
and to better empower those who are targeted. Research 
has clearly documented that students who are bullied, but 
who have supportive friends, experience less distress.18 

The National Center for School Engagement conducted a 
study of high school students who had been bullied in 

elementary school.19  The researchers identified three 
critical factors that led to a successful outcome for the 
bullied students:

• A place of refuge where they could feel safe, 
appreciated, and challenged in a constructive way.

• Responsible adults who supported and sustained them 
and provided them examples of appropriate behavior.

• A sense of future possibility to persuade them that 
staying in school, despite the bullying, promised better 
things to come.

The following guidance has been derived from a variety of 
research domains that all appear to provide insight into 
effective positive strategies to assist those who are facing 
challenges in interpersonal relations gain greater resilience, 
self-confidence, and happiness. These are approaches that 
can be incorporated into Tier I, II, or III prevention and 
intervention efforts.  

Traumatic Distress
While there is not a significant amount of research, it is 
helpful to “connect the dots” between bullying and 
traumatic stress disorders. There appears to be a significant 
connection.20 Chronically targeted students, as well as those 
who are both targeted and engage in aggression 
demonstrate symptoms associated with traumatic disorder. 

Fortunately, there are evidence-based best practices to 
address the challenges of traumatic distress.21 Many schools 
are focusing on “trauma informed care” to assist students 
who have experienced trauma from a variety of sources. 
The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) 
indicates the following approaches are helpful:

Training in anxiety management and coping skills can 
take many different forms and may involve teaching the 
student basic relaxation skills (for example, abdominal 
breathing or progressive muscle relaxation,) the use of 
self-regulateing phrases, distraction techniques, and 
positive activity scheduling. Cognitive coping skills can 
be very effective in giving an anxious student greater 
control of extreme and distressing emotions. For 
example, counselors can teach students how to monitor 
automatic thoughts, discriminate hurtful from helpful 
thoughts, identify cognitive distortions, and challenge 
and replace harmful thoughts.

Another important set of coping skills has to do with 
accessing appropriate support. Traumatized students 
frequently feel very alone with their problems and, in 
fact, tend to isolate themselves from available support. 
Counselors or trained teachers can help students 
identify the specific types of support that would be 
helpful during this time, evaluate their current support 
network, and develop a practical strategy for accessing 
and asking for the needed types of support.22
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Lesson: Empower students with the ability to self-regulate, 
coping strategies, problem-solving strategies, and ensure 
they can access support.

Adverse Childhood Experiences
The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study has been 
assessing associations between childhood maltreatment and 
later-life health and well-being.23  Unfortunately, being 
bullied was not included as an ACE, however, being bullied 
bears a resemblance to the other forms of harm or trauma 
that were included. 

The U.S. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Association 
(SAMHSA) has provided this guidance on Trauma 
Informed Care to address ACEs:

A trauma-informed approach reflects adherence to six 
key principles rather than a prescribed set of practices or 
procedures. These principles may be generalizable across 
multiple types of settings, although terminology and 
application may be setting- or sector-specific:

1. Safety
2. Trustworthiness and Transparency
3. Peer support
4. Collaboration and mutuality
5. Empowerment, voice and choice
6. Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues24

In a recent study, researchers found that resilience--defined 
as “staying calm and in control when faced with a 
challenge”--can help to ameliorate the negative impact of 
adverse childhood experiences.25

Lesson: Build a school climate based on the six key 
principles. Empower students with the ability to self-
regulate and strategies to remain in control.

Connectedness 
As noted earlier, research has clearly documented that 
students who are bullied, but who have supportive friends, 
experience less distress.26

The CDC has also identified “connectedness” as key to 
addressing the concerns of youth suicide, which is an 
identified risk for students being and engaging in 
bullying.27 

(R)eview of studies to date suggests that connectedness 
affects STB through one or more of the following routes: 
(1) expanding intergenerational social networks; (2) 
heightening opportunities for soliciting and activating 
assistance from others or systems (e.g., schools, families, 
or other social systems); (3) enhancing the likelihood 
that worrisome affect and behavior, including early 
signs of distress or more direct warning signs for suicidal 
behavior, will be noticed and proactively addressed by 
proximal systems (parents, peers, schools); (4) increasing 
exposure to positive coping and help-seeking norms; (5) 

increasing positive emotion and, as a consequence, 
cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation capacity; 
and (6) enhancing opportunities for experiencing 
belonging and utility in a community of others.. 

Lesson: Help students who are more frequently targeted 
maintain supportive relationship one or more designated 
school staff supporters. Increase positive peer relationships.

Mindfulness (Self-Regulation)
Often students who are treated badly overreact in response, 
which appears to lead to additional experiencing of hurtful 
behavior. Sometimes, they retaliate. As noted, self-
regulation is important for those who have experienced 
trauma or ACEs.

The practice of mindfulness helps people achieve calmness 
and focus--to self-regulate.28  Research has documented 
effectiveness of mindfulness training and practice in 
addressing stress-related concerns of children and 
adolescents, with documented positive results in students’ 
physical health, psychological well-being, social skills 
including emotional regulat ion, and academic 
performance.29 

One of the best instructional videos on mindfulness, Just 
Breathe, features kindergarten students explaining the 
principles and practice.30 

Lesson:. Implement mindfulness practices school-wide on 
a daily basis. When hurtful situations arise, the first 
intervention step is to help all parties take a moment to 
breathe and self-regulate.

Interpersonal Relationship Problem Solving 
Skills
As noted, students who are most often bullied lack critically 
important social skills. When students gain interpersonal 
relationship problem-solving skills--that is learn how to 
think of their own solutions to problems, consequences to 
their actions, and how they and others feel about things--
they are less likely to engage in risk behavior and are more 
resilient in figuring out how to respond if someone is 
hurtful to them.31 

Four key interpersonal cognitive problem-solving skills are:
• Means-ends thinking to reach a stated interpersonal 

goal by planning a step-by-step, sequenced means to 
reach that goal

• Alternative solution thinking to identify alternative 
solutions to a stated problem. 

• Consequential thinking to consider what might 
happen in certain situations.

• Weighing pros and cons to decide whether to carry out 
an interpersonal act.
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As will be discussed in Unit 4, an excellent intervention 
approach for students who have engaged in misbehavior is 
called Collaborative and Proactive Solutions (or 
Collaborative Problem Solving). This process also involved 
steps in problem-solving. 

Lesson: Increase all students’ ability to analyze the 
situation and develop strategies to address interpersonal 
relationship challenges. Throughout this resource and for 
students, the process of problem-solving is called Think 
Things Through. 

Rational Emotive Behavioral Therapy
Students are not able to control when or if someone might 
treat them badly. They can control how this makes them 
feel about themselves and how they respond. 

The key underlying premise of Rational Emotive Behavioral 
Therapy (REBT) is that harmful consequences are not just 
caused by the bad adversities that happen to us, but also by 
our beliefs about those adversities.32 While we can’t control 
what might happen, we can control our beliefs. 

This is an old theory. The underlying principles of the 
ancient Stoic philosophers, as set forth by Epictetus, who in 
the first century A.D. was: “Men are disturbed not by 
things, but by the views which they take of them.”

Ellis developed the A-B-C-model: A is the adversity or 
activating event. C is the consequence. But A is not solely 
responsible for C. B is what people think or believe about 
A, not merely that A happened. Thus, A + B = C. While it is 
not possible to change A, it is possible to be in control of B, 
and thus have greater control over the resulting C. 

Translation: We don’t always have control over what 
happens to us. But we do have the ability to control what 
we think of ourselves and how we respond. Note the top 
endorsed response to being treated badly on the Embrace 
Civility Student Survey was: To tell themselves they will not 
give this person the power to make them feel bad.

Lesson: Help students learn that a very important coping 
strategy is that is something bad happens, you have the 
ability to control how you feel about yourself and respond.

Positive Psychology
Students who have positive feelings about themselves are 
less likely to demonstrate perceived weakness that could 
lead to their being targeted and better situated to avoid 
thinking badly of themselves if this occurs. 

The Positive Psychology Center at the University of 
Pennsylvania provides this definition:

Positive Psychology is the scientific study of the strengths 
and virtues that enable individuals and communities to 
thrive. The field is founded on the belief that people 

want to lead meaningful and fulfilling lives, to cultivate 
what is best within themselves, and to enhance their 
experiences of love, work, and play.33

The Center conducted a study with adults who had 
contacted their positive psychology web site, testing a 
number of positive strategies to determine their 
effectiveness in promoting happiness.34  Two key strategies 
were found to have the highest success in generating 
happiness and decreasing depression were:

• Three Good Things in Life. Participants were asked to 
write down three things that went well each day every 
night for one week. In addition, they were asked to 
provide a causal explanation for each good thing.

• Using Strengths in a New Way. Participants were 
asked to take an online inventory of character traits, 
provided insight into their top five traits, and asked to 
use one of these strengths in a new and different way 
each day. This is discussed further in the next section.

Another excellent source of insight in Positive Psychology 
is Greater Good; The Science of a Meaningful Life. Greater 
Good provides a weekly newsletter with up-to-date 
research-based insight on positive psychology. Educators 
are encouraged to sign up for this newsletter. 

Lesson: Help students focus on the good things happening 
in their lives and build their personal strengths. This can 
increase their resilience when not-so-good things happen. 

Character Strengths
The Positive Psychology Center partners with the VIA 
Institute on Character to focus on character strengths.35 
The character strengths identified include: creativity, 
curiosity, judgment, love of learning, perspective and 
wisdom, bravery, perseverance, honesty, zest, love, 
kindness, social intelligence, teamwork, fairness, 
leadership, forgiveness, humility, prudence, self-control, 
appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope, 
humor, and spirituality.

The VIA Institute has a free strengths inventory on its web 
site that students can complete and is developing other 
resources for schools to support the development of these 
character strengths.36  A brief version of this character 
strengths inventory, developed with their permission, is 
provided on the Embrace Civility in the Digital Age web 
site. 

Lesson: Help students build their character strengths to 
increase their happiness and resilience.

Focus on Their Future
As noted earlier, those students who were bullied, but who 
had positive outcomes maintained a focus on the future.37 
A new effective, intervention approach has been developed 
for adults suffering from depression that does just this, 
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Future Directed Therapy (FDT).38  As explained by the 
researcher who developed this approach. 

The theoretical model of human behavior behind FDT is 
based on three primary concepts: (1) The desire to thrive 
is the primary drive of all human beings because it 
promotes the evolutionary process. (2) Thought and 
behavior are limited resources that humans utilize to 
promote their thriving. (3) Preparing for the future is 
essential to thriving and much of human functioning 
has evolved for the purpose of creating the future.39

Essentially, the FDT process involves helping people 
understand how their thinking actually produces the future 
and how they can develop more positive thinking patterns. 
Additionally, participants are guided in developing 
practical skills for creating and achieving goals, planning, 
problem solving, learning to take action, and effectively 
dealing with obstacles or disappointments.

Lesson: Help students create goals, engage in planning, 
problem solving, and action to achieve those goals, and 
effectively deal with disappointments or obstacles.

Presenting Themselves With Power
Bullying situations generally involve differences in personal 
power. In both humans and other primates, expansive open 
postures are indicative of high power, whereas closed 
postures reflect lower power.40  Many students who are 
bullied maintain physical postures that demonstrate a lack 
of personal power.

Research conducted at Harvard School of Business has 
demonstrated that adopting a pose that indicates power--a 
“power pose”--can result in an increase in both explicit and 
implicit feelings of confidence. Holding a “power pose” 
before a challenging interpersonal relationship task was 
demonstrated to  increase effective performance. In other 
words, it is possible to “fake it” by assuming a “power 
pose,” which will then help a person feel more confident. 

An excellent TedTalk by Cuddy on Power Posing provides 
greater insight into this. Educators are encouraged to watch 
this video and then watch the highly popular Let It Go 
music video from the movie Frozen.41  Students love this 
video--likely because they yearn to be able to demonstrate 
this level of personal power. 

Lesson: Encourage students to stand and walk in a manner 
that demonstrates personal power, even if they do not yet 
feel that powerful. 

Being Kind to Others
Research has identified that giving to others results in a 
significant increase in feelings of happiness--even happier 
than spending on themselves.42 

Check out the great insight on the website of Random Acts 
of Kindness.43  The research they follow has documented 
this insight and these positive benefits of kindness:

• Kindness is contagious--witnessing kindness leads 
other people to be kind.

• Witnessing acts of kindness increases hormones that 
lead to better health, self-esteem, and optimism.

• Being kind helps people feel stronger, more energetic, 
calmer, less depressed, and leads to increased feelings 
of self-worth.

• When you are kind to another person, your brain’s 
pleasure and reward centers light up, as if you were the 
recipient of the good deed. 

• Being kind stimulates the production of feel-good and 
pain killer hormones and lower stress hormones. 

• Being kind can significant increase positive moods, 
relationship satisfaction and decrease social avoidance 
in socially anxious individuals.44 

One key study in a school demonstrated that students who 
were instructed to perform three kind acts for others every 
day experienced significant increases in peer acceptance.45 
This insight provides a powerful, and easy to implement 
approach to increase the peer acceptance of those who are 
treated badly. 

The Fandom Acts of Kindness Foundation has kindness 
lesson plans for K-12 educators.46

Lesson: Encourage students who are being treated badly to 
engage in daily practice of reaching out to be kind to 
another. 

Recommendations

Mindful and Positive
Regularly engage in activities that reinforce students’ skills 
in  self-regulation and problem-solving. Teach students 
how to physically present themselves with confidence. 
Focus students’ attention on good things, including 
gratitude, personal strengths, and acts of kindness. 

One classroom strategy that could be used in an elementary 
class or in an advisory group or class at the secondary level 
is this: 

• Have a sufficient number of craft sticks for every 
student. 

• Divide into thirds and on each third write: “Something 
I am thankful for.” “Something I did that I am proud 
of.” “How I reached out to be kind.” 

• At the start of a class session, engage students in a 
mindfulness breathing activity. 

• Then, pass the sticks around. Each student picks one 
stick provides a response to the statement on that stick. 
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(This will require that they think about a possible 
response to each statement.)

• Lastly, have all students practice standing tall.

Alternatively, do the mindfulness and standing tall 
activities at the beginning of the day or class session. 
Ensure each student has a notebook journal. At the end of 
the day, provide time for them to write three things: What 
happened that they are thankful for. What they did that 
they are proud of. How they reached out to be kind to 
someone else. 

Classified staff, such as lunchroom personnel or bus 
drivers, could implement practices such as asking students 
what they are thankful of, what they have done they are 
proud of, and how they were kind to another as they come 
through the lunch line or enter the school bus. 

Respond to Hurtful Situations
The following general guidelines are helpful to impart to all 
students to support their effectiveness when involved in a 
hurtful incident:

• Think to themselves that they will not give this person 
the power to control how they feel about themselves or 
act.

• Immediately shift their body into a more powerful 
position, breathe deeply to remain calm, and think to 
themselves, “let it go.”

• If they can do so, briefly and calmly tell the person to 
stop. If they do not think talking to this person will be 
effective, they should hold their head high and walk 
away with pride. 

• Then Think Things Through to determine the best way 
to respond. It is advisable to talk with a friend or 
trusted adult about this. The Thing Things Through 
questions are:
- What actually happened?
- What do I want to achieve in response?
- What several powerful positive things could I do?
- Is each in accord with my values?
- For each, what might happen?
- What is my best first choice? 
- What else could I do?

• If they have also been hurtful, acknowledge their 
wrongdoing, apologize, and make other amends.

Increase Self-Confidence and Resilience
Recommendations for students who appear to lack self-
confidence and are more frequently excluded or treated 
badly include: 

• Privately practice how to physically present themselves 
with greater self-confidence and respond if someone is 
hurtful.

• Encourage them to engage in daily acts of kindness to 
others. Encourage a minimum of three to five kind acts 
to another each day. To keep them on task with this 
assignment, ask them to record these acts and the 
result.

• Regularly connect to ask how things are going. For 
some students, a daily check in may be necessary.

• Discuss good things that happened and goals 
accomplished, including the daily acts of kindness.

• Discuss any challenging situation that occurred and 
how the challenge was addressed. 

• Ask what kind acts to others the student engaged in 
that day and what the response was.

• Creatively help them form more positive peer 
relationships, especially with peers who have similar 
interests. Put the student in a student work group with 
another student of similar social status who may have 
similar interests. Encourage the student to join a 
student organization that matches their interests. 

• Positively acknowledge their demonstration of self-
confidence, effective relationship interactions, and when they 
are kind to another.

• Engage these students as leaders in the effort to foster 
positive relations. These students know how it feels to 
have someone treat them badly. Some may have also 
engaged in hurtful behavior. Their recovery from the 
harm directed at them, and for some an act of 
restoration, could be greatly enhanced by their 
engagement in a positive leadership role in their class 
or school. 
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