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Unit 6
Ensure Effective Staff Interventions to                

Hurtful Incidents

Initial Interventions
This section is specifically focused on the initial steps to be 
taken by general school staff when they witness hurtful 
incidents or a hurtful incident is reported to them. Recall 
from Units 1 and 2 the challenges related to staff 
effectiveness in responding to the hurtful incidents they 
witness or are reported. 

It is recommended staff not take the perspective that what 
they are dealing with is a disciplinary matter. This thinking 
can shift to viewing these as situations where the objective 
is to stop the hurtful behavior, remedy the harm, and 
restore positive relationships.

Serious incidents and incidents that appear to be part of an 
ongoing hurtful situation should be referred to, 
investigated, and resolved by a Designated Staff Person, 
generally the principal, assistant principal, or a counselor. 
Guidance on these incidents and situations is also provided 
by Embrace Civility in the Digital Age. 

The following guidance does not address physically violent 
incidents, which are presumably addressed in other district 
and school policies.

Objectives of this Approach
The objectives of this intervention approach are:

• The intervention approach takes into account the 
reality of how staff can respond, given their other job 
responsibilities. 

• The focus is on helping students resolve all kinds of 
hurtful situations, not simply identifying when 
“bullying” has occurred, reporting this, and imposing 
punishment.

• Staff recognizes hurtful situation when socially skilled 
students are seeking social dominance.

• Staff involvement empowers targeted students in a way 
that will reduce the potential of lasting emotional harm 
and assist them in learning skills to more effectively 
respond to similar situations that may occur in the 
future. 

• Staff involvement empowers hurtful students to accept 
personal responsibility for their wrongdoing, take steps 
to remedy the harm, and discontinue in any further 
hurtful acts.

• Staff interventions increases the probability of positive 
actions by students who witness similar incidents in 
the future.
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• Staff remains engaged until all involved students feel 
that things got better. 

District Processes
The process to ensure effective staff interventions when 
hurtful situations are witnessed starts with district policies 
and practices. While these process must be in accord with 
statutory requirements, it is highly recommended that it be 
made clear to all staff that they should respond to all hurtful 
incidents they witness, regardless of whether these 
incidents meet some statutory definition of “bullying.” 

The recommended district and school policies and 
practices to put in place include:

• Designation of one or more staff members at the 
school, Designated Staff Person, who are responsible 
for investigating and intervening in the more serious 
incidents and ongoing hurtful situations. 

• Designation of one or more district staff personnel 
who are available to provide assistance to the school-
level Designated Staff Person and who are also 
responsible for investigating incidents or situations 
that have not been resolved at the school level. 

• A reporting process, both at the school and district 
level, that can be used by students, parents, witnesses, 
or staff to report incidents or situations. 

• Standards for staff regarding their intervention and 
reporting responsibilities. This should include 
guidelines for how they are expected to respond to the 
hurtful incidents they witness or are reported, as 
appropriate to their staff position and job 
responsibilities. 
- All classified staff members should be expected to 

seek to stop the incident and report to the 
Designated Staff Person for further investigation and 
intervention.

- Certified staff members should be expected to seek 
to stop the incident, engage in further investigation 
of any incidents, intervene in more minor level 
incidents, report more serious or unresolved 
situations to the Designated Staff Person, and 
follow-up to ensure the situation has been resolved. 

- The Designated Staff Person should be responsible 
for investigating and intervening in more significant 
incidents or incidents that have not been effectively 
resolved by a certified staff member’s intervention. 

Challenges When Incidents Are Witnessed by 
Staff
A number of challenges for staff members who witness 
hurtful incidents must be recognized.

• Many hurtful incidents occur when the staff member 
has other pressing responsibilities. As noted, most 

incidents occur in classrooms, hallways, and the 
lunchroom.

• Incidents could range in seriousness, which may not be 
entirely evident from the hurtful interaction witnessed. 
- What the staff member perceives as minor may be 

just that--a minor incident.
- Alternatively, what appears minor may be evidence 

of a moderately significant incident, that could get 
worse. 

- Alternatively, this may be evidence of a serious 
ongoing hurtful situation involving a student who is 
quite vulnerable.

• What the staff member witnessed may not have been 
the initial hurtful act. The staff member may have 
witnessed hurtful retaliation to what was a prior 
hurtful act by the student who now appears to be the 
one targeted--but is actually the one who “started it.” 

Staff Witnesses are “Players”
When general staff members have witnessed a hurtful 
incident between students or when a student reaches out to 
them for support, they should be considered a “Player” in 
this situation. 

Their responsibility as a Player is to continue involvement 
in the situation until all of the students involved would 
respond to the question of what happened after the staff 
member saw this hurtful incident with the outcome “things 
got better.” This will require follow-up. 

Key Action Steps
The key actions steps in an initial intervention by certified 
staff member include:

• Stop the incident. The staff member may directly 
intervene, if safe to do so. If it is not safe, the staff 
member should immediately call for assistance. 

• Ensure safety of all students. Especially ensure the 
student who was the target is secure. Also, be attentive 
to safety needs of other participants. This step should 
take place while waiting for assistance, if it has been 
called.

• Help all involved students self-regulate. Hopefully, 
the school has implemented a school-wide 
mindfulness program. Even without, the requirements 
for self-regulation are to stop and breathe deeply. It 
helps students to look down or close their eyes. This 
step should take place while waiting for assistance, if it 
has been called

• Assess the immediate situation. This initial 
assessment should determine the apparent degree of 
severity and the degree to which the students have 
been able to become calm so they can resume school 
activities. 
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- If the situation is immediately identified as a Serious 
Incident or Situation, this should be immediately 
reported to the Designated Staff Person.

- If either of the involved students have been unable to 
calm, the situation should be immediately reported 
to the Designated Staff Person or handled in another 
manner as determined by the school, e.g. send upset 
student to a counselor.

- If the staff member is classified, generally, at this 
point the incident will be referred to the Designated 
Staff Person. There may be exceptions to this within 
individual schools.

• Investigate and intervene, if not deemed Serious. If 
the incident is initially determined to be a Minor 
Incident, the manner in which the investigation and 
intervention occurs will be determined by what other 
job responsibilities the staff member has at the current 
time. 
- If the staff member has the ability to conduct further 

investigation and intervention at the current time, 
this can occur. 

- If the staff member does not have the ability to 
conduct a further investigation and intervention at 
the current time, arrangements should be made for 
when the students, alone or together will meet with 
the staff member to further discuss and resolve the 
incident.  

• Report. Whether the staff member has an obligation to 
report the incident, insight gained during the 
investigation, and the results of the intervention is an 
matter that will vary by school. If it is possible for the 
staff member to assist the involved students in a Minor 
Incident resolve the incident, the matter may not 
require reporting to a Designated Staff Person.   

• Follow-up. Follow-up with both the student who was 
targeted and the one being hurtful until all involved 
students indicate “things got better.” It is necessary to 
ensure the intervention was effective and the problem 
situation resolved.  

Basic Processes
The following Basic Processes can be incorporated into 
investigations and interventions by general staff.

Targeted Student Questions

Identify More Vulnerable Students

It is important that staff ask key questions of the student 
targeted to determine the extent of the problem and their 
degree of vulnerability. This assessment may be done at the 
time the incident was witnessed or reported, or later in a 
private conversation with the student. More Vulnerable 
Students may be those who are being chronically targeted 

and those who are both excluded and treated badly and are 
also being hurtful. 

As noted, the staff member may discover during the course 
of an investigation that the student witnessed being hurtful 
was acting in retaliation for prior hurtful acts directed at 
him or her. If, in the course of an investigation, it appears 
that any students involved have been the target of hurtful 
acts, these questions should be posed: 

• How frequently have other students, or anyone else in 
this school community, been hurtful to you?

• How many students or others have been hurtful to 
you?

• How has this been making you feel? How has this 
affected your activities?

• Where have these incidents been occurring?
• How effective do you feel you have been in responding 

by yourself? What have you tried? How has this 
worked? 

• Were other staff present, if so how did these staff 
members respond and what happened after this? (Be 
alert for situations where a staff member may also have 
been hurtful or failed to respond appropriately.)

• What other staff member have you talked with about 
this situation? What has happened after you talked 
with this staff member?

If any student is being treated badly in a frequent manner, 
feels upset, and has been unable to get these hurtful 
situations to stop, these are indicators of a Serious Situation 
that must be referred to a Designated Staff Person. 

If a student reports any hurtful actions by a staff member or 
failure of a staff member witness to respond effectively, this 
should be reported to the Designated Staff Member. 

Help Targeted Students Think Things Through

The best thing a staff member can do is help students 
engage in a problem-solving process, Thinking Things 
Through, that will enable them to come up with and 
execute a plan of action. This plan of action may be 
executed by the student independently, involve 
intervention by the involved staff member, or may be a 
referral to the Designated Staff Person. This will help to 
place the student in a position where he or she has the 
power to decide what will happen next--important 
empowerment for students who have been treated badly 
and are currently feeling powerless. 

Guide students through this process in this manner:
• What do you want to achieve in a response? (Set goal.)
• What are some possible strategies you could use to 

achieve this goal? (Generate several strategies.)
• Are these strategies in accord with your core values? 

(Assess based on values.)
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• What do you think might happen if you did this? 
(Assess possible consequences and their pros and 
cons.)

• Which strategy do you think is the best for you to try 
first? If this does not work, what could you try next? 

Staff members should assure students if things do not work 
out as planned, which is possible, they are there to help 
Think Things Through again or, at this time, could 
intervene more directly or refer the incident to the 
Designated Staff Member.

Accountability Questions
The following Accountability Questions are designed to 
support students in acknowledging wrongdoing and taking 
steps to remedy the harm. 

Accountability Questions for Hurtful Students

It is recommended that schools use a restorative approach 
where students who have engaged in wrongdoing are held 
accountable for acknowledging their wrongdoing and 
taking responsibility for remedying the harm. 

As addressed in Unit 4, to be held accountable requires 
students accept personal responsibility for the harm they 
have caused. Recall, that students will often seek to 
rationalize their hurtful actions. Keep the rationalization 
approaches in mind--spin it, deny personal responsibility, 
deny the harm, blame the victim. When a student 
expressed what is an excuse or rationalization, challenge 
the student on this. 

Recall that it is important to distinguish the rationalization 
of blaming the victim for some trait of the victim from a 
report of a prior hurtful act by the student who was just 
targeted. 

The following Accountability Questions are designed to 
undermine the effectiveness of these rationalizations and 
reinforce the positive social norms of other students. Note 
that all of these questions may not be necessary. 

• What was your goal? or What were you trying to 
accomplish? 

• What has been happening in your relationship with 
___ (name of targeted student)? If the student 
indicates a prior hurtful act directed at him or her, 
fully investigate this. 

• Is there anything troubling going on in your life that I 
should be aware of? Listen for clues about any 
underlying issues.

• Why did you think this was okay? Listen for and 
challenge rationalizations, being sure to distinguish 
between rationalizations and reports of past harmful 
acts directed at this student. If the student reports 
hurtful acts directed at him or her, the discussion 

should shift to the questions posed above of those who 
have been treated badly.

• What are reasons you think that people should not be 
hurtful? This can expand into a discussion of one or 
more of the following:
- How do you think this made (target) feel?
- How would you feel if someone did this to you or 

your best friend? Reinforce core values and the 
“Golden Rule.”

- What do you think your mom or data would think 
about your actions? Reinforce family values.

- You should know that the vast majority of students 
disapprove of those who are hurtful like this. What 
do you think others think about what you said or 
did? How might this impact your reputation? 
Reinforce positive social norms and the potential 
damage to reputation.

• Do you realize that students at our school admire those 
who acknowledge that they did something wrong and 
take steps to try to make things better? Reinforce 
positive social norms related to restoration.
- Are you willing to admit that you were hurtful?
- What do you need to do to make things right?’ 

Accountability Questions  for Hurtful Participants

It is helpful for the staff member to communicate directly 
with any students who appeared to be supporters of the one 
who was hurtful to encourage their efforts in helping their 
friend stop and remedy the harm. These supporters may 
also have insight into underlying factors related to the 
situation. 

It is likely best for the staff member to speak to each 
identified supporter at a slightly later time--privately. If 
alone and promised confidentiality, a hurtful student’s 
friend may be willing to disclose important information 
about the situation that can help in the overall resolution.

These are some questions for such students:
• Is there anything you know about this situation that 

you think might be helpful in making sure that it does 
not continue?  

• Why did you think it was okay for you to be 
supporting (name of student) when he or she did was 
hurtful? Listen for and challenge rationalizations.

• What are reasons you think that people should not be 
hurtful? Continue as outlined in the questions for the 
hurtful student. 

• How do you think you could support your friend in 
accepting responsibility, remedying the situation, and 
not being hurtful again?

If any of these supporters appear reluctant to acknowledge 
wrongdoing and the need for the one who was hurtful to 
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own it and fix it, be sure to note this in the report made to 
the Designated Staff Person. Their actions in supporting a 
student who is hurtful, if not corrected, could result in 
perpetuating such hurtful behavior.

Accountability Question for Passive Observers

It may also be helpful to ask questions of those students 
who witnessed the hurtful situation and did nothing in 
response, that is, either just watched or ignored the 
situation. 

The fact that a school staff member was present is a logical 
reason for their lack of a more proactive response. 
However, this presents a “teachable moment” opportunity 
to encourage them to think about what they could do in a 
similar situation when an adult is not present. Depending 
on the situation, it may be best to talk with these students 
immediately or at a later time. 

• I realize that those of you who saw this also knew that I 
was present and that it was my responsibility to 
intervene. If you saw a similar situation and there were 
no adults present, what are some things you could do 
to safety and effectively step in to help? 

Discuss and positively acknowledge their effective 
suggestions, as time allows. 

Conflict Resolution
The following approach is recommended to resolve 
conflicts or “drama” between students who have a similar 
level of social status and personal power who appear to 
have been relatively equally involved in the hurtful 
situation. This approach should not be used in situations 
where the hurtful student has significantly higher social 
status or personal power than the student targeted.

As has been noted, it is important to distinguish conflict 
from retaliation. Retaliation should be considered a Serious 
Incident, stopped in the manner described below, and 
referred to the Designated Staff Person for investigation 
and intervention.

A process for Conflict Resolution is:
• Make sure each is calm and ask each to agree to listen 

to the other.
• Ask each person, in turn, to explain what happened 

and how this made them feel.
• After each person explains, reflect this back by saying: 

You are feeling (describe feelings), because 
(description of what happened). Is this correct? Then 
ask if the other person understood. 

• When you are sure both understand how the other is 
feeling and why, then ask them to brainstorm a 
number of solutions that would allow both of them to 
be happy. Ask the Think It Through questions from 

above. What do you think might happen? Is this in 
accord with your values?

• Help them come to an agreement on which solution 
they will try first and if this does not work, which 
solution they will try next. 

• Ask them to “shake hands” on the agreed solution.
• Follow-up with each separately and privately to ensure 

the strategy worked effectively.

Positive Acknowledgment

Positively acknowledge positive behavior on the part of any 
student participants, including:

• A targeted student who held him or herself with pride, 
regained composure, responded using effective 
language, walked away, and used other effective 
strategies to respond.

• A hurtful student who stopped him or herself, 
acknowledged wrongdoing, and took steps to remedy 
the harm.

• Witnesses who reached out to be kind to the one who 
had been targeted, who tried to intervene to resolve the 
problem, who told the person being hurtful to stop, or 
who alerted the staff member to the situation. 

Taxonomy of Hurtful Incidents
The following is a taxonomy of negative incidents and 
guidelines on how staff members who witness incidents or 
to whom the incidents are reported can intervene. 

Hurtful Incident is Reported
If an incident is reported to a staff member by the Targeted 
Student:

• Identify More Vulnerable Students. Ask the Identify 
More Vulnerable Student Questions. If concerns are 
identified, report to the Designated Staff Person. 

• Use the Think It Though approach to help this student 
decide on a plan of action. 

• If the student wants the assistance of school staff in 
resolving the situation, use Minor Incident or Conflict 
Situations approach or report Serious Situation to 
Designated Staff Person.

Derogatory Statement With No Specific Target
These are situations where a student has used a derogatory 
term or said something generally disparaging about a group 
of people, with no specific student or students targeted. 

• Intervene directly with the student who made such 
statement asking the Accountability Questions for 
Hurtful Students.
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- Doing so in front of other students can help with the 
learning of all. The student can “fix it” by 
apologizing to the students who were present to hear 
the disparaging comment. 

• If the student making the disparaging comment had 
apparent supporters, ask the supporters the 
Accountability Questions for Hurtful Participants. 

• If there are Passive Observers, ask the Accountability 
Questions for Passive Observers. 

Minor Incidents Investigation and Intervention
Disrespect, minor hurtful incidents, or some other kind of 
an altercation where the initial perspective is that this is not 
a Serious Situation. 

• Follow the Basic Steps of stopping the situation, 
ensuring the safety of all students, helping the students 
self-regulate, and engaging in an initial assessment to 
determine severity. 

• Depending on staff availability, this investigation and 
intervention could occur at the time or later, with 
students together or privately. Both students should be 
in agreement to discuss the situation together. 

• Privately, or at a later time, talk with all involved 
students, asking the questions to identify More 
Vulnerable Students.  

• Determine what happened. Ensure all involved 
students have an accurate and shared understanding of 
what happened.

• Ask the Accountability Questions for Hurtful Students.
• If the hurtful student acknowledges his or her 

wrongdoing and indicates a desire to remedy the harm, 
shift to a discussion of resolutions. Ask the targeted 
student if any proposed resolution is considered 
acceptable. At this point, the situation may require a 
shift to the process similar to the process outlined for 
Conflict Resolution. 

• Alternatively, if the hurtful student is not willing to 
accept responsibility or if the proposed resolution is 
not acceptable, this changes to a Serious Situation. 
Advise the students of how the incident will be 
reported, as required, and that the Designated Staff 
Person will follow up. 

• If discussion with any involved student reveals that this 
is a more Serious Situation, report to the Designated 
Staff Person. If the matter appears to have been minor 
and is now resolved, this should be report as required 
by school.  

• Follow-up as a Player until all involved students report 
that “things got better.” If the resolution was not 
effective, report to the Designated Staff Person.

Conflict Situations
The following intervention approach will be more effective 
if the students have previously been taught a specific 
process to resolve conflict. 

• If the current situation allows for the amount of time 
necessary, the staff member could assist the students in 
using the Conflict Resolution process.

• If the staff member does not have the time to engage 
with the students in a Conflict Resolution process, 
several alternatives are possible: 
- Arrange a later time to resolve the conflict situation.
- Advise the students that as they have learned how to 

resolve conflicts, they could try to do so on their own 
using the steps they have learned, and that they 
should report back on their efforts and progress. 

- Refer the situation to someone who can provide 
greater assistance at this time. This could be the 
Designated Staff Person or a school-based peer 
mediation program.  

• Upon reaching an agreed-upon solution, positively 
acknowledge all positive actions of the students.
- If unresolved, advise the students to report to the 

office, so the Designated Staff Person can assist. 
• If required or advisable, report the incident so that the 

issues related to any continuing conflict between these 
students can be tracked. Indicate whether follow-up 
appears to be needed.

• Follow-up as a Player until all involved students report 
that “things got better.”

Serious Situations
A Serious Situation is one that has been ongoing and is 
causing a student to be distressed. 

• May be identified at the time or in the course of further 
investigation. 

• Report all insight to the Designated Staff Person for 
further investigation and intervention. 

• Follow-up as a Player until all involved students report 
that “things got better.” 

Positive Follow-Up
As noted earlier, because the staff member was a witness to 
an incident, this staff member is now a Player until every 
student involved reports that things got better. 

• Reach out to the targeted student on a regular basis to 
inquire how things are going. Assure targeted student 
that school staff are there to provide support whenever 
needed.  

• Positively acknowledge restorative actions and positive 
behaviors of hurtful student. 
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• Follow-up with identified friends of the targeted 
student and hurtful student to determine whether, 
from their perspective, the hurtful relationship 
concerns have been resolved. 

• If there is any evidence of continuing concerns, 
document and report to Designated Staff Person.

- 7 - 


