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My comprehensive book entitled, Engage Students to Embrace Civility, was recently published. More 
information is on my website at http://embracecivility.org. My book is self-published. Publishers 
have expressed that they are not interested in books on bullying—because none of  the ones they 
published in the last decade have sold. Anticipating similar challenges, I have shifted to a focus on 
increasing the understanding of  parents (including caregivers) on how they can empower their child 
and, if  their child is being bullied, how they can insist their child’s school stop the harm.  

My two recently published  two books for young people: Be Positively Powerful: A Guide for Teens on 
Achieving Resilience and Empowerment and Be Positively Powerful: Resilient When Things Get Tough. These 
books provide guidance for teens and older children on strategies they can use to gain greater 
resilience, personal power, the ability to remain calm when things get tough, and happiness. The 
strategies contained in these books are fully grounded in research into resilience and positive 
psychology.  

Insight from these two books is included below, as these are the key strategies I believe can better 
empower students who are being bullied to both reduce the likelihood they will be treated badly and 
more effectively respond. These strategies can also assist students who are being hurtful, as well as 
those who witness hurtful incidents.  

I have also created two online courses for parents: Empower Your Child to Be Positively Powerful: Increase 
Your Child’s Personal Power, Resilience, Ability to Remain Calm When Things Get Tough, and Happiness and 
Empower Your Bullied Child and Insist Your Child’s School Stop the Harm. The first course assists parents in 
understanding the concepts in the Be Positively Powerful books. The second online course outlines 
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how they can empower their bullied child—and extension of  the first course—along with why what 
schools are doing is not working and how to request that their child’s situation be addressed in 
accord with Section 504. 

The reason I have prepared this document for school leaders is that I thought it might be helpful for 
you to know what I am advising parents and why. More information is obviously included in my 
book, Engage Students to Embrace Civility.  

Highlights  
• There has not been a decline in reports of  students being bullied on the Youth Risk 

Behavior Survey since 2009, when the Centers for Disease Control first started asking this 
question. 

• Being bullied can result in life-long negative physical and mental health concerns.  

• Concerns of  the emotional well-being of  teens were evident before the pandemic and have 
significantly increased since then.  

• There is a high incidence of  trauma symptoms among students who report they were bullied 
and a strong association between frequency of  exposure to bullying and such symptoms. 

• A huge contributing factor to this traumatic distress is that the majority of  students do not 
report to schools that they are being bullied. When they do, things often stay the same or get 
worse.  

• The standards for PTSD under the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of  Mental Disorders, Fifth 
Edition (DSM-5) focuses on major traumatic events, not chronic or complex traumatic 
situations. However, Criterion B to F clearly may manifest when a student is being seriously 
and/or persistently bullied.  

• The author of  this document has been told of  far too many situations where students were 
being bullied, they developed mental health concerns, they were taken to their pediatrician 
and received a prescription for psychotropic drugs. There is no evidence to support the use 
of  medications without first providing evidence-based psychotherapies in the treatment of  
pediatric PTSD. 

• In the case of  young people who are being seriously or persistently bullied to the point they 
are experiencing significant emotional distress, the response must be three fold:  

- Ensure that appropriate steps are taken by the school to get the hurtful conduct directed 
at this young person to stop. 

- Remedy the harm caused by the trauma of  such hurtful conduct through the use of  
evidence-based resilience strategies. Psychotherapy would be helpful, but is frequently 
unavailable in too many communities.  

- Ensure effective support at school and that the student gains effective skills in both 
responding to future hurtful situations and self  advocating for the protection of  their 
well-being.  

• The approach being taken by schools to reduce and respond to bullying has shown no 
evidence of  effectiveness. There appear to be five primary reasons for this: 
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- Every state has an anti-bullying statute that requires a disciplinary policy against bullying, 
a procedure for students to report, and consequences students will face if  they violate 
the code of  conduct. This approach shifts the focus from resolving the hurtful situation 
to a determination of  whether a student violated a rule and should be punished. The 
disciplinary code approach is not effective. 

- Interventions under US civil rights regulations are far superior. The federal civil rights 
laws protect against sexual harassment and harassment based on disabilities, sexual 
identity or gender orientation, race, color, national origin, and religion if  grounded in 
national origin. Many state statutes, and therefore district bullying policies, have 
incorporated language related to protected classes. Far too many principals think that the 
ineffective disciplinary code approach is all that they have to do to intervene.  

- In 2010, U.S. Department of  Education issued guidelines for states in creating anti-
bullying statutes. One problematic recommendation was for state statutes to require that 
schools make annual reports on the number of  reported bullying incidents. Many states 
did. The 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act also requires annual reporting, but only 
bullying/harassment of  protected class students. What principals appear to be doing is 
avoiding characterizing any reported hurtful incidents as “bullying.” If  they were to 
determine that these incidents are bullying, this would require reporting and would be a 
“black mark” on the school and their leadership.  

- There is a stereotype held by the general public about individuals who bully that casts 
children and youth who bully others as being high on psychopathology, low on social 
skills, and possessing few assets and competencies that the peer group values. However, 
most youth who bully others wield considerable power within their peer network. High-
status students who are hurtful tend to be perceived by peers as being popular, socially 
skilled, and leaders. They have been found to rank high on assets and competencies that 
the peer group values, such as being attractive or being good athletes. They have also 
been found to not be the kinds of  students who are considered “at risk.” They use 
aggression to achieve dominance and social status. Schools are unlikely to discipline 
these students because they are not perceived as being noncompliant and because their 
parents would strongly object.  

- Concerns of  bullying by school staff  members are highly significant. However, this is an 
area of  research and policy consideration that has been profoundly ignored. When 
school staff  model being hurtful to students, the students often follow. Students bullied 
by school staff  are at profoundly high risk.  

• Students who are in protected classes receive federal and state protections against 
discriminatory harassment. This includes race and national origin, religion, sex and sex role 
stereotyping, and disabilities.  

- Harassment creates a “hostile environment” when the hurtful conduct is sufficiently 
severe, persistent, or pervasive so as to interfere with or limit a student’s ability to 
participate in or benefit from the services, activities, or opportunities offered by a school. 

- If  a hostile environment is suspected the school is required to conduct a prompt, 
thorough, and unbiased investigation. 

- If  a hostile environment is found to be present, the school must take prompt and 
effective steps reasonably calculated to end the hurtful conduct, prevent it from 
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recurring, remedy its harmful effects on the target, correct the hostile environment to 
reduce the potential the hurtful acts will continue, and monitor to ensure effectiveness. 

- Many principals are unaware of  these civil rights requirements and the more 
comprehensive response that is required. The primary reason for this confusion is that 
most state statutes have incorporated language that refers to “harassment” and to 
protected class students. Principals think that following the disciplinary code—with the 
sole focus on disciplinary sanctions—is all they are required to do. 

• If  a student is perceived to have a mental health condition or has been diagnosed by a 
mental health or medical professional as experiencing a mental health challenge, this student 
is considered to have a “disability” under Section 504. It is not necessary that a student with 
a mental health disability currently be receiving special education services, such as being on a 
Section 504 Plan. If  a student with a disability is experiencing serious or persistent hurtful 
treatment, on any basis, and this is interfering with that student’s learning or participation, 
then this is a hostile environment and is considered to be discriminatory harassment. This is 
a violation of  Section 504. This is the BEST way to proceed because: 

- This will allow students who are not considered to be in a protected class—such as 
students who are obese—to also receive a comprehensive civil rights intervention. 

- In these situations, the plan of  action to address the concerns is developed by a 504 
Team of  knowledgable people. The team should include the parent and student, if  older.  

- The Section 504 Plan is enforceable. There are procedural safeguards for parents and 
students.  

• There appear to be two critical components of  an effort to address the concerns of  students 
who are experiencing a hostile environment: 

- Insisting that the school take appropriate steps to effectively investigate and intervention 
actions that are reasonably calculated to stop the harmful conduct, prevent retaliation, 
and correct the hostile environment—including stopping the micro-aggressions by staff  
and the failure of  staff  to effectively intervene.  

- Increasing the resilience of  the targeted students. Resilience is the capacity of  individuals 
to sustain their well-being despite the adversities they are facing. It can unfortunately be 
anticipated that many “protected class” students will experience hurtful incidents 
throughout their lives. Ensuring they have a high level of  personal resilience must be 
considered essential.   

Concerns Associated with Bullying 
On the Center for Disease Control’s Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), there has not been a 
decline of  student reports of  being bullied between 2009 and 2019.  (There was a reported decrease 1

in bullying in the 2021 survey.  This survey was completed by students in fall, rather than spring, and 2

asked about bullying experiences in the last 12 months. This is not a valid data comparison.) In some 
states with more comprehensive bullying prevention statutes, there appears to have been an increase 
in student reports of  being bullied.  Recent meta-analyses of  bullying prevention programs have 3

documented low to no positive impact—with zero effectiveness at the secondary level.  4
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A recent commentary in Pediatrics, outlined that bullying can have life-long health consequences and 
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 5

an attack on someone’s core identity, it can have especially harmful health consequences.  6

A recent study in Pediatrics found that youth suicides are most prevalent during the school year.  A 7

study focusing on YRBS data demonstrated that students who were bullied were more likely to miss 
school.  A 2004 comprehensive study of  school shootings by the Secret Service, demonstrated that 8

71% of  the school shooters felt persecuted, bullied, threatened, attacked or injured by others prior 
to the incident.  Another recent Pediatrics study reported that students who were bullied were twice 9

as likely to bring weapons to school and that if  bullied students had also been in a fight, been 
threatened or injured at school, or skipped school out of  fear for their safety, each additional risk 
factor increased the likelihood of  bringing a weapon to school.  The new practice guidelines 10

addressing obesity notes the concerns associated with bullying.  11

Clearly, experiencing being bullied can have a profound harmful impact on the well-being of  young 
people. The concerns of  the mental well-being of  young people have skyrocketed since the 
pandemic. A declaration from the American Academy of  Pediatrics, American Academy of  Child 
and Adolescent Psychiatry and Children’s Hospital Association, stated as follows:: 

As health professionals dedicated to the care of  children and adolescents, we have witnessed 
soaring rates of  mental health challenges among children, adolescents, and their families over the 
course of  the COVID-19 pandemic, exacerbating the situation that existed prior to the 
pandemic. Children and families across our country have experienced enormous adversity and 
disruption. The inequities that result from structural racism have contributed to 
disproportionate impacts on children from communities of  color.  

This worsening crisis in child and adolescent mental health is inextricably tied to the stress 
brought on by COVID-19 and the ongoing struggle for racial justice and represents an 
acceleration of  trends observed prior to 2020. Rates of  childhood mental health concerns and 
suicide rose steadily between 2010 and 2020 and by 2018 suicide was the second leading cause 
of  death for youth ages 10-24. The pandemic has intensified this crisis: across the country we 
have witnessed dramatic increases in Emergency Department visits for all mental health 
emergencies including suspected suicide attempts. 

The pandemic has struck at the safety and stability of  families. More than 140,000 children in 
the United States lost a primary and/or secondary caregiver, with youth of  color 
disproportionately impacted. We are caring for young people with soaring rates of  depression, 
anxiety, trauma, loneliness, and suicidality that will have lasting impacts on them, their families, 
and their communities. We must identify strategies to meet these challenges through innovation 
and action, using state, local and national approaches to improve the access to and quality of  
care across the continuum of  mental health promotion, prevention, and treatment.  12

Please let’s add the fact that student relationships in schools have deteriorated. Anecdotal evidence is 
that the heightened attention to the struggle for not only racial justice, but social justice for all 
marginalized communities, that is occurring in our communities is also occurring in our schools. In a 
study published by the Pew Research Center before the pandemic, teens identified bullying as a 
significant concern.   13
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Bullying and Trauma 
It is necessary to “connect the dots” between bullying and traumatic stress disorders. One recent 
study revealed a high incidence of  Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms among 
students who reported they were bullied and a strong association between frequency of  exposure to 
bullying and such symptoms.   14

Researchers have outlined how the experience of  being bullied by peers becomes biologically 
embedded in the physiology of  the developing child, which in turn has a harmful impact on their 
health and behavior.  A recent study has documented that the brains of  high school students who 15

experienced persistent bullying appeared to have actually shrunk in size in a manner. This shrinkage 
is similar to adults who experienced early life stress, such as childhood maltreatment.  16

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network describes two forms of  traumatic distress.  Acute 17

traumatic events involve experiencing, witnessing, or a threat of  a serious injury to yourself  or 
another. Chronic traumatic situations that occur repeatedly over periods of  time and result in 
feelings of  fear, loss of  trust in others, decreased sense of  safety, guilt, and shame.  

Bullying situations could involve acute traumatic events, a chronic traumatic situation, or both. 
However, normally the situations are more chronic—persistent hurtful treatment.  

The Youth Voice Project conducted a survey of  students in grades 5 through high school.  At the 18

secondary level, only about a third of  students indicated that they reported to the school. In only a 
third of  the situations where they did report did things get better. Things stayed the same a third of  
the time, and got worse a third of  the time. This is data from this survey. 

Significant other studies have documented that the reason students do not report is that they doubt 
that the school will effectively respond.   19

Think of  this data in terms oftrauma. These students are required to come to these hostile 
environments, where they know no help will be forthcoming—every school day. Students are unable 
to obtain help from school staff  in getting these incidents to stop—which significantly increases 
their feelings of  helplessness and hopelessness. 

The standards for PTSD under the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of  Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition 
(DSM-5) focuses on major traumatic events (Criterion A), not chronic or complex traumatic 
situations.   20

However, another category in DSM-5 Stress Disorders appears to be highly relevant to situations of  
chronic, persistent, pervasive hurtful conduct. This is Specified Trauma-and Stressor-Related 
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Disorder. Under this diagnosis, clinically significant distress or impairment in functioning 
predominate, but full criteria for another disorder in this category is not met. The criteria that is 
missing in bullying situations is the acute traumatic event.  

The following are the additional key criterion for PTSD, not including the acute traumatic event, 
along with suggestions of  how these criterion may manifest when a student is being seriously and/
or persistently bullied.  

• Criterion B: Re-experiencing Symptoms. Students who experience serious or persistent 
bullying frequently demonstrate intrusive memories of  what is happening to them, as well as 
dreams of  people being hurtful to them. They often experience significant distress thinking 
about what might happen to them when getting ready for school or being taken to school.  

• Criterion C: Avoidance Symptoms. Students who experience bullying that is serious or 
chronic will generally demonstrate significant signs of  avoidance. However, while this may be 
mental avoidance of  situations that bring up bad memories, this is also likely real-time 
avoidance of  going to school.  

• Criterion D: Negative Cognitions and Moods. Students who experience bullying often have 
persistent negative evaluations of  themselves, others, and the world. They will often blame 
themselves or others. Negative emotional states are pervasive. There is also a loss of  interest in 
activities, feeling detached, and an inability to experience positive emotions.  

• Criterion E: Arousal Symptoms. Students who experience bullying often are consistently 
hyper vigilant and very likely to trigger. Sometimes they are the ones who are disciplined by the 
school because they have overreacted to being treated badly with aggressive behavior. The 
hyper vigilance, feeling constantly on guard, and startle response is ongoing—because the 
situation may very well be such that danger may be around any corner in the school. They 
often have difficulties concentrating and learning, as well as problems sleeping. 

• Criterion E Symptoms last more than a month. Students who experience serious or 
chronic bullying will be experiencing these symptoms for more than a month because these 
negative experiences are ongoing.  

• Criterion F: Symptoms cause distress and/or interference. Students who experience 
bullying frequently manifest distress symptoms that could include psychosomatic illnesses, 
such as headaches and stomach aches. They experience interference in their ability to 
concentrate and learn. They also engage in avoidance of  school, rest rooms, or cafeteria. and 
decline to participate in school activities. 

Unfortunately, based on anecdotal information obtained by the author, what happens too frequently 
in way too many cases is that parents who are entirely frustrated at their inability to get the school to 
stop the bullying of  their child then takes their child to their pediatrician. The pediatrician then 
diagnoses depression, anxiety, or adjustment disorder and prescribes a psychopharmacological 
treatment.  

It is imperative that medical and mental health professionals realize that research has failed to 
demonstrate the effectiveness of  any psychopharmacological treatment for youth who have 
experienced trauma.  Evidence-based trauma focused psychotherapy is the first-line treatment for 21

young people who have experienced trauma.   22

In guidance related provided to pediatricians related to treatment of  children and adolescents who 
had experienced child maltreatment and the role of  is helpful.  This clinical report was developed 23
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by the AAP Committee on Child Abuse and Neglect and Council on Foster Care, Adoption and 
Kinship Care, along with the American Academy of  Child and Adolescent Psychiatry. 

Child maltreatment includes physical, sexual, and psychological abuse as well as neglect experienced 
by children and adolescents. While the article does not discuss being bullied in specific, if  this 
experience serious or persistent, as the bullying research indicated, bullying should be considered 
within the spectrum of  child maltreatment. 

Important points from this article include: 

Increasingly, pediatric literature supports the practice of  being aware of  and alert to children’s 
traumatic experiences and social determinants of  health because these are important 
considerations when making decisions about diagnoses and treatments. … 

For children and adolescents who have suffered from severe, pervasive, or prolonged 
maltreatment, symptoms of  complex trauma can result. These include intense emotional 
distress; disturbed sleep; attention and concentration problems; anger; aggressive, destructive, or 
reckless behavior; withdrawal; intrusive thoughts; exaggerated emotional response to stimuli; 
hypervigilance; risk-taking; and difficulty with emotional regulation. 

Evidence-based psychotherapies are the most effective treatment of  children with PTSD and 
should always be considered first before initiating medication trials. To date, no medication is 
approved by the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for treatment of  trauma specific 
symptoms or PTSD in children and adolescents. …However, given the … paucity of  rigorous 
studies evaluating pharmacologic agents in children with PTSD, there is at present no evidence 
to support the use of  medications without first providing evidence-based psychotherapies in the 
treatment of  pediatric PTSD. 

In the case of  young people who are being bullied, the response must be three fold:  

• Ensure that appropriate steps are taken by the school to get the hurtful conduct directed at 
this young person to stop. 

• Remedy the harm caused by the past trauma through evidence-based trauma focused 
psychotherapy. 

• Ensure, within the context of  such therapy with support at school, that the young person 
gains effective skills in both responding to future hurtful situations and self  advocating for 
the protection of  their well-being.  

Why Bullying Intervention Approaches Are Not 
Working 
Anti-Bullying Statutes and District Policies 
All 50 states have enacted statutes governing bullying. These statutes require schools to establish 
rules against bullying, set up a student reporting system, investigate upon a report, and make a 
determination of  whether the accused student committed acts that warrant a disciplinary 
consequence, generally a suspension.  
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This sole focus on a disciplinary response is at the same time that schools are under significant 
pressure to reduce suspensions because they are entirely ineffective in reducing misbehavior and are 
applied in a discriminatory manner. 

There is no evidence that any of  these anti-bullying statutes are having any positive impact in 
reducing bullying or supporting a more effective response to bullying by the school. The protections 
under the statute are only present if  the bullied student reports. The vast majority of  bullied 
students do not report because this does not often resolve the situation and very often makes things 
worse.   24

Because the focus is on the creation of  a disciplinary policy, the primary emphasis of  principal has 
been directed to a determination of  whether the accused student has committed an act that has 
caused such a significant disruption at school to warrant a suspension. Principals will only suspend 
students if  their actions have caused a substantial disruption—and will not generally respond to 
persistently hurtful minor acts that also cause significant harm. 

The vast majority of  bullying incidents do not meet the standards of  “substantial disruption” that a 
principal would deem necessary to support a response. Most bullied students are experiencing 
persistent hurtful acts from other students and staff  that are of  a more minor nature when 
perceived as one incident—but very harmful when considered as part of  an overall persistent 
pattern of  hurtful conduct. The significant emotional harm is the result of  the ongoing, chronic 
nature of  the hurtful behavior—as well as the failure of  school staff  to get this hurtful situation to 
stop.  

In addition, students who are the greatest source of  bullying are least likely to be punished—because 
they are considered “leaders” and engage in persistent minors hurtful acts. The target is too often 
told “this is not bullying, so there is nothing I can do.” 

Further, suspensions are known to be ineffective in changing behavior and due to privacy laws, the 
targeted student is not informed of  consequences. 

Many schools try to use “restorative practices.” These practices most often do not work because 
there is an imbalance of  power between the student being hurtful and the child being treated badly. 
This frequently results in a fake apology and a forced acceptance of  that fake apology—followed by 
retaliation. 

Confusion between the Disciplinary Code and Civil Rights 
Requirements  
Interventions under US civil rights regulations are far superior. The federal civil rights laws protect 
against sexual harassment and harassment based on disabilities, sexual identity or gender orientation, 
race, color, national origin, and religion if  grounded in national origin.  

If  a student in a protected class is perceived to be experiencing serious or persistent hurtful 
treatment or if  many students in a protected class are experiencing pervasive hurtful treatment, the 
school is required to conduct a prompt, comprehensive, and unbiased investigation.  

If  the investigation determines that this hurtful treatment is causing a significant interference in the 
targeted student’s ability to receive an education and participate in school, the school is require to: 
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• Stop the Hurtful Conduct—stop the hurtful conduct of  the hurtful student/students and 
prevent retaliation. Federal guidance specifically notes that these actions must be more that a 
disciplinary sanctions approach.  

• Remedy the Harm—remedy the harmful effects on the target, including both emotional and 
academic harm. 

• Correct the Hostile Environment—correct any aspects of  the environment that appear to 
be supporting hurtful acts. This require an analysis of  aspects of  the school climate, as well 
as an investigation into how school staff  are treating the targeted student and/or responding 
if  this student is treated badly in front of  them  

• Monitor—to ensure effectiveness. 

The problem is that many state statutes, and therefore district bullying policies, have incorporated 
language related to protected classes. Far too many principals think that the ineffective disciplinary 
code approach is all that they have to do to intervene.  

In addition, under a Dear Colleague Letters issued in 2014, if  students are (or should) be considered 
to have a disability and bullying on any basis is causing this student to experience an interference 
with their right to Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE), the school is required to address 
these concerns in that student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) or Section 504 Plan team meeting.  25

The comprehensive plan, as outlined above, should be incorporated into the students IEP or 504 
Plan—which is enforceable. Based on this author’s numerous interactions with educators, insight 
into this requirement has not been well-disseminated.   26

Accountability Approach 
In December 2010, USDOE released a document entitled Key Components for State Anti-Bullying 
Laws.  This guidance encouraged states to enact more comprehensive bullying prevention statutes 27

and districts to address bullying as a disciplinary code violation. USDOE advised states to increase 
Transparency and Monitoring by enacting a state statutory provision to require schools to make 
annual public reports on the number of  bullying incidents—that is the number of  incidents that met 
the statutory definition and resulted in the imposition of  a disciplinary consequence.  

In states that have made this a statutory requirement, the rates of  bullying reported by the school 
have plummeted, while the rate at which students report being bullied on surveys has remained 
constant or increased.  

An analysis of  what has happened in the state of  New York after 2011 the passage of  the Dignity Act 
for All Students (DASA) statute is helpful. DASA requires that all schools make an annual report of  
bullying incidents.    28

A 2017 report by the State Comptroller was entitled, Some NY Schools Not Reporting Bullying or 
Harassment.  An analysis of  data from the 2013-14 school year that found that 71% of  New York 29

City schools reported zero incidents of  harassment, bullying or discrimination of  students for that 
entire year.  Similar concerns about reporting throughout the state were found. By comparison, the 30

rate at which students report being bullied on the New York YRBS has steadily increased since 2011 
from 17.7% in 2011 to 20% in 2019.  31

Similar reports of  low levels of  bullying incidents by schools are evident in other states with this 
annual state statute reporting requirement. These are some news story headlines: 
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• Vermont: “Data indicates schools are likely underreporting bullying.”  32

• Florida: “Florida schools say bullying is down, but are kids afraid to report it?”  33

• Indiana: “Despite law, Indiana schools are misreporting their bullying data, Call 6 
Investigation finds.”  34

So what likely has happened? Schools want to avoid such “black mark” reports. Principals who 
admit to problems of  bullying in their schools may be seen as ineffective leaders. This very likely 
influences them to provide socially desirable responses—“there is no bullying occurring in my 
school.” As principals have total control of  the determination of  whether a reported incident meets 
the policy definition, they have the ability to control the number of  reports.  

Then, in 2015, this annual reporting of  incidents to achieve accountability approach was 
incorporated into the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).  At the federal level, the reporting 35

requirement is only of  allegations of  harassment based on protected class under the federal civil 
rights statutes. The bullying and harassment data from each school and district is reported directly to 
the USDOE Office for Civil Rights (OCR). Data for individual districts and schools can be viewed 
on this website: https://ocrdata.ed.gov/. 

A review of  the data for any district will likely reveal an exceptionally low level of  reports. There is, 
quite obviously, a significant discrepancy between these reported allegations and student reports of  
being bullied on surveys.  

The reporting requirements under these state statutes and ESSA were intended to support greater 
transparency and accountability. Based on the data, most school leaders appear to not classify most 
student reported concern as “bullying” or “harassment.” This allows them to avoid having to make a 
report. Most of  the research into the perceptions of  students regarding the effectiveness of  the 
“report to the school” approach predated these current requirements. It would be helpful to have 
more current research of  the impact of  this transparency and accountability approach.  

Please visit the OCR website at the address above. Conduct a search for your local district(s). Go to 
the bottom of  the page and click on the link that reads: Discipline, Restraints/Seclusion, 
Harassment/Bullying. Then on the next page, go to the right sidebar and down at the bottom, click 
on Reported Allegations of  Harassment/Bullying. You can also note how many students were 
disciplined. 

Inaccurate Understanding of  the Dynamics of  Hurtful Conduct 
Another reason for the problem is the general information provided to educators about those who 
engage in bullying. In a professional development slideshow on the StopBullying.Gov web site, the 
following assertion was made for a very long time: 

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

• Exhibit delinquent behaviors 

• Dislike school, drop out of  school 

• Drink alcohol and smoke 

• Hold beliefs supportive of  violence 

• Bring weapons to school 

• Think of  suicide and attempt suicide.   36
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The information on the stopbullying.gov has improved. However, far too many school leaders still 
believe that the students who engage in bullying are those who also present other behavior concerns. 
These students are very likely both being treated badly, as well as reactively being hurtful.  

The National Academies of  Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. report, Preventing Bullying Through 
Science, Policy, and Practice, addressed the issue of  the nature of  bullying behavior in its report: 

There is evidence that supports a finding that individuals who bully others have 
contradictory attributes. Research suggests that there are children and adolescents who bully 
others because they have some form of  maladjustment or ... are motivated by establishing 
their status in a social network. Consequently, the relation between bullying, being bullied, 
acceptance, and rejection is complex. This complexity is also linked to a stereotype held by 
the general public about individuals who bully. This stereotype casts children and youth who 
bully others as being high on psychopathology, low on social skills, and possessing few assets 
and competencies that the peer group values. Although some occurrence of  this 
“stereotypical bully” or “classic bully” is supported by research,, when researchers consider 
social status in relation to perpetration of  bullying behavior, a different profile emerges. 
These studies suggest that most children and youth who bully others wield considerable 
power within their peer network and that high-status perpetrators tend to be perceived by 
peers as being popular, socially skilled, and leaders. High-status bullies have also been found 
to rank high on assets and competencies that the peer group values such as being attractive 
or being good athletes; they have also been found to rank low on psychopathology and to 
use aggression instrumentally to achieve and maintain hegemony. Considering these findings 
of  contrasting characteristics of  perpetrators of  bullying behavior, it makes sense that the 
research on outcomes of  perpetrating is mixed. Unfortunately, most research on the short- 
and long-term outcomes of  perpetrating bullying behavior has not taken into account this 
heterogeneity when considering the impact to children and youth who have bullied their 
peers.  37

Translation of  the last sentence: one reason bullying prevention efforts have not been effective is 
due to a failure to understand the true nature of  bullying behavior.  

The thinking of  most educators appears to be in terms of  the stereotype. There are students with 
significant challenges who are aggressive. They most frequently engage in aggression that is 
substantial and obvious—thus comes to the attention of  school staff.  

The students who are more predominant in engaging in hurtful behavior are ones who are thought 
of  highly by staff. These students have excellent social skills and are compliant to staff. They are are 
more subtly persistent in their hurtful conduct. They often have powerful and admired parents. 
Thus, the misunderstanding about the nature of  bullying behavior interferes with an effective 
response by principals—especially when acting under state statutes that require them to impose a 
disciplinary consequence, which requires a “substantial disruption.”  

Staff  Bullying of  Students 
A factor that has not received sufficient attention is the hurtful treatment of  students by staff. Staff  
bullying is an abuse of  power that tends to be persistent and involves degrading a student, often in 
front of  other students.  When students are denigrated by staff, frequently in front of  other 38

students, this has a profoundly negative impact on their well-being. There is some research insight 
into the concern of  staff  being hurtful to students, albeit limited. The term “teacher” will be used in 
this discussion because this is what the research focused on.  
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In an early study by Twemlow and colleagues, the researchers discussed some of  the concerns.  39

They noted the concerns that arose from discussions with principals in many parts of  the US. Based 
on these discussions, the issue of  teachers who bully students was known to many. However, the 
discussions revealed that no clear way had been found to handle or even assess the prevalence of  
such a problem.  

Most public school teachers in the US are part of  collective bargaining groups that represent the 
teachers on labor issues. When the issue of  teachers who engage in bullying becomes a labor 
conflict, then an adversarial teacher-administrator dynamic is set up. The labor group often then acts 
to protect the bullying teacher, to the serious disadvantage of  the bullied student.  

In Twemlow’s study, the teachers identified two kinds of  teachers who engage in bullying:  

• Those seen as intentionally humiliating students. This appears to be Proactive Aggression. 

• 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. This appears to be Reactive Aggression. 

McEvoy is a researcher who has focused attention to this concern. McEvoy collected information 
from 236 public and parochial high school and college students. Of  these student respondents, 93% 
identified teachers who bullied students in their schools, with 47% identifying 3 or more teachers. 

McEvoy’s  research indicates that there are usually no negative consequences for staff  who engage in 
bullying.  Students who are targeted often are vulnerable, have some devalued personal attribute, are 40

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.  41

McEvoy conducted an online survey of  1,067 educators during July 2017.  In the survey, the 42

following key questions were asked: 

• How often have you seen a teacher displaying an extreme emotional outburst to a student? 
Never: 20%, 1-2 times 27%, 3-4 times 22%, 5-9 times 13%, 10 or more times 18%. 

• How often have you observed a teacher unnecessarily embarrassing a student in front of  
other students or teachers? Never: 16%, 1-2 times 26%, 3-4 times 22%, 5-9 times 18%, 10 or 
more times 17%. 

• How often have you observed a teacher publicly suggesting a student is stupid? Never: 50%, 
1-2 times 24%, 3-4 times 13%, 5-9 times 6%, 10 or more times 7%.  43

When asked to specify what percentage of  teachers in their school bully students, 65% of  
respondents indicated “less than 10%,” and just under 14% indicated “none.” Thus, this is a concern 
reflecting the harmful behavior of  just a minority of  staff. However, the impact of  this conduct can 
be profound.  

The teachers identified low-achieving students and students with behavioral disorders as the most 
targeted by their peers, followed by students with poor attendance. However, this question also 
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included “other” as a category. The responses on this indicate that students of  color and students 
from other minority groups, such as LGBT students and English language learners, are often targets 
of  staff  bullying. Open-ended comments also indicated that teachers often feel frustrated when 
dealing with students who misbehave, who lack motivation, or who seem poorly prepared for 
school.  

Note that the students who are reportedly being bullied by teachers are the ones who are at highest 
risk of  academic failure and school drop-out. There is research evidence of  bullying of  students in 
some marginalized identity groups: Sexual minorities.  Students with disabilities.  Students 44 45

experiencing weight concerns.  Religious minority students.  There has not been identifiable 46 47

research in relation to other racial minorities.  

Some disturbing examples of  how the concern of  staff  hurtful treatment of  students does not 
receive sufficient attention  include:  

• In April, 2014, the NAS Board on Children, Youth, and Families of  the Institute of  
Medicine and the National Research Council held a 2-day workshop and published a report 
entitled Building Capacity to Reduce Bullying and Its Impact on Youth.  The last session of  this 48

workshop included a panel of  students who had been present throughout the presentations. 
The students were asked to identify issues that had not been raised by the professionals.  

- The key issue raised by the students was “Teachers and Adults as Bullies.” Student 
comments included: "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.”  49

- Unfortunately, the resulting NAS report, Preventing Bullying Through Science, Policy, and 
Practice, published in 2016, totally omitted any reference to this strongly expressed 
student concern—despite an entire section on the school climate which focused on 
student-staff  relationships.  50

• The recently published Wiley Blackwell Handbook of  Bullying: A Comprehensive and International 
Review of  Research and Intervention is quite comprehensive. Unfortunately, none of  the 74 
articles, written by academic researchers from 30 countries across the world, addressed the 
concern of  staff  bullying of  students. 

Civil Rights Protections 
It is important to distinguish between “bullying” and “discriminatory harassment.” Several federal 
laws, as well as state laws, govern discriminatory harassment based on “protected class” status.  At 51

the national level this includes race and national origin, sex and sex role stereotyping, and disabilities. 
At the state level, religion is generally also specifically included. Religion is included at a national 
level if  it is associated with national origin. 

These laws are enforced by the U. S. Department of  Education’s (USDOE) Office for Civil Rights 
(OCR). In some, but not all, states the state departments of  education or human rights commissions 
may play a role. Filing a complaint will start what is called an “agency action” to determine whether 
the district’s actions are in accord with the laws and regulations. Withholding funds is the outcome 
of  a negative finding. Districts are may be more responsive if  a well-documented complaint is filed, 
although this also could become more adversarial.  
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Harassment creates a “hostile environment” when the conduct is sufficiently severe, persistent, or 
pervasive so as to interfere with or limit a student’s ability to participate in or benefit from the 
services, activities, or opportunities offered by a school.  Pervasive hurtful conduct is when a larger 52

group of  students within a protected class identity group are being persistently or seriously treated 
badly. Note that the concepts of  “persistent” and “pervasive” go beyond the concept of  hurtful 
behavior that constitutes a “substantial disruption” thus warranting a disciplinary action.  

What the school is required to do under civil rights laws and regulations if  a hostile environment is 
suspected is conduct a prompt, thorough, and unbiased investigation. 

If  a hostile environment is found to be present, the school must take prompt and effective steps 
reasonably calculated to end the hurtful conduct, prevent it from recurring, remedy its harmful 
effects on the target, correct the hostile environment to reduce the potential the hurtful acts will 
continue, and monitor to ensure effectiveness.  

OCR has specifically stated that it is essential for schools to do more than simply punish the 
aggressive student. This is very often the sole focus of  most anti-bullying state statutes. 

These civil rights requirements provide the basis for knowing what schools should do—but most 
often do not do—in response to a report of  bullying under a state statute. Students who learn that 
principals will not respond to the persistent hurtful acts that are frequently occurring to them and so 
they often stop reporting.  

It appears that many principals are not aware of  these protections and the more comprehensive 
response that is required. One reason for this confusion is likely that most state statutes have 
incorporated language that refers to “harassment” and to “protected classes.” Principals think that 
following the disciplinary code—with the sole focus on sanctions—is all they are required to do.  

It is far better when a parent files a complaint with a district if  it can be argued that the situation 
involved discriminatory harassment under civil rights laws, rather than simply a violation of  the 
bullying statute. In doing so, this should place the school and district leadership on notice that the 
intervention actions expected must be greater than merely deciding whether disciplinary action 
against the accused student is warranted—and that failure to respond with due diligence could lead 
to a complaint for violation of  civil rights laws to be made.  

If  the student who is being treated badly is not immediately identifiable as a member of  a 
“protected class” there are two possible strategies can be used to characterize the situation as 
discriminatory harassment under civil rights laws. 

• The student does not have to actually be a member of  the protected class. Rather, the 
hurtful acts must be somehow tied to a a perception that the student is within a protected 
class.  Thus, being harassed based on the perspective that one has a minority sexual 53

orientation or a disability will count.  

• If  a student has been diagnosed by a mental health or medical professional as 
experiencing a mental health challenge that is interfering with a major life activity 
(which includes learning), this student should considered to have a “disability” 
under Section 504.  It is not necessary that a student with a mental health disability 54

currently be receiving special education services, such as already being on a Section 
504 Plan. If  a student with a disability is experiencing serious or persistent hurtful 
treatment, on any basis, and this is interfering with that student’s learning or 
participation, then this is a hostile environment and is considered to be 
discriminatory harassment. Failure to respond is a violation of  Section 504. 
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This section is highlighted because this provides a way to ensure the far more effective protections 
accorded to students under federal civil rights laws are accorded to every student for whom the 
manner in which they are being treated is causing significant emotional distress.  

Section 504 
Having a young person who is experiencing mental health concerns associated with being bullied 
placed on Section 504 Plan has some profound additional benefits. This strategy is advisable for all 
students—even if  they are members of  other protected classes. A most helpful document to 
understanding the requirements under Section 504 is the Parent and Educator Resource Guide  to Section 
504 in Public Elementary and Secondary Schools.  55

Under Section 504, schools are required to engage in what is called “child find.” If  evidence is 
presented to them, in any manner, that indicates that a student has a mental health disability and this 
is interfering with the student’s Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE), the school is required to 
conduct an evaluation to determine what is needed to ensure that the student has an equal 
opportunity to participate in the school’s programs. 

Section 504 requires that a group of  knowledgeable persons draw upon information from a variety 
of  sources in making this determination.  This group of  knowledgable persons is called a Section 56

504 Team. This Team must include school personnel, as well as external medical or mental health 
professionals. Evaluations must be conducted at no cost to the parents. There is no legal obligation 
to include the parent and older student on this Team. There is an obligation to do this under the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. However, most schools do include parents and older 
students on the 504 Team.  

Section 504 does not obligate a school district to provide aids or services that a student does not 
need. But, even if  a student with a disability does not need services, the student is still protected 
from disability-based discrimination under Section 504’s general non-discrimination requirements.  57

Section 504 also provides system of  procedural safeguards that are designed to inform parents of  a 
school district’s actions or decisions and to provide parents with a process for challenging those 
actions or decisions.  

These safeguards include notice, an opportunity for parents to review their child’s records, an 
impartial due process hearing to address concerns, and a review procedure.  Thus, this due process 58

resolution approach can be followed preceding or in addition to the potential of  filing an agency 
action for discriminatory harassment. 

Schools also have responsibilities under Section 504’s FAPE requirements when a student with a 
disability is harassed or bullied on any basis. This could include being bullied based on disability, 
national origin, sexual orientation or identity, homelessness, or appearance. This is because the 
bullying can result in a denial of  FAPE under Section 504 and, if  that occurs, it must be remedied.  

This requirement is exceptionally helpful for responding to students who have challenges with 
weight, who are very frequently treated badly. This hurtful conduct baed on obesity is not generally 
otherwise based on protected class. If  as a result of  this hurtful conduct the student with weight 
challenges has also developed a mental health disability—due to the trauma of  chronic hurtful 
conduct, this situation will now fall under the civil rights protections.  

The same logic applies for any other students who are being seriously or persistently treated badly, 
which has lead to mental; health challenges and what could be considered to be interference with 
their ability to learn and participate in school activities—which can be considered to be both a 
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hostile environment and interference with FAPE. This could apply to students who are having 
challenges in peer relationships because their parents are addicted to drugs or alcohol, they are 
experiencing poverty with feed or housing insecurity, students with profound acne—students who 
are being seriously and/or persistently treated badly, but who are not in an identified protected class.  

A Dear Colleague Letter issued by OCR in 2014 provided clear direction to schools that if  a student 
with disabilities is being bullied this must be addressed by the Section 504 Team—with a plan to 
address the concern contained within the Section 504 Plan.   59

Thus, the requirements for the school to take prompt and effective steps reasonably calculated to 
end the hurtful conduct, prevent it from recurring, remedy its harmful effects on the target, and 
correct the hostile environment to reduce the potential the hurtful acts will continue must be 
incorporated into the student’s Section 504 Plan.  

To incorporate a strategy into a Section 504 Plan to address bullying, it may be necessary to address 
Functional Behavior Objectives of  the targeted student, if  this student appears to have some 
challenges in social relationships. This must be done in a way that does not in any way appear to 
blame the student for being treated badly. Functional Behavior Objectives likely should also include 
skills in personal advocacy and strategies to respond if  someone is hurtful.  

The additional components of  a resolution strategy should be included in the portion of  a Section 
504 Plan entitled Supplemental Aids and Supports. By incorporating the steps reasonably calculated 
to stop the harassment and retaliation, remedy the harm to the target and provide a safety plan for 
the target, and to correct the hostile environment into the Section 504 Plan, this increases the 
potential of  compliance by the school staff  because these reasonably calculated steps have now 
become part of  an enforceable plan.  

Enhancing Resilience and Stopping the Harmful 
Situation 
There appear to be two critical components of  an effort to address the concerns of  students who 
are experiencing a hostile environment: 

• Increase the resilience of  the targeted students. Resilience is the capacity of  individuals to 
sustain their well-being despite the adversities they are facing. It can unfortunately be 
anticipated that many “protected class” students will experience hurtful incidents throughout 
their lives. Ensuring they have a high level of  personal resilience must be considered 
essential.   

• Insist that the school take appropriate steps to effectively investigate and intervention 
actions that are reasonably calculated to stop the harmful conduct, prevent retaliation, and 
correct the hostile environment—including stopping the micro-aggressions by staff  and the 
failure of  staff  to effectively intervene. 

Be Positively Powerful Strategies 
As noted above, these Be Positively Powerful strategies are grounded in research on resilience and 
positive psychology. This insight is the result of  decades of  study of  approaches to support young 
people in making better choices both when using digital technologies and interacting with peers.  
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The seven Be Positively Powerful strategies are written in text that was delivered to parents. These 
strategies also appear in my book, Engage Students to Embrace Civility. The following is text that I wrote 
for parents on how they can support their children with these strategies. Because I think these issues 
are so important, I have provided access to Chapter 6 from this book on my website. https://
www.embracecivility.org/. This document provides greater insight into school-based strategies.  

Connect With Friends   

Friendships help young people develop emotionally and gain healthy personal values. Through their 
interactions with friends, young people learn many important social skills. This includes how to 
communicate, cooperate, and solve problems.  

Through friendships, young people gain empathy. They practice controlling their emotions and 
responding to the emotions of  others. They develop the ability to think through different situations 
that arise.  

It is also important for young people to have close relationships with several “trusted adults.” 
Trusted adults should, of  course, be family members.  

It is important, especially during the teen years that they also have trusted adults who are from 
outside the family. Teenagers are on the developmental path of  separating from their family to go 
out in the world. There may be times that they need an adult perspective on how to handle 
relationship issues with you.  

• Help your child take other people’s perspective. How do you think that person feels? 
Encourage self-reflection and the “Golden Rule.” How would you feel if  someone treated 
you like that? 

•  The best way for young people to make friends is by engaging in activities they enjoy. 
Support your child in engaging in these kinds of  activities to have fun. Watch for positive 
relationships to emerge and encourage these relationships. 

• Encourage your child’s relationships with adults who you know to be very safe. Facilitate and 
help your child make positive connections with these trusted adults.  

• At the end of  the day, ask your child about their positive connections.  

Reach Out To Be Kind   

When your child reaches out to be kind to others, this not only makes others feel good, this also 
promotes your child’s happiness. Reaching out to be kind will result in kind responses in return. This 
helps your child to form better relationships. Encourage your child to act in service to others. By 
acting in service, your child will thrive. 

• For young people who have difficulties forming friendships or are being treated badly, reaching 
out to be kind is a critical step to improve this situation. Discuss and jointly practice with your 
child how to reach out to be kind. 

• Encourage your child to reach out to be kind to other people at several times a day.  

• At the end of  the day, discuss the ways your child reached out to be kind, how this made the 
others feel, and how this made your child feel.  

-  -18

https://www.embracecivility.org/engage-students-to-embrace-civility/
https://www.embracecivility.org/engage-students-to-embrace-civility/


Use My Strengths   

One of  the most important things you can do is to help your child build their strengths and do 
things that make them proud. Encourage your child to: 

• Have the courage to become who they really are.  

• Follow their interests and dreams.  

• Believe they can do hard things.  

• Keep at it, even when things get tough.  

• Work through their problems.  

• Welcome failure, because this means that they tried.  

• Become a little better each and every day.  

• Break through their barriers by doing what they are afraid of  doing.  

• Remember that, life is a journey, not a race. Keep following their dreams.  

The magic word for every child is the word “YET.” This is the word to use when they are striving to 
be able to do something, but have not achieved this goal YET. Whenever your child expresses 
frustration over failure, help them to add the word YET to their thinking. “I haven’t been successful 
YET." 

Every day encourage your child to strive to do things that makes them proud, uses their personal 
strengths, and builds new strengths. In the evening, ask, “What did you do today that you are proud 
of? 

Be Thankful   

Being thankful for the good things that happen helps people feel more happy — and appears to lead 
to more good things happening.  

Gratitude helps us to be more resilient. Gratitude strengthens relationships and promotes 
forgiveness. Young people who practice gratitude report greater life satisfaction, more positive 
emotions, and that they feel more connected to their community. 

• Every evening, ask your child what great things that happened that day.  

• Encourage your child to express their appreciation and thanks to others.. 

Remain Calm   

Help your child learn to remain calm and to avoid acting impulsively when stressed. This is a two 
part process.  

Part 1. The frequent practice of  meditation helps people achieve calmness and focus. Research has 
documented that meditation practice for children and teens results in improved well-being, social 
skills, self-regulation, and academic performance. 

• Help your child learn and practice mediation. Close their eyes. Take deep breaths. Relax. 
Hold onto that feeling of  calm. Encourage a happiness meditation: As they take the time to 
be calm, think: I had a positive connection with … I reached out to be kind to … I am 
proud that I … I am happy that … 
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Part 2. At a time when your child is calm, Think Things Through together to identify a strategy they 
can use if  they start to get upset.  

• Remind your child that if  something upsetting happens, their first response should be to 
stop and to breathe slowly to remain calm and focused. Then, they should hold themselves 
tall and think things through. Help them to decide what other things they can do to help stay 
calm and self-regulate when things get tough.  

Keep Your Personal Power 

Young people who hold themselves tall and proud are more likely to be perceived as being 
successful and competent. They are less likely to be treated badly.  

Simply adopting a physical pose of  holding yourself  tall creates feelings of  personal power. In other 
words, your child can “fake it” by holding themselves tall and this will then help your child to feel 
more personal power.  

It is also important that your child know that it is not possible for them to control how others might 
treat them. It is possible for them to control how they feel about themself  and respond.  

• Help your child practice “feeling small” and then “holding themselves tall.” Remind your child to 
hold themselves tall and proud throughout the day — especially in times they feel stressed or are 
facing a challenge.  

• Teach your child to keep their personal power in a situation when someone has been hurtful to 
them or something bad has happened by thinking this: “I choose not to give anyone the power 
to control how I feel about myself  or respond.”  

Think Things Through  

Avoid trying to resolve problems that emerge for your child. Assist your child figure out how to 
resolve problem situations by themselves.  

Avoid saying, “I think you should do this.” Instead, say, “Let’s talk about this, so you can figure out 
what would be best for you to do.” This will help your child learn how to solve problems on their 
own. 

The Think Things Through approach asks these questions:  

• What has happened?  

• What is my goal?   

• What several actions could I take?  

• For each action, what might happen?  

• What is my best first choice?  

• If  this does not work, what else could I do? 

Hurtful Situations (Bullying) 

The following is insight into how parents can support their child in using these strategies to support 
positive peer relationships. These approaches are addressed more fully in the course for parents and 
in the two books.  

If  your child is having challenges being treating them badly, suggest these steps: 
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• Have good friends and trusted adults they can Make Positive Connections with if  they have 
been treated badly. Reach Out to Be Kind to others every day, as this will increase their 
acceptance by peers. Use Their Strengths to support their positive feelings about themselves. 
Maintain a Focus on the Good things happening every day to increase their happiness. 
Engage in a daily practice of  meditation, so their brain is able to Remain Calm. Keep Their 
Personal Power by holding themselves tall as they go throughout the day. Thinking Things 
Through to identify and resolve relationship concerns.  

If  someone has treated them badly badly, suggest these steps:  

• Breathe slowly to Remain Calm. Hold themselves tall to Keep Their Personal Power. Take a 
positive action to leave the situation. Think Things Through to decide what else to do. Make 
a Positive Connection with a friend or trusted adult to get support. Think about their 
positive connections, what they are proud of, and what has made them happy, to feel better. 

If  they have been hurtful to someone, suggest these steps:  

• Stop and walk away. Calm themselves. Think Things Through to figure out why they did 
what they did. Accept personal responsibility. Not make excuses for their hurtful behavior. 
Hold themselves tall and take steps to make things right by telling the person they were 
hurtful to that they are sorry and will not be hurtful again 

If  they witness someone being treated badly, they can:  

• Talk to the person treated badly to provide them support and help them to Think Things 
Through to figure out what to do. Help the person being treated badly to ignore the hurtful 
person and just walk away. Encourage the person being hurtful to stop and make things 
right. If  their friend has been hurtful, strongly encourage their friend to stop and make 
things right — and consider whether they want to remain friends if  this person will not 
make things right. Report serious or unresolved concerns to an adult who can help. 

Effective Intervention Guidance I am Providing 
to Parents 
The following is the guidance I am providing to parents on the comprehensive approach I 
recommend be incorporated into their child’s Section 504 Plan to address the serious and/or 
persistent hurtful conduct directed at their child that has created a hostile environment for their 
child that is interfering with their child’s right to receive FAPE.  

• Desired Outcome 

- Your desired outcome and the appropriate response by the school should be: 

‣ Designation of  your child as receiving Section 504 services due to a mental health 
disability and the inability of  your child to receive FAPE due to the bullying that is 
happening. If  your child is already on an IEP or is receiving services under Section 
504 for other challenges, this step is not necessary. If  your child is also considered 
protected based on other identities, this Section 504 designation is in addition to 
these protections—the Section 504 protections provide for greater procedural 
safeguards and a team based approach. 
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‣ Investigation of  the situation by a knowledgable, unbiased professional. This person 
must have knowledge of  discriminatory harassment under civil rights laws and be 
unbiased. The investigator should review your documentation and conduct further 
investigation. 

‣ Hold a Section 504 Team Meeting. This Team should include you and your child, if  
older—and any other person who you think could provide assistance. You and your 
child should not be present when the Team discusses issues specifically related to the 
students who are being hurtful and their supporters—to protect their privacy.  

‣ The Section 504 Team should develop a plan of  action that is included as aids and 
supports and is reasonably calculated to:  Stop the Hurtful Conduct—you should be 
advised generally of  the plan to do this, without specifics related to the hurtful 
students. Remedy the Harm to Your Child—academic, emotional, and all necessary 
supports. Correct the Hostile Environment—which could include correction of  
staff  behavior when they interact with your child or when they witness hurtful 
incidents. Monitor—which should include how your child should report additional 
harm 

• Stage 1 Actions 
- Provide your documentation and letter from a pediatrician or counselor to the school, 

stating: 

‣  “My child is being bullied and harassed, this has resulted in a documented mental 
health concern, and this is interfering with my child’s ability to learn and participate 
at school — which is a violation of  FAPE. I request that an appropriate evaluation 
and investigation be conducted, and that a plan of  action be developed to address 
these concerns in a Section 504 (or IEP) Team Meeting.”  

- If  the principal responds that they have investigated these concerns, this is not bullying, 
and no disciplinary action is warranted, state 

‣ “I am not filing this complaint as a violation of  the school’s anti-bullying policy. I am 
requesting that my child be evaluated for designation as receiving Section 504 
services, that an evaluation and investigation be accomplished by an unbiased school 
professional who has expertise in civil rights regulations, followed by a Section 504 
Team meeting. It is my understanding that the Section 504 Team, which will include 
me and my child, will agree to steps that are reasonable calculated to stop the 
harmful conduct, remedy the harm to my child, correct the hostile environment, and 
monitor.” 

• Stage 2 Actions 

- If  the principal does not immediately proceed in response to your request, ask for 
information on your child’s due process rights under Section 504. 

- Follow the due process or grievance procedure as outlined by your district. Provide your 
documentation and state: 
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‣ “The principal has indicated that they do not think this is ‘bullying’ under your anti-
bullying policy. I have specifically requested that this not be handled under this 
policy. I have requested that my child be designated as appropriate for receiving 
Section 504 services, as a result of  having a mental health condition, and the fact that 
my child is being treated badly on a serious or persistent manner that is interfering 
with their ability to learn and participate in school activities. I have requested that a 
comprehensive evaluation and investigation be conducted by an unbiased school 
professional who has expertise in civil rights regulations and that a Section 504 Team 
of  knowledgable people, including my child and I, be convened to develop a plan of  
action with steps that are reasonably calculated to stop the hurtful conduct, remedy 
the harm to my child, correct aspects of  the environment, and monitor” 

• Stage 2 Actions 

- If: 

‣ You are denied a due process hearing. 

‣ The due process hearing decision is not supportive of  your child’s right to receive 
Section 504 services, an evaluation and investigation, and a Section 504 Team to 
create a plan of  action. 

‣ The plan of  action does not meet what you and your child think will achieve desired 
results. 

‣ After the plan of  action was agreed to, it is not appropriately implemented. 

‣ If  plan of  action has not effectively addressed the concerns, which has been 
reported, and the Team has not met to reconsider and make amendments. 

- Then, file a complaint with OCR at: https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/
complaintintro.html. 

‣ You may also have rights in some states to file a complaint at the state level — do 
both — they will connect and coordinate.  

• Investigation 
- A comprehensive evaluation and investigation is necessary first step to create a plan of  

action.  

‣ This investigation must address the concerns in a sufficient manner to accomplish an 
effective plan of  action — how the school will take steps respond in accord with the 
requirements. The evaluation and investigation must be comprehensive, prompt, and 
unbiased. You should have the right to question this person’s expertise. 

- The evaluation and investigation should address: 

‣ The dynamics of  the hurtful incidents. A comprehensive understanding of  where, 
who, how, and when these incidents occur. You should receive sufficient information 
to allow you to ascertain that the school has taken the time to consider these issues 
and incorporate this insight into their efforts to stop the hurtful conduct. 
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‣ The perceived motivations and any challenges of  student(s) being hurtful and their 
supporters. Some of  this information may be considered to be protected under 
federal privacy laws. You and your child likely have insight into motivations and 
challenges.  

‣ Protections and support needed for your child. There should be a complete 
evaluation of  the common occurrences to allow for the development of  a Protection 
Plan — will be described later. The harm to your child, both in terms of  emotional 
distress and harm to your child’s academic progress, should be outlined so that plans 
can be developed to remedy these concerns. If  your child has any challenges in 
maintaining personal relationships, these should be addressed as Functional 
Objectives in the Section 504 Plan (or IEP). 

‣ Aspects of  the environment that may be implicated and must be corrected. Assess 
whether any staff  members are treating your child in a disrespectful manner or not 
responding effectively if  they witness your child being treated badly — which will 
allow for plans to correct staff  behavior and improve the skills of  staff. Evaluate the 
behavior management approaches to determine whether this is modeling the 
denigration and exclusion of  students who have challenges — behavior charts, 
behavior cards, or token rewards.  Other aspects of  the school environment should 
be evaluated related to the objective of  increasing inclusion of  all students. 

• Stop The Harm 
- The school should be able to outline the following strategies to you: 

‣ Any information on disciplinary actions cannot be disclosed due to privacy 
protections for hurtful students and their supporters. 

‣ What general strategies will be used to support unmet needs and challenges of  any 
student(s) being hurtful. 

‣ What strategies will be used to ensure the hurtful student(s) and their supporters 
accept personal responsibility and will take steps to remedy the harm to your child. 

‣ What steps will be taken to ensure that these students will abide by the Protection 
Plan that will be developed for your child. The requirements placed on these 
students to avoiding any further hurtful conduct directed at your child should be 
disclosed to you and your child. Under civil rights regulations, this is not considered 
protected by federal privacy laws. 

- Do not push for suspension of  these students, unless initial efforts to stop their hurtful 
behavior fail. Suspension is rarely effective and often leads to retaliation. 

- Your school should be able to explain to you how they will use an accountability and 
problem solving intervention approach that requires the hurtful student and supporters 
accept personal responsibility, agree to discontinue hurtful behavior, and take steps to 
remedy harm to both your child and community.  

‣ This should not be merely a forced apology and your child’s forced acceptance of  
this apology. 

- It should be made clear to these students that there will be more significant disciplinary 
consequences for any future hurtful conduct or failure to abide by the Protection Plan 
that has been established for your child. 
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- You should be informed whether the parents of  these students have been informed of  
their wrongdoing, have accepted the fact that their children were personally responsible, 
and will support their children in remedying the harm and avoiding future harm. 

‣ Recognize that in some situations, principals can not work miracles — family 
dysfunction may be an underlying concern. If  this is a concern, you should be 
informed generally that these students will be receiving greater staff  support at 
school. The specifics are not appropriate for you to know.  

- If  any changes in schedules or activities need to be made, those changes should be made 
by the hurtful student(s) — not your child. 

‣ If  your child is enjoying a class they are in with a hurtful student and the 
continuation of  both in the same class is perceived to present challenges, the hurtful 
student should be removed from the class. 

- My book, Engage Students to Embrace Civility, includes:  

‣ Chapter 7 —  Accountability and Remedy. This Chapter presents the research that is 
specifically focused on how to influence hurtful students to accept personal 
responsibility for their actions, develop a plan to remedy the harm, and discontinue 
being hurtful or supporting someone who is being hurtful in the future. This is 
especially focused on strategies to implement with those students who are being 
hurtful to achieve dominance, as well as their supporters.  

‣ Chapter 11 — Intervention and Empowerment. This Chapter provides guidance on 
how school leaders and staff  can positively intervene in hurtful incidents. There are 
two objectives of  this intervention approach. One is to stop the hurtful behavior, 
remedy the harm to the target, and correct the Hostile Environment. The second 
underlying objective is, through this process, to impart insight and skills to students 
to more effectively resolve hurtful incidents in the future. 

• Remedy the Harm 
- Your child’s Section 504 Plan (or IEP) should outline how the school will remedy the 

harm and provide support. 

- A Protection Plan should be set forth to ensure the safety and emotional well-being of  
your child within school building and grounds, going to and from school, and in relation 
to classes and school activities 

‣ This Protection Plan should address risk in all of  the locations that were identified in 
the investigation to present possible concerns to the safety and well-being of  you 
child 

‣ Hurtful students and their supporters should be required to acknowledge any aspects 
of  this plan that relate to their location or other requirements, such as a “no contact 
order”  

‣ This Protection Plan should include specific instructions for your child on how to 
respond and report any further hurtful incidents 

‣ This Protection Plan must be conveyed to all staff  responsible for ensuring its 
effectiveness 
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- A Resiliency Plan should be developed to provide support, remedy emotional harm, and 
address any social relationship challenges your child might have. More below. 

-  An Academic Remedy Plan may be necessary to remedy any impact of  hurtful conduct 
on your child’s learning and achievement. This may include tutoring, extra credit 
opportunities, priorities in scheduling for classes, and the like. 

- Your child may benefit from the development of  Functional Behavior Objectives to 
address identified concerns in their personal relationship skills. However, this should not 
make your child feel blamed. The Be Positively Powerful strategies provide a core 
approach. 

- Your Child’s Involvement. All aspects of  these plans should be developed in close 
coordination with your child in a participatory problem solving manner. 

‣ The concern should be identified — you, your child and other members of  the team 
should outline and discuss possible strategies to address these concerns. Every 
strategy that is decided upon should meet with your child’s approval. 

‣ When a young person is bullied, this takes away their power. Requiring your child's 
full participation in the development of  the plan to remedy the harm is the way to 
ensure that your child feels they have gained power in this situation. 

- My book, Engage Students to Embrace Civility, includes: 

‣ Chapter 6. Positively Powerful — Empowerment of  Students. My Chapter addresses 
issues that are of  specific importance to supporting students who are more 
frequently targeted, including those who are both targeted and are being hurtful. The 
insight presented in this Chapter can also support all students in becoming more 
personally empowered. This is especially helpful as a way to increase the personal 
power of  students to step into hurtful situations to help achieve a resolution. The 
Chapter then presents seven powerful strategies that are grounded in resilience and 
Positive Psychology insight that can support all students in becoming more resilient 
and positively empowered.  

‣ Chapter 11 — Intervention and Empowerment. This Chapter also provides insight 
into how to support students who are treated badly.  

• Correct the Environment 
- The plan of  action should also incorporate the strategies the school intends to 

implement to improve how your child is being treated and the school climate in relation 
to increasing inclusion of  all students. 

‣ Correcting the environment will require more comprehensive, school-wide initiative 
that may be referenced in your child’s plan, but not detailed. 

- Correct how staff  will respond if  they witness hurtful behavior directed at your child. 

‣ If  the investigation identified any concerns related to how staff  are responding if  
your child is treated badly in their presence or reports this to them, the plan should 
outline the school’s commitment to agreed upon standards for how staff  will 
respond, insight into how staff  will receive training, and the precise steps you or your 
child should take if  there are any future hurtful incidents where staff  responds 
ineffectively 
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- Correct any behavior management approaches that have modeled the denigration and 
exclusion of  your child. 

‣ Many schools are shifting to approaches grounded in trauma informed practices. 
Your school’s intention to change any harmful practices being used specifically with 
your child should be addressed in the plan. 

- Increase school activities to support inclusion of  students 

‣ There are many innovative approaches schools are implementing to increase the 
positive inclusion of  all students. These also are a more significant undertaking than 
should be set forth in an individual student’s 504 Plan. 

‣ Reference to the intent to implement increased inclusion strategies is advised. 
Reference of  an intent to include both you and your child, if  you so desire, on a task 
force to identify, plan, and implement such activities is also advised 

- My book, Engage Students to Embrace Civility, includes: 

‣ Chapter 4 — Positive School Climate. This Chapter presents the research upon 
which the recommendations in this book for reducing hurtful behavior are 
grounded. New approaches are needed. It is important that these approaches are 
grounded in research. The research-based approaches presented in this Chapter 
focus on the overall school climate issues. This includes Framework for Success, 
Continuous Improvement, Likelihood of  Success, Authoritative School 
Management, Trauma and Resilience Practices, Self  Determination Theory, 
Authentic Student Voice, Prestige Leaders, Social Emotional Growth Mindset, 
Positive Psychology, Character Strengths, Positive Social Norms, Principles of  
Influence, and Reflective Listening. 

‣ Chapter 11 — Intervention and Empowerment. This Chapter also provides insight 
into correcting the school climate.  

• Monitoring 
- The 504 Plan should set forth how this situation will be monitored and addressed if  

challenges continue. 

‣ You and your child should know how to report concerns and have the expectation 
that a prompt response will occur. Information on how to do this should be 
incorporated into the 504 Plan 

- Chapter 11 — Intervention and Empowerment. This Chapter also provides insight into 
how to monitor.  

• Resiliency Plan 

- The Resiliency Plan included in your child’s 504 Plan should include all of  the elements 
of  Be Positively Powerful: 

- Make Positive Connections 

‣ Identify and appoint Staff  Allies, with a plan for ongoing contact. 

‣ The Staff  Ally can ask about your child’s efforts on all of  the Be Positively Powerful 
strategies. 
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‣ Provide support for your child in increasing friendships — team based projects, 
extracurricular. 

- Reach Out to be Kind 

‣ Encourage your child to reach out to at least 5 students every day, with check in with 
Staff  Ally. 

- Use Your Strengths 

‣ Identify strategies to support your child in building their strengths — especially 
in areas of  strong interest. 

‣ The Staff  Ally can ask what your child has done that they are proud of. 

- Focus on the Good 

‣ When a Staff  Ally meets with your child, they can inquire about things that have 
happened that made your child happy.   

- Remain Calm  

‣ Opportunities should be provided for all students to meditate and to calm when 
coming into class. 

‣ If  your child has any challenges in self-regulating, your child and the Staff  Ally 
should discuss the strategies your child will use to Flatten the Curve so they do not 
reach outburst. 

‣ Any strategies that require school permission — like a “pass card” — should be 
implemented. 

- Keep Your Personal Power  

‣ The Staff  Ally can periodically comment on how well your child is doing holding 
themselves tall and keeping their power even when things got tough. 

- Think Things Through 

‣ Any issues that come up should be resolved by staff  using a Collaborative Think 
Things Through approach with your child. 

-

Documentation Guide 
The author of  this document has prepared a Documentation Guide for parents or students who are 
experiencing serious or persistent hurtful conduct. In addition to soliciting information on the 
hurtful incidents, the Guide sets forth questions on the harmful impact.  
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