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Introduction 
The Dignity for All (DFA) Parent Program will help 
parents understand bullying, the multiple and changing 
roles in that cycle, the systemic and intergenerational 
nature of  bullying in families, and the increased harm of  
cyber bullying at home, school, and in the community. 
The Dignity for All Parent Guidebook provides parents with com-
mon language and important research they can share with their child 
and their teachers. A tool-kit has also been included with helpful tips to 
prevent bullying and intervene if  bullying incidents do happen. These 
tips can support your child outside of  the classroom and at home. 

DFA’s standards-based curriculum is aligned with each school’s daily in-
structional program to provide a comprehensive educational approach 
rooted in neurobiology and attachment theory to develop skills in empa-
thy, mindfulness, and critical reflection. DFA uses story telling, discussion 
groups, journaling, role-playing, and games, to engage students in reas-
sessing their values and beliefs.
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IntRODuCtIOn 

The DFA curriculum is divided into three (3) stages of  learning or Quests. 

• Quest One helps to develop an understanding of  the bullying cycle and how to stop it by 
addressing the internal, external, and interpersonal influences, both within and outside of  
schools. 

• In Quest Two, students practice mindfulness meditation and skills in empathy (listening, 
reflection, and compassion) to foster this understanding and help regulate emotions to pro-
tect against the activation of  the fear response system – fight, flight, or freeze – that occurs 
when we feel unsafe and unprotected by others. 

• Quest Three then challenges students to create empathic connections with peers and 
work collaboratively. All members of  the community develop group values that inspire 
trusting relationships and learn restorative approaches to solving problems. Working to-
gether, students, teachers, and parents, become leaders in creating and sustaining a safe and 
supportive climate free from discrimination, harassment, and bullying.

DFA is based on 15 years of  research and demonstrated results in middle and high schools in social 
and emotional learning, improved school attendance and performance, and life management. 

The co-authors of  Dignity for All: Bullying Prevention A Safe and Supportive Schools Program are 
Dr. Cassandra L. Bransford, trauma expert and Binghamton University professor of  social work, and 
Jennifer Bransford White, social-emotional learning curriculum specialist and mother of  three.

Dignity for All:
Bullying Prevention
A SAFE AND SUPPORTIVE SCHOOLS PROGRAM

Knowledge Acquisition – 
Understand Bullying  

QUEST 1

Youth Leadership Academy (YLA) is an evidence-based 
Social Emotional Learning (SEL) program that is aligned 
with the Dignity for All Students Act (DASA) and  
the new Common Core standards for ELA. 

Dignity for All:
Bullying Prevention
A SAFE AND SUPPORTIVE SCHOOLS PROGRAM

Attitude Shift – 
How Reflection & Empathy 

Can Change Lives  

QUEST 2

Youth Leadership Academy (YLA) is an evidence-based 
Social Emotional Learning (SEL) program that is aligned 
with the Dignity for All Students Act (DASA) and  
the new Common Core standards for ELA. 

Dignity for All:
Bullying Prevention
A SAFE AND SUPPORTIVE SCHOOLS PROGRAM

Behavior Transformation – 
Creating Reflective and Restorative  
Communities to Achieve Our Dreams

QUEST 3

Youth Leadership Academy (YLA) is an evidence-based 
Social Emotional Learning (SEL) program that is aligned 
with the Dignity for All Students Act (DASA) and  
the new Common Core standards for ELA. 
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IntRODuCtIOn 

QUEST 1
Knowledge Acquisition –  

understand Bullying
Most students know what bullying is and have experienced it in some form, but 
they do not always understand what role they play, or whether they have the 
power to change their behavior. In Quest 1, students learn to define bullying us-
ing DFA’s ACID Test, recognize bullying dynamics, and understand how these 
concepts are related to everyday life.
Students will learn to:

• Recognize characteristics, multiple roles, and dangers of  bullying

• Understand the cycle of  bullying

• Understand why cyber bullying can be harmful 

• Understand how school climate can impact bullying behavior

The Research: Students learn in Quest One that bullying (physical, emotional, and social – exclu-
sion and discrimination) incidents are different from mere conflicts, and involve harm to be repaired. 
Although students have learned about the roles in bullying and the ways in which people in all of  
these roles can change their behavior, the key to success in bullying prevention is the school climate. 

More specifically, the effectiveness of  bully prevention programs “may depend upon the support-
iveness of  the school climate” (Bosworth & Judkins, 2014, p. 301). Research has indicated that 
in schools where students perceive that adults care about them individually and are invested in 
their learning, the students are less likely to become either targets or aggressors of  bullying (Blum, 
2005). Moreover, when bullying is seen as a whole school issue and supportive connections are fos-
tered among all school personnel, bullying behaviors have been reduced (Reine & Herman, 2002; 
Waasdorp, Pas, O’Brennan, & Bradshaw, 2011).
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IntRODuCtIOn 

QUEST 2
Attitude Shift –  

How Reflection & Empathy Can Change Lives
In Quest 2, students examine their core beliefs, essential needs, and long-term 
goals. Students use their new knowledge about the brain to weigh the benefits 
of  reflection and empathy. They play interactive games and activities that in-
spire both students and teachers to think critically about the benefits of  a safe 
and supportive environment. Students test mindfulness exercises, reflect, and tie 
their own personal goals/interests to the goals/interests of  their peers.
Students will learn to:

• Understand how attitudes, feelings, and the environment influence behavior

• Develop awareness to identify one’s reaction to fear

• Understand how reflection, and empathy, calm fear and improve both relationships and 
brain function

• Analyze how and why *restorative justice works

*The Research: Restorative justice promotes values and principles that encourage us to 
listen and speak to one another in ways that validate the experiences and the needs of  everyone 
within the community, equally. These approaches use inclusive, collaborative practices that allow 
us to act and respond in ways that are healing, rather than alienating or coercive, paying atten-
tion to those who have been marginalized, oppressed, discriminated against, or harmed. 

Rather than using individual discipline strategies to punish aggressors, a school climate approach 
seeks to raise awareness (i.e. the definition of  bullying – Quest 1) and skills (i.e. empathy and re-
flection – Quest 2) and change school policies (i.e. building relationships – Quest 3). Thus, a positive 
school climate approach, which emphasizes strategies that prevent bullying and discrimination 
and address the underlying causes is fostered. 
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IntRODuCtIOn 

QUEST 3
Behavior Transformation –  

Creating Reflective and Restorative  
Communities to Achieve Our Dreams

In Quest 3, students create value statements and identify and practice skills that 
support those values. They practice restorative enquiry and mediation circles. 
Collaborative activities and digital projects help create *reflective communi-
ties, safe environments, and a sense of  connection to the school community. 
Students will:

• Set goals for developing pro-social strategies and relational skills

• Develop skills for mindfulness and reflection

• Practice restorative approaches 

• Create an anti-bullying environment and supportive climate for all students and school 
personnel

*The Research: According to the Center for Reflective Communities, being reflective in a 
relationship means “to be interested and curious about the feelings and intentions that moti-
vate people’s behavior.” Asking questions of  oneself  and others is called “restorative enquiry.” 
This act of  respectfully listening to one another creates a space to reflect on what has hap-
pened and identify a way to move forward. 

Pausing and taking the time to investigate motivations gives each person a chance to better 
understand one another rather than simply react emotionally.  Reflection enhances resilience, 
responsiveness and flexibility, not only in educators, but also throughout whole organizations 
to support circumstances that foster a child’s optimal learning and growth
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Parents very often ask  . . .

Are my kids at risk?
If  your first thought is, “Bullying will happen, 
and my kids will be fine because kids are resil-
ient,” think again. Recent findings in neurobiol-
ogy show that kids are not as resilient as we once 
thought. Childhood trauma and toxic stress have 
adverse psychiatric effects throughout adulthood 
(Felitti et al. 1998). 

And yes, these things will happen… but as in-
formed adults, we can turn these high-risk, and 
often hidden interactions, into opportunities for 
growth, more caring relationships, safer and more 
supportive environments, and increased likeli-
hood of  academic and life success.

The Research: Students who are bullied are more likely than their peers to experience 
social isolation, health problems (Rigby, 2003), anxiety and depression (Baldry, 2004), and 
school avoidance. Students who bully are at higher risk for drug and alcohol abuse (Peplar 
et al, 2001), as well as other negative and anti-social behaviors (Mishne & Sawyer, 2012) 
that may lead to delinquent and violent behaviors (Nansel et al., 2001). Both bullies and 
targets are both at increased risk of  suicidal ideation (Klomek et. al, 2009).

Every year, 70% of  students witness bullying in their schools (Bradshaw et al, 2007). By-
standers have been found to suffer the same negative effects as bullied students (Rivers et 
al, 2009)

What is the bullying cycle?
The bullying cycle refers to how each person or 
persons occupying one of  the roles in the cycle 
– bully, target, and bystander – react to or partic-
ipate in the bullying event. The behavior of  the 
participants in the bullying cycle can determine 
whether the cycle continues or whether it is inter-
rupted and stopped.

Many anti-bullying programs agree that the by-
stander has a critical role in helping to stop the 
cycle of  bullying. If  the bully is able to attack the 
target without interference, the bully is likely to 
continue attacking the target. For the most part, 
the bully asks the bystanders to do nothing. By do-
ing nothing, they are silently supporting the bully 
and reinforcing the cycle. In order to act differ-
ently, the bystanders must allow themselves to feel 

empathic toward the pain of  the target. They also 
need to feel supported by authority figures if  they 
ask for help. As a result of  the real or perceived 
imbalance of  power, there is little the target can 
do while being bullied, he/she is counting on the 
bystanders to become actively involved. If  more 
and more bystanders could occupy the active 
helpful role, the cycle would ultimately be broken.

Also, it is important to understand that students 
assume different roles in bullying across school 
years. Indeed, youth can observe bullying (i.e., 
bystanders), experience bullying (i.e., targets), and 
commit bullying (i.e., bullies) across different situ-
ations and/or over time. For example, sometimes 
a person is a bystander to a bullying incident, oth-
er times they may find themselves the target. Also, 
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PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

What is the bullying cycle? (continued)

Feeling powerless

BuLLY

BYstAnDER

tARGEt

THE  
BULLYING CYCLE

tHE CYCLE CAn BE BROkEn BY:
1 . Bystanders become upstanders – standing up and supporting the 

target, speaking up and naming bullying behavior .

2. Reflection and mindfulness – allowing our bodies and minds to ‘reset’ 
to get out of stress-response mode .

3. Empathic Relationships — empathic listening, restorative enquiry, and 
collaborative discussion/dialogue .

The cycle consists of multiple, 
interchanging roles.

Forces that keep the cycle going:  
emotional isolation (lack of 

emotionally-attuned relationships, 
feeling powerless, and toxic 

stress (ongoing fight, flight, freeze 
response)

toxic stress

Emotional  
isolation
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PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

bullies sometimes are the targets. Anyone can 
potentially assume any one of  the three roles in 
bullying, depending on the situation.

Not only is parental involvement a critical element 
to ending the bullying cycle – parents are also ea-
ger to get involved and support their children. 

The Research: According to a recent 2017 study (Hale, Fox & Murray, 2009)

• Parents have been referred to as “the missing voice” (Sawyer et al., 2011) and 
“secondary targets” ( Sullivan et al, 2004) in discussions on bullying 

• Eighty-one percent of  parents feel that schools should be more responsive to 
bullying (Holt et al., 2009)

• Parental feelings of  helplessness are exacerbated when teachers do not keep in 
contact (Brown et al., 2013)

• Schools do not always take parents’ complaints seriously, especially those per-
taining to social exclusion as a form of  bullying (Naylor et al., 2006; Yoon et al., 
2016)

• Many parents feel that even if  there is a bullying prevention policy in place, it is 
not being implemented effectively (Smith et al., 2008)

• Parents want to work collaboratively with teachers in a way that does not signal 
doubt in the teacher or lead to the parent being perceived negatively (Hein, 
2014)

• When schools don’t involve parents in conversations about bullying, parents are 
left feeling that the school is not taking action to help their children Van den 
Berg, 2013)

Moreover, pilot studies conducted by Urban Tech 
have indicated that parents of  both bullies and 
targets had similar inclinations to protect their 

children, leading to conflicting viewpoints in solv-
ing bullying situations in schools.

The Research: Much research on school bullying has overlooked the experiences of  par-
ents. Hale et al. (2009) found that while parents viewed their roles toward their children as 
primarily ‘protectors,’ they voiced frustration and distrust toward the teachers, whom they 
felt did not always value or appreciate their points of  view. Both teachers and parents can 
benefit from trying to better understand the viewpoint of  the other. Building better par-
ent-teacher relationships is key to reducing bullying in schools.

What is the bullying cycle? (continued)
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PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

What is the difference between bullying behavior and conflict?
Bullying behavior is very different from conflict. 
Conflict occurs when two people with the same 
or relative amount of  power have different points 
of  view or want different things. Conflict occurs 
as a natural part of  interaction with others such 
as two friends arguing over which television show 
to watch, or a brother and sister in conflict over 
whose responsibility it is to wash the dishes. Bully-
ing is a form of  peer abuse—not conflict between 
peers of  equal power and control.

Bullying is behavior that is intended to cause 
some kind of  mental or physical harm. 
The person doing the bullying purposely says or 
does something to hurt the target of  his/her be-
havior.

There is always an imbalance of  power (physi-
cal or social) or strength between the person do-
ing the bullying and the target of  the behavior. 
The person doing the bullying may be physically 
bigger, stronger, or older, than the person being 
targeted. The person engaging in bullying behav-
ior knows s/he has a power advantage. Students 
who bully others use their power, such as physical 
strength, access to embarrassing information, or 
popularity, to harm others. Power imbalances can 
change over time and in different situations, even 
if  they involve the same people. 

Examples include:

• An older student verbally abuses younger 
students in the cafeteria and does not let 
them sit where they want to . 

• A bigger child threatens a smaller child, 
several days each week, for his school lunch 
money

It is the aggressive behavior by one individ-
ual (or group) that is directed at a particular 
person (or group). The aggressive behavior is al-
ways unwanted and negative. It is deliberate 
and unprovoked. The targeted person is harmed 
by what is purposely being said or done. There 
is only one person feeling emotionally upset—
the person who is the target of  the bullying. The 
person who engages in bullying behavior derives 
some sense of  satisfaction from his/her behavior 
and often does not feel sorrow or regret about the 
harmful effects of  her/his behavior. (See The Re-
search on page 14.)

Examples may include:

• A student continually, and intentionally 
bumps into a classmate whenever they pass 
in the hallway and encourages other students 
to laugh at this action 

• An athlete frequently teases another student 
about his skills on the basketball court and 
in the locker room and tells other members 
of the team to join in, and participate in the 
teasing .

• Classmates repeatedly make fun of a student’s 
sneakers or tease a student about his accent 
or taunt him/her about his/her grades 

These types of  exclusions, expressions, and ges-
tures are often overlooked but they contribute to a 
negative school climate.  
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PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

What is the difference between bullying behavior and conflict? 
(continued)

The Research: An important yet often overlooked first step in bullying prevention pro-
grams is to clearly define the term bullying. A shared definition of  bullying is necessary 
to ensure that everyone involved is working toward the same goal. Interestingly, compo-
nents common in the definitions of  bullying frequently used by researchers and in bullying 
prevention programs (e.g., unwanted aggressive behavior, hurtful, repetitive, imbalance of  
power), are not necessarily the same terms that students will use in their definition of  a 
bullying incident. 

For example, in analyzing written responses from over 800 students in grades K-12 to the 
prompt, “A bully is… ,” Vaillancourt and colleagues (2008) found that approximately 25% 
of  the students made reference to the notion of  a power imbalance, whereas most of  the 
children (i.e., 92%) included negative behavior in their definitions. Repetition, a critical 
component of  bullying, was included in the definition of  bullying by only 6% of  the stu-
dents. In essence, when considering the overlap in definitions, “we found that the three 
main criteria articulated by researchers as being integral to the construct and operational 
definition of  bullying were rarely mentioned in children’s definitions” (p. 493). 

Thus, the success of  bullying prevention begins by developing a shared understanding of  
what is being prevented. Bullying is commonly defined as repeated aggressive behavior in 
which there is an imbalance of  power or strength between the two parties (Nansel, Over-
peck, Pilla, Ruan, Simmons-Morton, & Scheidt, 2001; Olweus, 1993). Bullying behaviors 
may be direct or overt (e.g. hitting, kicking, name calling, or taunting) or more subtle or 
indirect in nature (e.g., rumor spreading, social exclusion, friendship manipulation, or cyber 
bullying (Espelage & Swearer, 2004; Olweus,1993; Rigby, 2002, p .1)

The ACID test allows school staff  implementing 
the Dignity for All (DFA) program to recognize the 
differences between a bullying event and a con-
flict. Here’s the Dignity for All tool that gives all 
stakeholders a simple way to identify bullying be-
havior.

 

the ACID test
Is the behavior… .

Aggressive (to pursue one’s aims 
forcefully)

Continual (repeated) 

Imbalance of Power (using that power 
imbalance to harm)

Deliberate (on purpose)
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PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

What questions might I ask the personnel at my child’s school to 
identify bullying?

1. What is the Department of  Educa-
tion’s policy about bullying?

2. How does the school effectively deal 
with a bullying incident/issue?

3. Are all of  the staff  members trained in 
bullying prevention?

4. Are there school parent meetings/con-
ferences held which focus on bullying 
prevention as a topic?

5. What school-level supports, and/or 
consequences, are available to prevent 
bullying behaviors?

6. What is the school’s policy on disci-
pline and behavior intervention?

7. How does the school handle evidence 
or complaints of  cyber-bullying? 

What are some potential signs that my child is being bullied?
Youth may often not tell any adult that they are 
being bullied. Instead, they may exhibit the fol-
lowing signs:

• not want to attend school, or express 
feeling sick in the mornings

• do poorly in their schoolwork

• return home from school with missing 
personal items, or torn or damaged 
clothing

• return home from school hungry be-
cause someone has taken their lunch, or 
lunch money

• avoid participating in recess and school 
activities

• make frequent visits to the nurse’s of-
fice

• become withdrawn, anxious or unhap-
py

• have changes in behavior, become ag-
gressive and unreasonable at home

• bully siblings and/or friends

• display a sudden loss of  appetite

• have trouble sleeping

• refuses to say what is wrong due to fear 
of  the bully
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PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

What can I do if my child has been engaging in bullying behavior?
1. Have a conversation with your child. 

Very often children don’t realize that 
their behavior is bullying. Your child 
needs to hear you say that bullying be-
havior is very harmful to the bully, the 
target, and everyone else who witness-
es the behavior, and that it will not be 
tolerated.

2. Make an appointment to speak with 
your child’s school counselor and 
teachers.

3. Share your concerns, and work with 
the school to send a clear message to 
your child that bullying will not be ac-
cepted at school or anywhere.

4. Recognize your child’s positive 
strengths — i.e., how well they are lis-
tening, how supportive they have been 
in other areas, their courage when they 
acknowledge and are accountable for 
their behavior.

5. Validate your child’s struggles – i.e. lis-
ten to their feelings and thoughts with-
out judgment, believe what they say 
and acknowledge their feelings.

6. Find time to spend with your child and 
let yourself  enjoy the time.

7. Observe siblings’ behavior at home 
and intervene if  you see aggressive be-
havior.

How do I address aggressive behavior at home?
1. Help both parties describe how they 

are feeling, what they are thinking, and 
what they want.

2. Name the behavior as aggressive so 
that everybody is clear (aggressive is 
‘forcefully trying to get what you want’ 
– and that it can hurt or harm some-
one else).

3. Stay calm and mindful (Use the DFA 
tool “BAND”) and use compassion 

when speaking both to the aggressor 
and to the one who is feeling the ag-
gression.

4. Ask both children how they can repair 
the harm (i.e. an apology, finding an-
other way to solve the problem other 
than with aggression).

5. Recognize the strengths of  both chil-
dren and affirm how well they can 
work together.

The Research: Studies show that the Reward Center of  the brain lights up during destruc-
tive, self-destructive, and bullying behavior (Golden et al., 2016). At first glance, this is trou-
bling, but further research by trauma experts shows that the brain also lights up when 
strengths are recognized and struggles are validated by others (Siegel, 2007). 

Perceiving oneself  as capable and understood by parents, teachers, and peers could signifi-
cantly decrease one’s need for destructive, self-destructive, and bullying behavior.
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PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

What should I do when I hear about a bullying incident in my child’s school?
If  your first instinct is to fight, flight, or freeze, 
you’re not alone. The thought that your child 
could be harmed in any way, discriminated 
against, or treated unfairly without your be-
ing there threatens the safety of  that which you 
hold most dear. Your body responds to feelings 
of  threat with things like your heart rate speeding 
up; your breathing becoming shallow; and your 
ability to think, reflect, regulate your mood, and 
have empathy for others getting shut off. It’s part 
of  your survival instinct. So, the first thing you 
should do when you hear about an incident is 
breathe. Yes, believe it or not. Breathe, and then 
just put your attention on your breath, and then 
notice any feelings going through you body, and 
then direct your attention back to your breath. 
In DFA, your kids will learn a short mindfulness 
meditation called, BAND (see below). This can 
help you, too. Noticing how you feel and naming 
those feelings will allow your brain to ‘reset’ and 
better handle the situation. 

If  you are with your child when you hear about 
the incident, stop, take a breath, validate your 
child’s feelings, and name the likely emotions, like 

worried, afraid, anxious, sad, or angry.  Name 
your own feelings, as well, and your desire to want 
to get involved and protect the child.  Respond-
ing in this way will mitigate the development of  
trauma symptoms in a child. You are essential-
ly encouraging your child to tell you the story of  
what happened, validating the feelings, labeling 
the emotions (for children who may not know 
what emotions they are feeling), expressing care 
and concern, and intervening with the school to 
be sure the child is protected and the situation is 
addressed. 

The next thing will be to get more information. 
Ask questions that will help you find out the whole 
story. DFA was developed in large part because 
of  new understanding that labeling doesn’t work. 
Punishment, negative feelings, shame, and mar-
ginalization only serve to reinforce the bullying 
behaviors. On the other hand, emotionally-at-
tuned listening, collaborative problem-solving, 
compassionate questioning, and understanding 
the ‘whole story’ not only lessen bullying behav-
ior but also improve executive functioning among 
students and teachers.

Also, children play multiple and interchanging 
roles — bully, target, and bystander — and are 
unlikely to admit to being a bully. Chances are 
that multiple kids are playing multiple parts in a 
bullying cycle, and the cycle is going around not 
because there is a ‘problem child’ or ‘bully,’ but 
because members of  a community are feeling 
threatened, powerless, or alone. Most important 
is turning our attention to the environment and 
making sure the culture promotes feelings of  safe-
ty and support.

B breathe

A attention on your breath

N notice any feelings, emotions, or stray thoughts

D direct your attention back to your breath

BAND:  
A Short 
Mindfulness 
Meditation
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So, the good news is that we don’t have to blame 
anyone, but we can work together to improve the 
climate of  our schools. As many as 59% of  in-
cidents can be prevented by teaching bystanders 
(those witnessing a bullying incident) to recognize 
bullying behavior when it occurs and to speak up 
and support those who are being targeted. 

The next step is writing a letter to your principal 
to let them know what is happening. At the back 
of  this booklet, you can find sample letters that 
will improve your relationships and help protect 
your child.

What do I need to know about cyberbullying?
Cyberbullying is bullying that takes place 
using technology. Technology includes devices 
and equipment such as cell phones, computers, 
and tablets as well as communication tools in-
cluding social media sites, gaming, text messages, 
chat and websites. Cyberbullying has the same 
characteristics as traditional bullying—deliberate, 
unwanted, aggressive behavior based in an im-
balance of  power—but occurs online or in text 
rather than in person. What is different is that it is 
electronic aggression. (stopbullying.gov) 

Electronic aggression occurs in many forms: 

• Cyberbullying behavior is using a web-
site or social media to share personal 
information about someone, or post-
ing rumors, lies, and/or embarrass-
ing pictures to humiliate or intimidate 
someone or some group.

• Cyberbullying is using another per-
son’s identity to post or send messages 

which intends to take someone’s pow-
er and privacy away from them (inten-
tionally harming them).

• Cyberbullying behavior could involve 
using group photos on social media to 
make others feel left out (exclusion), a 
form of  social bullying.

• Cyberbullying behavior is using cruel 
or harmful words about someone on 
any form of  online digital media, espe-
cially intending for others to see.

• Cyberbullying can occur in group 
gaming sites.

Students who are targets of  cyberbullying can 
have additional effects. Since posts often reach a 
large audience and can be permanent or hard to 
remove, it is difficult to get away from it. Howev-
er, armed with the proper information about what 
can be done, students, parents and school person-
nel can and must take action to stop cyberbullying. 

The Research: A recent study by O’ Higgins Norman and McGuire (2016) found that 16.5% 
of  parents never, or rarely, spoke to their children about cyberbullying. Tokunaga (2010) noted that 
young people were reluctant to tell their parents about online victimization because of  fear that 
their access to the internet would be removed. 

What should I do when I hear about a bullying incident in my child’s school? 
(continued)
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How can I keep my child safe from bullying online?
1. Set rules together about online com-

munication – 

• Keep it thoughtful – it is not a 
place that is private or temporary, 
explain that once their words or 
photographs are online they can be 
seen potentially by many over a long 
period of  time – READ IT OVER 
BEFORE YOU POST OR SEND 

• Keep it safe – it is not a place 
to use aggression or mean words, 
explain that will make the envi-
ronment unsafe for them, opening 
them up to retaliation by peers or 
severe consequences due to new 
laws about cyberbullying – RE-
FLECT ON WHAT YOU’RE 
THINKING, FEELING, WANT-
ING BEFORE YOU POST

• Keep it simple – only praise and 
cheers for others online – SET 
NEW STANDARDS FOR COM-
MUNICATION ONLINE

2. Spend time together looking at social 
media, this can allow kids to not feel 
alone when viewing group texts, large 
followings on glamour shots or parties.

3. Have conversations about the nature 
of  social media posts – ask questions 
about what it feels like to compare 
your inside feelings to others’ outsides 
(a digitally airbrushed photo, a party 
shot where you weren’t invited)? How 
does it intensify self-doubt or FOMO 
(fear of  missing out)? 

4. Validate the stressors of  social media. 

5. Stay connected to Common Sense Me-
dia (commonsensemedia.org) and other 
resources that keep you up-to-date with 
research and laws that will inform and 
protect you and your children.

6. Use technology to your and child’s ben-
efit – use the new parental appli-
cations that allow you to restrict the 
amount of  time they have on a phone 
(or any app that you choose), allow you 
to shut off  all apps during any time pe-
riods of  the day, allow you to monitor 
your child’s usage (which apps and for 
how long, etc.), and allow you to see an-
alytics (i.e. how many times your child 
picks up the phone per day, which apps 
are getting the most usage, etc.) so that 
you and your child can have open, hon-
est, and informed conversations about 
our behavior around screen time.

The Research: Cyberbullying creates new and different problems. For example, since they 
are not face-to-face, sometimes students find it is easier to bully online. In fact, in one large 
study, researchers found that only 16% of  students felt guilty after cyberbullying and 40% 
felt nothing (Mishna et al., 2010). Perhaps one of  the greatest problems with cyberbullying 
is that it can happen 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
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Here are some actions you can take to help eliminate bullying:
1. Talk with, and listen to your 

child—everyday.

Parents are often the last to know when 
their child is bullied or when they bully 
others.  Encourage your child to engage in 
frequent conversations about their social 
life. Spend a few minutes every day asking 
questions about who they spend time with 
at school and in the neighborhood, what 
they do in between classes and at recess, 
who they have lunch with, or what hap-
pens on the way to and from school. 

2. Be a good example of  kindness 
and leadership. 

Your child learns a lot about relationships 
from watching you. When you show that 
you are angry you have a great opportu-
nity to model effective communication 
techniques. Each time that you can speak 
about your anger, rather than discharge it 
directly, you are teaching your child how 
to effectively express their anger, too. Ex-
pressing anger, rather than discharging it, 
is the goal in effective modeling.

3. Spend time at your child’s school 
to whatever extent possible.

Most of  bullying among children happens 
when adults are not present. To whatever 
extent possible, parents can make a real 
difference just by being present at Parents 
Teachers Association meetings, and other 
scheduled school events. But parents need 
help, too. Sometimes parents don’t have 
the resources (e.g., time, transportation, 
co-parenting assistance, etc.) to attend Par-
ent Teacher Association meetings, or other 
scheduled school events. Speak to school 
personnel to see if  carpooling or childcare 
can be provided to increase opportunities 
to participate in school events. Parents also 

need the help of  school personnel to ad-
dress bullying incidents when they do oc-
cur. If  an incident should occur, be sure 
to maintain open lines of  communication 
with your child’s teacher and/or the ad-
ministration. Write an email, or note, to 
document your concern. Ask how you may 
partner with the principal/school adminis-
tration to hear the stories. 

Find out which staff  member should be 
contacted when a incident or incidents of  
bullying occur. Document your concerns 
in writing.

(See Sample note(s) to the teacher, counselor, or 
school administration in Resources on last page) 

4. Help your child’s school address 
bullying, and bullying preven-
tion, effectively.

Find out what your child’s school is do-
ing to address bullying. The Dignity for All 
(DFA) bullying prevention curriculum, is 
an ongoing, research based educational 
program, designed to help create a healthy 
social climate in your child’s school. Your 
child will learn how to be empathic to-
wards others and practice effective resis-
tance techniques. If  your child’s school 
does not have effective bullying prevention 
strategies in place, speak to the adminis-
tration and suggest that they be acquired.

5. Communicate with your child 
about the dangers of  bullying.

Tell your child that it’s not okay or accept-
able for them to bully others, to be bullied, 
or to stand by and just watch other children 
be bullied. Make sure they know that if  they 
are bullied physically, verbally, or socially 
(at school, or by a sibling, in your neighbor-
hood, or online) it’s safe and important for 



Parent Guidebook | Dignity For All | Page 19

PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

them to tell you about it—and that you will 
intervene and help. They also need to know 
just what bullying is (many children do not 
know that they are bullying others), and that 
such negative behavior is harmful to oth-
ers and not acceptable. You can assist your 
child by finding positive ways to model acts 
of  kindness, leadership, at school and home.

6. Teach your child to be a positive 
bystander/upstander.

Research shows that children who witness 
bullying seldom intervene and feel pow-
erless. However, children who take action 
can have a powerful and positive effect on 
the situation. Although it’s never children’s 
responsibility to put themselves in danger, 
a bullying situation can often be effectively 
defused just by saying, “You’re bullying” 
or “Don’t do that!.” Kids can also help 
each other by providing support to the tar-

get, not giving extra attention to the bul-
ly, and/or reporting what they have wit-
nessed to a teacher, parent, or other adult.

7. Teach your child about cyberbul-
lying. 

Today, most young people are very savvy 
about the power of  the internet, and the 
use of  social media. Often online posting 
of  negative, hurtful comments, or images, 
by one or more persons are as harmful as 
physical violence and should not be toler-
ated. SEE SECTION ON CYBER-BUL-
LYING

8. Seek out support from others. 

Parents need empathy, recognition, and 
validation from others, too. Find or create 
opportunities to meet with other parents 
to share strategies and develop supportive 
networks. 

What is Trauma-Informed Care (TIC) in the Dignity for All Approach?
The Dignity for All (DFA) curriculum address-
es trauma in today’s learning environment. Many 
young people experience enormous challenges 
that impact their ability to be successful in school. 

Many youth today are addicted to video games, 
drugs, juuls and vaping; are exposed to bullying 
and violence; and experience extreme levels of  
toxic stress, which all are impacting their ability 
to learn and thrive socially.

The Research: The Dignity for All (DFA) curriculum was informed by research findings 
from leading trauma specialists and researchers (Siegel, 2007; Perry, 2016; van der Kolk, 
2014), and co-developed by a trauma practitioner and researcher (Bransford and Blizard, 
2017). DFA seeks to address and remediate the toxic stress that youth today are grappling 
with by incorporating the tenets of  trauma-informed care throughout the curriculum.

This signals an important shift away from a deficit-based model of  punishment to one that 
recognizes that emotional and behavioral challenges are often a result of  what young peo-
ple are grapping with in their homes, neighborhoods and communities.

Here are some actions you can take to help eliminate bullying: 
(continued)
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The American Academy of  Pediatrics cites Ad-
verse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s) as the num-
ber one health issues facing our nation today. The 
ACE’s affecting some youth in their homes and 
communities today include stressors such as: 

• parental separation or divorce

• substance abuse

• physical abuse 

• incarceration

• neighborhood and community vio-
lence

• shootings

• racial profiling 

• the effects of  poverty 

Dignity for All (DFA) seeks to:

• remediate toxic stress 

• increase resilience through the cre-
ation of  caring, positive, and emotion-
ally connected teacher-to-student and 
peer-to-peer relationships 

• promote better understanding of  self  
and others, and self  in relationship to 
others

• teach young people to express their 
feelings and thoughts in a clear and 
coherent manner.

The Research: Trauma-informed care approaches are responsive to the fact that many 
teachers, students, and parents have suffered adverse childhood experiences and have ex-
perienced toxic stress. Over the last 30 years, trauma-informed care has gained meaning-
ful ground in its efforts to reform care contexts, including child welfare, substance abuse, 
mental health criminal justice institutions and school systems. (Conners-Burrow et al. 2013; 
Kramer et al. 2015; Langley et al. 2013)

Trauma-informed care (TIC) has been defined as follows:

Trauma-informed care is a strengths-based framework that is grounded in an understand-
ing of  and responsiveness to the impact of  trauma that emphasizes physical, psychological, 
and emotional safety for both providers and survivors, and that creates opportunities for 
survivors to rebuild a sense of  control and empowerment (Hopper et al. 2010, p. 82)

What is Trauma-Informed Care (TIC) in the Dignity for All Approach? 
(continued)
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The Core Principles of Trauma-Informed Care (TIC)  
and Dignity for All (DFA):
 
According to SAMSHA (2014), there are six core principles to Trauma-Informed Care (TIC). 

(1) Safety is first and fundamental in TIC, accomplished through the creation of  environ-
ments that support both physical and emotional safety for the entire school (Hopper et al. 2009)

Emotional and physical safety is highlighted throughout a curriculum that is designed with clear 
expectations. Students are provided space to reflect in activities such as Write to the Point and 
Reflections in their Dignity for All (DFA) Quest Student Guidebooks. Mindfulness meditation 
exercises are practiced to calm the stress response system and regulate emotions. Goal-setting 
activities for students are implemented throughout the Dignity for All (DFA) Quests.

(2) Trustworthiness and transparency are also crucial principles of  TIC.

Dignity for All promotes open communication, although youth are not required to share if  they 
feel uncomfortable doing so. Teachers share personal experiences with bullying behavior, as 
appropriate, to help facilitate student dialogue. Youth may be experiencing similar situations 
that encourage sharing and a deeper understanding of  students’ outlook and desire to change. 
Dignity for All (DFA) provides discussion groups, writing assignments, and opportunities for 
interactive modeling using music games.

(3) Empowerment, voice, and choice, together, comprise another core principle of  Trau-
ma Informed Care (TIC). Dignity for All (DFA) is a strengths-based approach – recognizing 
strengths and validating struggles of  all members of  the school community. While students are 
invited to participate in group discussions, they are always given the choice to not participate, 
if  they so wish. All students are encouraged to tell their story and speak their truth.

The DFA activity “Break It Down” is designed to practice the skill of  collaboration rooted 
in sharing opinions, recognizing each other’s strengths in the classroom, and recognizing the 
struggles of  each character in the stories of  bullying in the music video. During role-playing, 
students can safely ask one another about their thoughts, feelings, motivations and goals. 

There are opportunities to set new goals and to change behaviors by addressing the traits and 
patterns that have formed over time in reaction to toxic stress. Students are empowered to think 
about repairing harm in relationships and also how they might behave differently in the future 
if  circumstances were the same. Students are allowed to choose whether to participate in a 
given activity or not, with the understanding that some activities may be too stress-inducing to 
youth experiencing toxic stress.

(4) Peer support, (5) collaboration, and (6) cultural, historical and gender issues 
constitute the last three (3) principles of  TIC.



Page 22 | Parent Guidebook | Dignity For All

PAREnts vERY OFtEn Ask  . . .

Dignity for All (DFA) promotes peer-to-peer support and healing, shared decision-making, and 
connecting with identity and culture. Collaborative discussions in “Break it Down” set the stage 
for discussion, and interpersonal communication. 

Role-playing in “Behind the Scenes” with restorative enquiry supports peer connections and 
understanding, and “We Got Game” has relevant storytelling projects that are designed for 
healing relationships and digital projects.  Students are also encouraged to find their voice and 
express their identity through youth panels. Writing exercises and discussions ask students to 
use critical thinking to understand the cultural contexts of  violence, and the harmful effects of  
discrimination and oppression.

The Core Principles of Trauma-Informed Care (TIC)  
and Dignity for All (DFA): (continued)
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Dignity for All (DFA) Parent Resources

Sample Communications to School Personnel 

1. This is a letter of  inquiry from the parent of  a possible bullying victim that can be sent to the school coun-
selor/teacher or administration, requesting a response. 

___________________ 
(month/date/year)

Dear ______________________________, 
     (name of teacher, counselor, administrator or other school personnel)

My daughter/son _________________________ in class __________has just told me about several 
disturbing incidents of bullying behavior that have happened during the school day . I have listed these 
serious incidents below:

1 . (indicate/or/ list dates, where, when if possible)

2 . ‘’

3 . “

I am very disturbed by these incidents . My child has indicated that the same group student(s) are 
involved in this behavior each time, each day . This bullying behavior happens repeatedly by his/her 
classmates . I know that all of the students at (name of school) are taught that bullying is unacceptable 
behavior, not only in school, but also in life .

I hope you will attend to this serious matter . This is my first communication regarding this matter . I 
sincerely hope that it will be my last . Please advise how the school will handle this incident . I am a very 
concerned parent and my child, like all children must feel safe in school so teaching, and learning, can 
happen . I can be reached at (email or cell#) .

Sincerely,

Ms . Mary Smith 
Parent
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Sample Communications to School Personnel (continued)

2. This is a sample of  a note that can be sent thanking school personnel for their response to an inquiry regard-
ing a bullying incident.

___________________ 
(month/date/year)

Dear ___________________________

I would like to thank Mr ./Ms . (school staff) for their prompt, and courteous, response to my request for 
information related to a possible bullying incident that aggressively targeted my child (school staff) 
who is in (class) . On (date of contact) I received a call from (name of school staff) .  

I truly appreciate the quick, and thorough, attention that you devoted to resolving this matter . I am 
confident that this type of behavior will not happen again . 

Please do not hesitate to contact me directly if there is ever an issue or concern . 

Sincerely, 

Ms . Mary Smith 
Parent 
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Books About Bullying
The staff  at Urban Tech has compiled these notable book titles that address teasing, friendship, em-
pathy, self-esteem, and more. Reading the books on this list is a good way to begin the conversation 
about bullying with your child. Visit your local library, or purchase these books, for your child to read 
with you, or independently.

1. Each Kindness by Jacqueline Woodson

Author Jacqueline Woodson has written a powerful anti-bullying 
message that follows the story of  Chloe, who won’t let the new girl, 
Maya, play with her and her friends. Maya stops coming to school, 
which causes Chloe to realize that a small, honest, act of  kindness–
like giving Maya friendship–could have gone a long way.

Grades 2-6

2. Freak the Mighty by Rodman Philbrick 

Two boys—one a slow learner in an oversized body and one a tiny 
Einstein in leg braces—who team up to create one formidable force. 

Grades 4 and up

3. Bully by Patricia Polacco

This book takes on cyberbullying and cliques. When students begin 
teasing classmates on Facebook, Lyla knows that something needs 
to be done. This is a perfect read for our increasingly internet-savvy 
students.

All Grades 

4. The Skin I’m In by Sharon G. Flake

Seventh-Grader Maleeka is taunted by her classmates for her 
homemade clothes, her good grades, and the darkness of  her skin. 
When a new teacher starts pushing Maleeka out of  her comfort 
zone academically and emotionally, things slowly start to change 
for the better. This book is an engaging novel about bullying, iden-
tity, and self-esteem.

 Grades 6 and Up 
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5. Just Kidding by Trudy Ludwig

This book tells the story of  D.J., a new student at school whose 
feelings are hurt by Vince, a boy who teases him. Vince plays down 
the viscous teasing by claiming that he is “just kidding.” D.J. turns 
to his father, who comes up with defense strategies.

Grades 3 and Up 

Books About Bullying (continued)

6. The Bully Book by Eric Kahn Gale

This book pulls from actual events as the author loosely recounts 
what it was like when he was bullied in sixth grade. It incorporates 
both sides of  bullying and addresses this ongoing issue in the lives 
of  middle-school students.

Grades 3-8 

7. Wonder by E.J. Palacio

August Pullman is entering fifth grade in a mainstream school. 
August was born with a facial deformity that prevented him from 
attending school previously. He wants to be treated like a normal 
kid. He will have to convince his classmates that he is normal, just 
like them, despite his appearances. This book has received national 
awards and is now a major motion picture and available on DVD.

Grades 4-8

8. My Secret Bully by Trudy Ludwig

With the help of  her mother, Monica faces her fears and stands 
up to the girl who has been bullying her. In addition to her books, 
Ludwig has written a guide for Wonder by R.J. Palacio. 

Grades 4 and-up
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9. Blubber by Judy Blume

An overweight girl is teased mercilessly by some classmates, and 
no one stands up for her. Places like the school bus, the girls’ bath-
room, and an unsupervised classroom at lunchtime become like 
emotional torture chambers for the girl they call “Blubber.” She 
is teased, tripped, humiliated, and physically restrained while her 
underwear is exposed. 

Grades 5 and up

Books About Bullying (continued)

10. Booked by Kwame Alexander

Twelve-year-old Nick struggles with problems at home, is faced 
with a bully, and tries to impress the girl of  his dreams. With the 
help of  his best friend and inspiring books, given to him by a rap-
ping librarian, Nicky learns about the power of  words and how to 
stand up for himself.

Grades 5-8 

11. Backlash by Sarah Littman

Lara just got told off  on Facebook. She has a boyfriend who she 
thought would invite her to the school dance. She will be very dis-
appointed as a result of  her online activity.

Grades 7 and Up
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