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Bullying Prevention: 

Moving from a Culture of Cruelty to a Culture of Caring 
Moderated by Stacey DeWitt 

Founder and President 
Connect with Kids Education Network 

 
Module Four   

Building a Counter-Culture of Caring 
 
 As we’ve seen, bullying in a culture of cruelty is a complicated jigsaw puzzle of 
elements. What have we learned so far?  Bullying is: 
 
 

 
 First, that bullying is made worse by a crescendo of competition, narcissism and 
focus on extrinsic values that has been building in the last few generations of young 
people in America. It is often enhanced and fed by the media…and sometimes starts 
when kids are very young.  It is often seen in verbal abuse, exclusion, and peer 
manipulation, and continues because it sometimes works in a culture of cruelty. 
Bystanders stand as silent witnesses, lending silent credence to the bullying behaviors, 
and too often the bullying is kept away from the eyes and ears of adults. 
 What can we do to prevent bullying? It’s critical that we work to change the 
culture so that students understand the emotional pay-off of living in a counter-culture of 
caring – a culture that promotes respect, kindness, community and connected social 
relationships. This final segment of our course focuses on how we build that culture.  
 
 There are some key research-proven strategies that we know can work. By the 
end of this segment, we hope that you will know how : 
 

• To make bullying prevention a priority 
• Establish clear and consistent policies and consequences 
• Connect with students to teach respect, kindness, and empathy 
• Teach students to take responsibility for their school community and 

report bullying behaviors 
• Connect with students to make sure they know just how much you care.    

 
 Finally, we want to provide you with some best practices for handling crisis or 
negative situations. Who do you get involved and how when bullying incidents persist as 
you attempt to put prevention strategies in place. But first, let’s start with the positive and 

• Fueled by Competition, Narcissism, Extrinsic Values 
• Fed by the Media 
• Starts at a Young Age 
• Demonstrated by Verbal Abuse, Exclusion,  

Peer Manipulation – Often without Adult Supervision  
• Bystanders Lend a Silent Credence 
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take a look at what happens in a school that has implemented healthy, clear, prevention 
strategies. Let’s think about the power of expectations.  
 
 Expectations are a personal message each child hears… almost from the 
moment they are born. At Rigdon Road Elementary, in Columbus, Georgia, the message 
is loud and clear and repeated daily.   
 “Just because you’re Black, just because you’re poor, just because you live in a 
neighborhood where it’s a housing community, that does not mean you cannot do!” says 
Phyllis Jones, school principal.  
 Jones greets arriving students each day and refuses to let poverty keep her 
students from achieving 
 “We set the bar from the very first day: you know what your limits are, you know 
where your boundaries are, and you know what we expect from you,” she says. 
 Ninety-seven percent of the students here come from low-income homes…most 
are on a free-lunch program, many live with a single-parent ... still others are raised by 
grandparents. Still…   
 “We just don’t accept any excuses, you don’t bring us any excuses, and we don’t 
even listen to excuses,” Phyllis Jones says. “They know I expect them to be good. When 
we first get them, we let them know that we love them, what their expectations are, what 
they can and cannot do.” 
 “Minority, poor, low income, none of that has a bearing on a child learning,” says  
Smithie Vaughn, a Rigdon Road Elementary parent. 
 And it seems to be working. Over 80 percent of students at Rigdon Road exceed 
the state standards for Math and English. Test scores here are the second highest in the 
district, they are in the top 2 percent of the entire state.   
 “Whenever I come here and walk into this school, I can feel the learning taking 
place,” says Kenneth Hugle, a parent. 
 “We have come from number 600 or 700 out of a 1,000 schools to number 19 in 
the state of Georgia,” says the school principal. She says the key to success is getting 
parents involved at school…and reaching kids with high expectations at an early age. 
How early? Research shows children begin sensing expectations almost at birth.   
 “Easily within the first several months of life,” says developmental pediatrician, 
Dr. Monica Ultmann. Experts say something as simple as reading aloud to young 
children can let them know that you think reading is important. And that learning is 
important.  
 At Rigdon Road, the goals for both academics and behavior are high, but that’s 
what parents and students here have come to expect.   
 “Sky high, because if you shoot for the moon and you don’t make it, just fall back 
into the stars, and you’re still up there,” says Kenneth Hugle.  
  There are clear expectations at Rigdon Road Elementary. The principal expects 
the students and parents to focus on learning, to be resilient – remember that no 
excuses policy? And to treat each other with respect, kindness and empathy. But it 
started with the principal developing clear and consistent policies school-wide. Ultimately 
that is a critical component in developing a counter-culture of caring. 
 But what can a teacher or counselor do if those policies are not in place? Can 
you still prevent bullying and develop a culture that fosters the highest forms of 
achievement? Absolutely!  Here’s how: 
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 Let’s break these elements down one at a time.  First let’s talk about what it 
means define your span of influence and control. 

 Every one of us has a group of people that we can influence and control. For 
teachers, it’s most likely the classroom. For a coach, it’s team practices and sporting 
events. For counselors, it may be the students they come into contact with every day. 
For principals, it’s the atmosphere in the school building. Whatever your role inside a 
school, you have a span of control – an area of learning and a group of students that you 
can influence each and every day.  
 That’s where you start. Begin to put these steps in place. Don’t worry about the 
district, the principal, the parents – all the elements you can’t completely control.  
Instead, work with what you can and begin to develop a culture of caring in your world. If 
we all did this, the world would be a much better place. 
 “If we don’t have any guidepost or if we don’t have any standards, if we don’t 
have any rules then basically anything goes. And so very early on in the game, at the 
beginning of the year, it behooves the school administration to say these are acceptable 
behaviors, these are unacceptable behaviors, and these are the consequences for 
engaging in unacceptable behaviors,” says William Modzeleski, Associate Assistant 
Deputy Secretary, U.S. Department of Education. 
 Teaching character traits like respect, kindness and responsibility and 
establishing clear and consistent expectations are critical to changing culture. And, 
believe it or not, it doesn’t necessarily require a lot of additional time in the school day. 
Rather, it requires a change in attitude and mindset.  It means elevating character and 
consequences as a priority in the learning environment and “infusing” those strategies 
into the learning process.  Let’s take a look at a school in Charlotte, North Carolina that 
did just that. 
 Cotswold Elementary in Charlotte, North Carolina used to be a very different 
school. But today, every day, in every class, and in the hallways and on the playground 
they talk about character, respect, compassion, courage.  And it’s more than just words.  
 “Because it’s values in action. They don’t just talk about character education. 
They live it every day,” says Marsha Gaspari, Sarah’s mother 
 Ten-year-old Sarah Gaspari transferred to Cotswold from a private school. 
“The first thing I heard was , ‘I like your glasses.’ That kinda made me feel really good 
because I was new here and didn’t know anybody,” recalls Sarah. 
 Respect. Responsibility. They talk about it when they read stories, when the kids 
draw pictures, when teachers grade homework. 
 

A Culture of Caring: The How To’s  
• Define Your Span of Influence and Control 
• Define and Reinforce Your Value System for the Students 

that You Influence Each Day 
• Establish Clear and Consistent Policies and 

Consequences within your Span of Control 
• Teach Your Students to Take Responsibility for 

Themselves and Their Community and Report Bullying 
Behaviors 

• Make Sure Your Students Know You Care 

 
• Define and reinforce a set of values for the students you 

influence every day. 
• Set clear and consistent policies within your span of control. 
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 “This is the best thing I’ve ever done. The absolute best thing I’ve ever done as a 
social worker. And I’ve seen some changes, some real changes,” says Pamela Moore, a 
school social worker. 
 When a child does something kind… they applaud. 
 “Curtis, where’s Curtis?” asks Mrs. Shields. “I saw you helping Kreshaun today in 
literacy. He needed help finding the page we were on and without anyone saying 
anything—without Kreshaun asking or me asking—Curtis was right over there showing 
Kreshaun what page we were on.” 
 It ends with the children, it begins with the staff. The adults here model the 
behavior they want from students. 
 At school, we treat each other well, show each other respect. We teach that to 
the children in the stories, and hopefully in the ways they see us interact with each 
other,” says Warrena Hankinson, Assistant Principal 
 “They’ll recognize when a teacher holds a door open for someone or picks up 
trash in the hall,” says Kathy Shields, a teacher. 
 And the message is sent home to another group of adults: the parents. 
 We send them home suggestions of things that they can read, of things that they 
can do, of discussions that they can have with their children,” says Warrena Hankinson.  
 And so …today….instead of fighting and cursing and angry teachers and 
parents, there are stories like this one.  Sarah’s first friend at Cotswold was 11-year-old 
Gema Villacis. Gema came to America from Ecuador. She is deaf and was unable to 
communicate… at all. 
 “Not only did she not know sign language, but she didn’t know any language. 
She didn’t know English or Spanish,” says Bonnie Henry, the school’s speech 
pathologist. 
 Sarah and Gema met on the playground on the first day of school. Sarah said, 
‘tag? You wanna play tag?” recalls Gema, age 11. Since that game of tag, that first 
day…Sarah has learned sign language… and the girls have become good friends. 
 “Sarah plays outside with me…we swing together,” says Gema. 
 “It made me feel special, that ‘wow, someone wants to be friends with me,’” says 
Sarah. 
 “No other person had ever gone out of their way to make her their friend. That’s a 
big thing, to take on a whole new language, to make it their mission to be your friend,” 
says  Bonnie Henry.  
 Sara and Gema are just two kids in the middle of big school… and yet…  
“It’s contagious, and if we can just start somewhere small, just even at Cotswold, um, 
and let these children go out into the world, they can make a difference and change 
someone else,” says Kathy Shields. 
 Forty percent of the kids here are on a free or reduced lunch plan. Two years 
ago, the campus was plagued with disciplinary problems. 
 “The at-risk population was high. We saw fights, parents yelling at us, kids yelling 
at each other. I did not like it,” says social worker Pamela Moore. 
 Two years after they started character education here, suspensions were cut 
almost in half.  “I don’t see children coming to my office for hitting, and coming to my 
office for saying bad words and calling you names. I don’t see that,” says the assistant 
principal, Warrena Hankinson.  
 And in teacher surveys, three times as many now say the kids are well-
behaved… eight times more teachers say there is good morale here. “Just to watch 
children, from the time they come in kindergarten and leave in fifth grade, and how 
they’ve matured and grown into a model citizen,” says Kathy Shields. 
 “I saw our school evolve from ‘hmm, who wants to go to that school?’, to ‘Hey! I 
want to get my child in.’ Because these children were being good, caring, respectful 
citizens,” adds Pamela Moore. 
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 And there’s one more story.  One day, while teaching a class, Pam Moore was 
also waiting for a phone call. And I said, “Boys and girls, I have to keep my cell phone 
on. I apologize to you if rings during the lesson. My father’s very ill, and right now he’s 
terminal. You know, I explained all that. Well, before I could get it out, I just had a 
meltdown, just started boo-hooing. And one of the children walked up, said to me ‘Mrs. 
Moore, go outside, get yourself together, and I will finish the lesson. And you come back 
in when you feel better.’” And that student finished the lesson. 

 
 Research shows that there is great power in expectations. When students have a 
clear understanding of their culture and what is expected of them, they are more likely to 
live up to those expectations. Remember, most students want to please; they want to not 
only survive but also thrive in the culture around them. If the culture constantly reinforces 
positive character traits, students are likely to act accordingly. If the culture is cruel and 
mean, students will mirror that behavior, as well.    
 Next, it’s important to teach your students to take responsibility for themselves 
and their community and to make certain your students know that you care.  Let see 
what the experts have to say about responsibility, connection, and caring.  
 “We can tip it by getting that large group of students who aren’t involved in any 
way to become involved, and basically say, ‘We’re mad as hell and we’re not going to 
take it anymore,’” says Bill Modzeleski with the U.S. Department of Education. 
 “I really think the critical factor is a circle of care. We should make a commitment 
in America to put a circle of care around every child in America. And that circle needs to 
include not only their family, but their community, their school, and their spiritual 
community, as well,” says Richard Lieberman, MA, NCSP, a school psychologist in the 
Los Angeles Unified School District. 
 “At least one or two people in the school have got to be on the lookout for Johnny 
every day, or for Suzie, everyday.  That when they get off that bus, or if they walk to 
school, somebody’s looking for them,” says Neil Shorthouse, president of Communities 
in Schools Georgia. 
 “And it need not be a teacher. In other words in some cases it’s me they connect 
with.  In some cases it’s a custodian. We have people who graduate because a 
custodian essentially led them through four years of school here.  We have custodians 
who are coaches.  It’s someone outside their family who shows an interest in them,”  
says Daniel Tosado, who is the principal of Miami High School. 
 “That child needs to know in that building there is at least one person who is 
really looking out for me. So relationships are number one. Secondly, it’s expectations.  
Everybody’s got to expect more. The parents have got to expect more, the teachers 
have got to expect more, the community has got to expect more.  And ultimately that will 
key in for the child to say ‘I’ve got the expect more of myself,’” adds Shorthouse. 
 You can develop strategies within your span of influence that will change the 
culture one small step at a time. The key is to set standards and expectations and talk 
about them every day. How do you begin?   
 Some suggest creating a short, simple survey for students. In larger systems – 
like schools and school districts -- administrators will often rely on an indirect measure 
called an “informant assessment” to gather information about school culture and develop 
an action plan. The same strategy can be applied to the classroom with a simpler 
approach.  
 Develop a simple survey that asks the students to name the top issues that 
concern them. Ask questions like: 

• Do you feel safe on the bus?  
• Do you feel safe at school?  
• Who can you rely on at school?  
• Who can rely on you?   
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 Create a game plan and educate colleagues and parents about your 
process – reach out to them for additional involvement and help. Communicate 
consistently with parents and talk to them about the value system and strategies that you 
are reinforcing in your span of control.  
 “So it’s very important, as schools begin to set policies and also talk about 
consequences for actions taken during the school day, is that they get the buy in from 
parents.  Because without that buy-in, without parents supporting your policy, that policy 
is not going to go anywhere,” says Bill Modzeleski, Associate Assistant Secretary with 
the U.S. Department of Education. 
 So talk with your students’ parents and reinforce your priorities at parent-teacher 
conferences, on websites, and in parent/teacher communications like newsletters and e-
mails. Use your wisdom and bring your professionalism to the process. Parents want 
and need this information as much as the students. And educators know intuitively what 
researchers have proven through years of study. No one knows your classroom, your 
hallways, and your students better than you. Rely on that expertise to develop a set of 
policies and guidelines that will make your learning environment kinder and more 
productive.  
 But remember developing a counter-culture of caring takes time and consistency 
and persistence. What do you do about the problems that occur as you try to achieve the 
long-term goals?  How do you prevent bullying in the short-term and what do you do 
when it occurs?  
 First, make bullying prevention a priority beginning now. And remember: You are 
the eyes and ears on the ground in your span of control – so look for the following 
warning signs among students in your community:   
 
Warning Signs in the elementary and pre-school years: 

• Students with continued and excessive withdrawal or depressed mood 
• Students who refuse to engage even after repeated attempts to involve 

them  
• Students with regressive or anxious behaviors  

 
Warning Signs in the Middle and High School Years: 

• Students who self-mutilate 
• Students who seem consistently unfocused or disoriented 
• Students who don’t take care of their appearance on a consistent basis 
• Students who consistently seem stressed, depressed, or agitated. 
• Students who obsess on one idea or show signs of ritualistic behaviors  

 
 Consider referring students who exhibit these warning signs to a mental health 
professional. Stress to parents that involving a counselor or therapist is not a sign of 
weakness or failure on the part of the parent or student, but that early action will help a 
child recover and resume normal activities more quickly. Children who display any of 
these warning signs are more likely to become involved in aggressive behaviors – both 
bully and victim. And it’s possible that they are already socially and emotionally 
distracted to perform at an optimal learning level which means intervention should be 
considered. Finally, ask your students to get involved in the process.  Encourage them to 
report these types of behaviors to you, so that you can get help.  
 “We’ve known for many years that most students know the students who are 
having trouble.  They know who are the bullies. They know who are suffering.  Probably 
better than teachers and parents do; so, if you don’t have an environment that 
encourages the students to disclose information to adults – you’ve deprived yourself of a 
very important resource in managing these situations,” says Randall Flanery, Ph.D., a 
clinical psychologist.  
 When you do see aggressive behavior or learn about it through a student or 
someone else, it’s important to evaluate the situation before choosing how you will react. 
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First, it’s important to differentiate between what appears to be bullying and what is just 
normal conflict.  Ask yourself these questions: 
  

• Is the person involved trying to cause pain or to harm another person? 
• Is there a persistent pattern of aggressive behavior that involves an attempt of 

one student to gain power over another? 
• Is the victim or target particularly vulnerable or isolated?   
• Does the victim seem to lack self-confidence or suffer from damage to self-

esteem?  
  
 If the behavior involves these characteristics – that is consistent elements of 
pain, power, and persistence as we discussed earlier, it’s time to act.  Depending on the 
particular circumstances involved, evaluate which of the following are the best strategies 
for dealing with the situation at hand.  
 

 
 Interestingly, normal conflict between students will not show any of these 
characteristics.  So using the two lists as guidelines is an almost fool-proof way to 
determine if you have a bullying situation.   
 Kids who are engaged in normal peer conflict don’t generally engage in power 
games. They don’t insist on their own way at any cost. They generally are more 
worried about the issue or conflict at hand rather than causing pain or gaining control, so 
they will openly discuss reasons that they disagree. They also negotiate and 
bargain trying to find ways to resolve conflict on equal footing rather than engaging in a 
power struggle between aggressor and victim. And, they are more easily distracted.  
They will often change the topic, walk away and even apologize.  
 You should now understand the cultural of cruelty and its impact on bullying, be 
able to identify bullying, and have a significant list of strategies to help you develop a 
counter-culture of caring and help manage bullying when it occurs.    All of these things 
are critical in preventing aggressive, damaging, and abusive behaviors among students 
particularly in an already crowded, overscheduled day filled with demanding parents, 
students and colleagues.   
 But something else will help you just as much – perhaps even more.  Creating 
caring cultures, stopping violence, preventing bullying is all part of a mindset, an attitude.    
 “It takes people with a willingness to understand the problem and a willingness to 
take action.  This is not a money issue. I mean that’s the thing that frustrates me more 
than anything is that often times what we see are people saying we don’t have any 
money.  We don’t have any money for a program, but this is not about a program as 
much as it is about a change in philosophy, a change in ideas, a change in how we deal 
with each other, and what we view as right and wrong behavior.  This is not necessarily 
tied to money. This really a change in attitude more than anything else,” says William 
Modzeleski.  
 In that kind of culture, implementation becomes part of everything we do. A shift 
in attitude and commitment to change cost nothing at all, but doing nothing has a much 
greater price.  
 

How Do You Deal With The Situation At Hand? Ask Yourself…  
• Does the behavior warrant further investigation? Will it help to talk with 

the victim, bully and other students? 
• Is it time to implement the consequences, diffuse the conflict or involve 

others?  
• Is the situation serious enough to engage parents, school administrators 

and mental health professionals?  



© 2011 CWK Network Inc. 
 8 

 
 
 
 
 

 
About Stacey DeWitt 

 

 
 
 Stacey DeWitt is the founder and president of Connect with Kids Education Network 
(CWK). She is an attorney and veteran journalist who has dedicated her life to child advocacy. 
During her legal career, DeWitt served as a deputy prosecutor working with disadvantaged 
children through the juvenile courts and family service agencies. There she developed a passion 
for educating students, their parents, and communities about how to successfully navigate life‐
changing social and emotional issues. As an attorney, she was actively involved in judicial review 
of ethical legal standards and served as a child advocate working to improve the state juvenile 
code, lobbying for legislative policies that improve the lives of at risk children, and volunteering 
to represent disadvantaged and abused children. 
  Prior to her legal career, DeWitt was a television anchor, producer and reporter for ABC, 
NBC, and PBS affiliates. As a broadcast journalist, she learned to harness the emotional power of 
video and became committed to using the power of media as an educational tool.   
  CWK is the outgrowth of her journalistic and legal experience.  She and her husband 
founded the company with a mission to combine the power of media and the promise of 
education to improve the lives of children, parents, and the communities that support them.  
DeWitt has produced more than 65 documentaries focused on child behavior and parenting 
issues. More than 27 of those documentaries have received Emmy® awards or nominations. She 
has interviewed hundreds of children, families and experts on the social and emotional issues 
facing America’s youth and is a sought after speaker and educational trainer nationwide.  
  She is married and is the mother of a college‐age daughter and teenage son. She lives in 
Atlanta and works with her husband and company co‐founder Sam DeWitt, who is equally 
committed to and passionate about providing positive solutions to improve the lives of our 
nation’s youth. 
  For more information, please visit www.connectwithkids.com. 
 
 
 


