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Introduction
It Doesn’t Add Up

H ere are some commonly accepted statements about bullying in 
schools:

 1. Bullying is now universally recognized as a serious problem, not 
just in schools, but in our society.

 2. In the last fifteen years, there has been research yielding a substan-
tive body of knowledge about bullying and what can be done to 
reduce and prevent it.

 3. Schools are filled with competent, caring people who do not 
approve of bullying.

 4. It is in the best interest of the students and the entire school to sub-
stantially prevent and reduce bullying.

 5. There are now laws in almost All (not each) of the fifty states requiring 
schools to have antibullying policies and regulations designed to stop 
bullying.

Those five statements added together should make bullying less and 
less of a significant problem in our schools. While there are some signs that 
bullying prevention efforts are having a positive impact on schools, in too 
many schools, bullying continues unabatedly. Bullying prevention pro-
grams work in some schools and significantly reduce bullying, but in other 
schools, the same programs are not effective.

FOLLOWING A PROGRAM  
OR FOLLOWING A LEADER?

I am not a researcher but have been an educator for over thirty-five years, 
with twenty of them as a principal. I am not surprised that many schools 
seem stuck and unable to make any difference in addressing the problem 
of school bullying.
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It is hard to change anything in schools. There are many problems, 
programs, mandates, and social pressures competing for educators’ atten-
tion and action. If schools are going to change, the key element for starting 
that change and maintaining it is the leadership of the school.

My hunch is that the programs were effective in schools that had strong 
leaders and weren’t effective in schools without strong leaders. A Wallace 
Foundation report (see Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2010) 
on school leadership stated: “To date we have not found a single case of a 
school improving its student achievement record in the absence of tal-
ented leadership. One explanation is that leaders have the potential to 
unleash latent capacities in organizations” (p. 9). If leadership is essential 
for any improvement in student achievement, I feel it is a safe assumption 
to make about bullying prevention.

Bullying prevention is less effective in schools where people are 
directed to just follow a program that they are told will solve the problem of 
bullying and meet the mandates and requirements imposed by the state 
law. The school leaders in these schools try to get compliance instead of 
true commitment.

Bullying prevention is more effective in schools where people follow a 
leader who empowers them with the knowledge and skills to accept 
responsibility for and make a commitment to stop bullying and to improve 
the overall school climate.

Effective leaders set a tone and standard for how all members of the 
school community treat each other. They are able to tap into people’s 
moral purpose and get their commitment to keep students safe and able to 
learn.

MY STORY: A WINNING COMBINATION

When I look back at my time as principal, I realize that our school was 
practicing bullying prevention long before we knew it was bullying pre-
vention. Our goal was to develop a positive school environment for the 
“whole child.” As a school leader, I directed my efforts to create a support-
ive learning environment for everyone. As a result of this philosophy, when 
we became more aware of bullying as a problem, our school was ready to 
add specific bullying prevention practices to what we were already doing.

My experience of combining effective leadership practices to create a 
positive school climate with specific bullying prevention practices was like 
the commercial showing how Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups were created: 
two children, one eating peanut butter and other eating chocolate, happen 
to collide. They discover just how good the combination of peanut butter 
and chocolate taste. I discovered how the best practices of leadership and 
bullying prevention were a perfect fit and how they enhanced each other. 
I stayed at our school long enough to see the long-term positive results of 
this winning combination.
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ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK: THE WILL/THE 
SKILL/THE FOLLOW THROUGH

This book describes how the integration of bullying prevention and effec-
tive leadership can meet the daily challenges of stopping bullying and 
improving the quality of learning in the school.

Bullying in schools is a complex and elusive problem that can resist 
many of the traditional approaches to solving school problems. The inte-
gration of effective bullying prevention and school leadership consists of 
three interdependent elements: the Will, the Skill, and the Follow Through. 
Understanding how these elements work together should help school 
leaders address bullying in an organized way and avoid the temptation of 
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a quick fix or simple solution. This book is organized into three sections 
with each chapter describing the specific aspects of the essential elements.

 • The Will: The commitment and determination to make school a safe 
place for students to learn to their full potential. The will entails 
knowing what it takes to address the problem and learning what is 
required to get the job done.
{{ Chapter 1 describes the elusive nature of bullying and the difficulty 

that adults have in seeing it, hearing it, and understanding it.
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{{ Chapter 2 explains how bullying prevention requires a moral com-
mitment from staff and why this is often hard to get.
{{ Chapter 3 describes how bullying is an adaptive problem requiring 

an approach that differs from traditional approaches to school 
problems.
{{ Chapter 4 explains how the concept of mindset can be applied to 

bullying prevention and compares the difference between a crim-
inal justice mindset and an educational mindset.

 • The Skill: The decisions, strategies, and processes that can facilitate 
the necessary change for effective bullying prevention.
{{ Chapter 5 emphasizes how important it is for school leaders to 

closely examine how they use their power and authority.
{{ Chapter 6 discusses the possible misdirections of bullying preven-

tion and how school leaders can guide the school community in 
the right direction.
{{ Chapter 7 explains the importance of working with a diverse small 

group of members of the community to set direction and guide 
the efforts of the school.
{{ Chapter 8 describes the role of data in decision making and various 

ways of collecting data, interpreting it, communicating it, and 
using it for goal setting.
{{ Chapter 9 explains the importance of understanding child and 

human development and how to work with students instead of 
just trying to control them.
{{ Chapter 10 builds on the understanding of what we know about 

students and describes the type of educational approach that will 
empower them as bystanders and prepare them as leaders in the 
21st century.

 • The Follow Through (Infrastructure): The structures, routines, and pro-
tocols to put in place to sustain and enhance the progress made in 
bullying prevention.

{{ Chapter 11 offers a set of guiding principles for creating the condi-
tions for all members of the community to become leaders. Specific 
leadership practices are offered to support these conditions.
{{ Chapter 12 reviews the requirements and mandates that schools 

must follow. It offers resources for finding programs and practices 
that have been used effectively in schools.
{{ Chapter 13 describes the approach to discipline that supports a 

comprehensive, principle-based approach to bullying prevention. 
It offers specific guidelines for supervising, responding, and inter-
vening with bullying incidents.
{{ Chapter 14 examines bullying prevention beyond the school build-

ing. Guidelines are offered for how to respond to parental com-
plaints and how to communicate with parents of students suspected 
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of bullying. It analyzes and offers ways to address the unique 
problems of bullying on the school bus and in the digital world.
{{ Chapter 15 discusses the issues related to maintaining, sustaining, 

and enhancing bullying prevention efforts over time. Specific 
recommendations are made for how to integrate bullying preven-
tion into the curricula, routines, procedures, and customs of the 
school.

WILL AND SKILL: DYNAMICALLY LINKED

Many schools begin their bullying prevention efforts with a high degree of 
enthusiasm and energy, but after a while, things seem to return to status 
quo. Other schools are highly organized and faithful to whatever program 
they select yet fail to see much, if any, progress. In the first scenario, the 
school might have had the will to address bullying but lacked the skill to 
channel that will into plans and strategies. In the second scenario, the skills 
and strategies were in place, but because people didn’t have the will to 
address the problem, little progress was made.

I recall presenting our staff a video clip from the 20/20 program that 
showed a young child having his toy ripped away from him on the play-
ground (Goodman, 2002). After the meeting, our staff asked me to find 
specific practices or programs that would help us prevent that type of 
incident from ever happening at our school. We had the will to stop bully-
ing, and we went looking for something to give us the skill to stop it.

This book is designed to help school leaders understand how these 
two elements work together and to decide where to direct their initial 
efforts. The matrix below illustrates the different types of situations that 
can arise in a school depending on the level of will and skill present.

The Follow Through (Infrastructure) element can be present regardless of 
the degree of will and skill but will only be meaningful and fulfill its pur-
pose when a high degree of will and skill are both present. 

GOALS AND PURPOSE OF THE BOOK

There are many other readily available excellent resources (many of which 
I refer to in the book) that can provide accurate, thorough, and important 
information about bullying prevention. School leaders are encouraged to 
consult and use these excellent resources. I refer to research findings about 
bullying but only in the context of how that knowledge can be applied to 
specific leadership practices and strategies. This book is based on the 
premise that content knowledge alone about the topic of bullying is not 
what is lacking in bullying prevention efforts. This book is a guide for 
using this knowledge to change the hearts and minds of the school com-
munity to take effective action in addressing bullying.
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Table Intro 1 Skill–Will Quadrant

 • People follow rules and 
procedures because they 
have to but often don’t 
know why or how the 
practice works.

 • People resent having more 
things to do, so bullying 
prevention becomes just 
another mandate.

 • People can question the 
need for the program or 
practice.

 • After a while, people 
wonder why they don’t 
see any improvement.

 • Passive resistance can 
settle in.

 • People see the problem of 
bullying in a larger context 
of school climate.

 • Members of the 
community commit to 
learning together about the 
problem and what works.

 • Community strengthens as 
a result of working 
together to address the 
problem.

 • Data are collected from 
multiple sources and used 
for decision making.

 • Students become educated 
not just about bullying but 
about how to be more 
responsible to each other.

 • People sustain their efforts 
because they see progress 
and feel a difference.

•	 People generally think that 
things are OK. 

•	 Bullying is not seen as a 
problem for their school—
other schools have the 
problem.

•	 Schools stay committed to 
using traditional 
approaches and adjust 
them by increasing 
penalties for those who 
break the rules.

•	 “Ignorance is bliss.”
•	 School is surprised when 

the damage of persistent 
bullying is revealed.

•	 People understand the 
problem and the urgency 
of doing something but are 
unclear of how to invest 
their time and energy.

•	 Decisions can be made 
hastily without careful 
planning and without data.

•	 Resources can be wasted 
on speakers or assemblies 
that are supposed to 
inspire people to change, 
yet people eventually 
return to old habits.

•	 People can get frustrated 
when they don’t see 
progress. (Hopes are 
dashed.)
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This book is also not a compendium of research and practice on effec-
tive leadership. I share how I put theory into practice in my twenty years 
as a school administrator. I offer whatever wisdom I gained from many 
years of trial and error and just trying my best every day.

My primary goal and purpose is to get the reader to think a little dif-
ferently about schools and the problem of bullying. It is based on the 
premise that people in schools can get stuck in ways of thinking and acting 
that prevent positive and creative solutions to problems. Thinking, how-
ever, does little good unless it is wedded to action. My goal is to support 
thoughtful action that is followed by reflection and adjusted action.

This book does not tell, nor should it tell, school leaders what to do, but 
it rather points them in the right direction and nudges them to get started 
with others at their side. Its main message is that school leaders cannot do 
it alone; they must join with others to learn about the problem and to lead 
together.

I have also tried to provide sticky ways of understanding the key con-
cepts of bullying and school change. By “sticky” I mean analogies, acro-
nyms, short memorable phrases, and stories that people are more likely to 
remember and use in their day-to-day practices. I urge the reader to use 
any or all of my stories, analogies, or phrases as often as needed—it is all 
for a good cause.

CHAPTER ACTIVITIES

I have provided activities for the group meetings that school leaders typi-
cally plan and facilitate. The activities can be used for any type of group: 
students, staff, parents, and any combination of these groups. I leave it to 
school leaders to decide what activities fit their particular school commu-
nity. Most of these activities are designed to get people to think a little 
differently about things and to share their thinking with each other. They 
are meant to be springboards for further discussion followed by specific 
plans and actions.

I deliberately made generous use of video clips since they are effective 
ways to gain people’s attention and to touch their emotions. Change is not 
an intellectual experience but must involve touching people’s hearts and 
minds. School leaders must tap into both to get the type of commitment 
needed to address the problem of bullying.

DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS

When I refer to bullying in this book, I am using a combination of these 
two similar definitions. I added the second one to emphasize the social 
nature of bullying.



8 No Place for Bullying

Definition 1

Bullying is when someone repeatedly and on purpose says or does 
mean or hurtful things to another person who has a hard time defending 
himself or herself (Olweus, 1993).

Definition 2

Bullying is a relationship problem in which an individual or a group 
uses power aggressively to cause distress to another (Pepler, 2007). Accord-
ing to Morrison and Marachi (2011)

 • The child who bullies is learning to use power and aggression to 
control others.

 • Bullying occurs repeatedly over time rather than a single act of 
aggression.

 • The child who is victimized becomes trapped in an abusive relation-
ship and needs help to stop the bullying. 

School Climate

I refer frequently to school climate or school culture in the book. This 
definition of school climate includes the concept of culture.

School climate refers to the character and quality of school life. It is 
based on the patterns of people’s experiences of school life and reflects: 
norms, goals, and values; interpersonal relationships; teaching, learning, 
and leadership practices; and organizational structures (Pickeral, Evans, 
Hughes, & Hutchinson, 2009). 

The two concepts are very similar and are interrelated: school culture 
is what a school believes and values, and school climate is how it feels as 
a result of how those beliefs and values are practiced.

BULLYING PREVENTION AS  
AN OPPORTUNITY

Being a school leader is a demanding and at times an almost impossible 
job. With bullying, school leaders are often the first people blamed for the 
problem and its consequences; they are the last to get help and support. 
Although I am retired as an active principal, I still devote my time and 
energy to providing support to the unsung heroes of education: school 
leaders.

All educators should stand together with the goal of making school a 
safe place for all students. I hope that this book will help school leaders 
get started in the right direction and use this problem of bullying as an 
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opportunity to renew the school community’s passion and commitment 
to improving the lives of our students.

When passion comes alive—when it turns out to be a powerful 
driver—it is in situations where we actually accomplish something 
of high moral value, which in turns energizes us to do even 
more . . . It is the being in the moment of a successful endeavor that 
fuels passion, not the dreaming of it . . . The establishment of new 
practices and experiences galvanize passion. This is the essence of 
the change leader: the capacity to generate energy and passion in 
others through action. (Fullan, 2011a, p. 23)

I hope that this book can help school leaders do what I know they want 
to do: make schools safe places for learning.




