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the david m athews center  is a 501 (c) 3 non-profit 
organization that works with citizens who want to make positive, innovative 
decisions that lead to action in their communities on issues that concern them. 
The Center works to encourage sustainable community practices that are aimed 
at building and preserving a healthy democracy. We do this through signature 
programs such as Alabama Issues Forums, Teachers’ Institute, Coaching 
Community Innovation Workshops, and the Jean O’Connor-Snyder Internship. 
We take a non-advocacy, non-partisan approach to facilitating the important 
work that citizens must do to maintain a civic environment that promotes 
engagement. The Center honors the life and work of David Mathews, a native 
of Grove Hill, Alabama and President and CEO of the Kettering Foundation in 
Dayton, Ohio. Our offices are in Montevallo, Alabama, on the American Village 
campus, an institution with which we share a passion for educating the next 
generation of citizens.

OUR  M ISSION
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after moderating approximately 100 public forums 
on bullying across the state of Alabama, I have dis-

covered that the issue is truly complex. Citizens struggle 
to find a common definition for the behavior, punishments 
and policies vary throughout school districts, and young 
people are fearful of reporting bullying because they do not 
want to face retaliation from their tormentors. Regardless 
of the complexity of bullying, it is unquestionably a public 
issue that concerns citizens in schools, communities, and 
work environments across the state. But, as with many 
other difficult public issues, citizens often find 
themselves asking, “What are we going to 
do about it?”

The David Mathews Center for Civic 
Life (DMC) is a non-profit, non-partisan 
organization that works with citizens 
to answer that question. Specifically, 
we work with Alabamians to name and 
frame difficult public issues, deliberate 
on those issues in public spaces, and 
uncover common ground for public action. 
Often, we explore these democratic practices 
through a statewide signature program entitled Alabama 
Issues Forums (AIF).

Over the past four years, Mathews Center staff 
and interns have engaged Alabamians on difficult 
public issues through AIF. During each yearlong fo-
rum series, we work alongside community part-
ners across the state to convene, moderate, and re-
cord forums on one issue of public concern. At each  

forum, neutral moderators prompt deliberation using a 
unique issue framework; recorders outline the themes; 
and participants complete post-forum questionnaires. 

Throughout AIF 2012 – 2013, Alabamians explored bul-
lying. In 44 counties across the state, thousands of citizens 
came together and talked through possible solutions to 
the issue, while weighing tradeoffs and possible conse-
quences. Often, common ground emerged, and, in some 
circumstances, citizens made decisions and took action. 

The following report provides a comprehensive sum-
mary of AIF 2012 – 2013. Throughout the text, 

we examine the three approaches includ-
ed in the framework, identify and explore 

themes and common concerns, report 
on citizens acting publicly, summarize 
questionnaire results, and acknowl-
edge our amazing forum conveners.

It  is nearly impossible to summarize 
AIF 2012–2013 in a sentence or two, 

but one phrase does seem to highlight 
the overarching theme of the forum series: 

Common Ground.
Alabamians may not agree on every unique aspect 

of bullying, but they do seem to commonly care about 
the impact the behavior is having on young people and 
communities. With that being said, let’s continue to pay 
attention to the ways that Alabamians are making deci-
sions, working together, and building on common ground 
to address bullying in communities across the state.

COMMON 
GROUND

Chris McCauley, Executive Director
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 about our part ic ipants 1
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1,005 fem ales

ethn ic it y

4,500 
PART IC I PANTS

1 Demographic information gathered from completed post-forum questionnaires. In total, approximately 
1,600 Alabamians completed the demographics section of the questionnaire.

cit izen part ic i pat ion more 
than quadrupled in 2012–13.

61.9%

63.2%
1,051 younger than 17

11.7%
194 bet ween 18–30

12%  
199 bet ween 45–64

10.5%  
175 bet ween 31–45

2.6%  
43 older than 65

619 m ales

616 afr ican-a mer ican 38%
59 as ian-a mer ican 3.6%
79 h ispan ic 4.9%
38 nat ive-a mer ican 2.4%
741 caucas ian 45.8%
86 other 5.3%

38.1%
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1

2
APPROACHES  TO 
ADDRESS ING  THE 
BUL LY ING  ISSUE

emphasizes setting high standards for student 
conduct and encourages principals, schools, and 
school districts to provide tougher consequences 
for bullying. The approach lists several possible 
solutions and actions, including implementing zero-
tolerance policies, stationing additional police officers 
in schools, and developing strict punishments to 
communicate that bullying is unacceptable. 

Forum participants across the state concurred 
that “we must deem bullying unacceptable,” and 
that “consistent consequences are very important.” 3 
Many citizens considered zero-tolerance policies 
for bullying ineffective, though, stating that zero-
tolerance policies tend to be “reactive” solutions 
that simply relocate bullying from the school to the 
community and cyberspace. A desire to address the 
“root of the problem” led many forum participants to 
ask, “How can we be more proactive?”4 

From September 2012 – February 2014, thousands of citizens 
across the state participated in Alabama Issues Forums 
(AIF) on the bullying issue. Alabamians gathered in public 
spaces to share their concerns about bullying, talk through 
multiple approaches to addressing the issue, weigh costs 
and tradeoffs, and identify common ground for taking action. 
Regardless of geographic and demographic differences, 
forum participants concluded that “kids are hurting,” and 
“we’ve got to do something.” 2 

Neutral moderators and recorders prompted deliberation 
using a unique issue guide entitled Bullying: What is it? How 
do we prevent it? The guide contains an in-depth essay that 
helps to name the bullying issue, as well as three approaches 
to addressing it. While talking through the three approaches, 
citizens often shared similar concerns and action ideas. 

get tough 
on bully ing

06
2 Forum participants, North Birmingham Library forum and Tallapoosa County forum.
3 Forum participants, Birmingham Education Foundation forum and Cullman forum.
4  Forum participants, Oxford forum and Lawrence County forum.
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2
equip students to address bullying 

concentrates bullying prevention efforts on educating students about the issue. Approach Two highlights 
strategies for creating supportive and enriching school cultures that equip students to report bullying and respond 
appropriately when they experience or witness the behavior. 

Many forum participants explored creative reporting strategies, awareness-raising efforts, and role-playing 
exercises. “Students are our biggest ally…if we equip them,” voiced a citizen in Enterprise. Youth forum 
participants shared that they feel best equipped to address bullying when awareness and prevention efforts are 
conducted in small groups, tailored to the unique cultures of their particular schools. Often, young participants 
noted that personal stories and testimonials from bullies and victims make the issue real for them. 

engage the community and 
parents in bullying solutions
asserts that bullying has long-term effects on the community. It asks parents to assume 
greater responsibility for addressing bullying and advocates involving civic groups and 
businesses in bullying awareness efforts. Approach Three encourages community-based 
mentoring, character education, cyberbullying prevention efforts, and other programs that 
reinforce positive behavior and combat bullying. 

Approach Three resonated with many forum participants. “The community should get 
involved,” asserted a Birmingham citizen, adding that “teachers and principals can’t do 
the job we put on their shoulders.” According to many citizens, unless parents and the 
community discourage bullying and reinforce positive behavior at home, anti-bullying 
programs will be largely ineffective. Forum participants concluded that “it takes a village” to 
effectively address bullying. 5

075 Forum participant, Avondale Library forum.



 EMERGING
 THEMES

AIF 2012 – 2013 reached communities throughout the state, helping citizens to 
uncover diverse opinions and concerns regarding the bullying issue. Although 
every deliberative experience was unique, a number of common themes emerged. 
Using detailed recorded notes, post-forum questionnaires, and high quality audio 
recordings, forum moderators and recorders identified the following key themes – 
themes that connect with what individuals commonly hold valuable.
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“Parents are the most influential role models [in a child’s life],” commented a forum participant in Franklin County. 
Moving one step further, many Alabamians stated that schools have little hope of eliminating bullying in the school if 
parents and guardians do not reinforce at home that bullying is unacceptable. “What you see at home, you bring to 
school,” related one young citizen in Montgomery. Participants across the state echoed a Baldwin County citizen’s 
statement that parents “should be [on] the frontline” in addressing bullying. 

Although participants generally agreed that parents need to actively work to 
address bullying, they also agreed that engaging parents can be challenging 
and controversial. During several deliberative discussions, participants 
suggested developing and implementing classes to equip parents to address 
bullying and bridge the cyberbullying “knowledge gap.” Although this idea 
received broad support, some citizens quickly noted that parents have very 
little free time for attending such classes. Calhoun County citizens suggested 
accommodating parents with demanding schedules and busy lives by finding 
ways to “go to them.” For example, citizens in Anniston and Alexander City 
developed ideas for sharing information on bullying at sporting events and 
school performances. Forum participants in Birmingham shared similar 
concerns and ideas, suggesting that schools should work to coordinate 
more events and programs on the weekends rather than on weeknights. 

parents 
should 
be  on the 
frontl ine in 
address ing 
bully ing.

involve parents
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“You don’t know what these kids are going through at home,” remarked a participant at a Birmingham forum. 
Citizens across the state commonly shared similar concerns – noting that root causes cannot be adequately 
addressed through punishment alone. According to many forum participants, root causes of bullying vary 
considerably and often point to deep, systemic issues. 

Forum participants advocated school-based counseling and 
community-based mentoring programs for students who face 
difficult situations outside of the school environment. As forum 
participants often noted, communities and schools cannot solely 
focus on the victims. Although victims must be protected and 
assisted, bullies must also be given attention and help. According 
to many citizens, if we work to engage young people in deep 
and meaningful ways, we may begin to better understand the 
deeper root causes that motivate bullying behavior. If we identify 
and work to understand these causes, we may then devise 
strategies for addressing them.

Throughout many of the forums, participants expressed a desire for a common definition of bullying. 
Specifically, a Conecuh County forum participant asked, “[When] does it go from kidding to joking to bullying?” 
Some participants expressed concern that bullying has become a “buzz word” that students and parents may 
misapply to non-bullying situations. If random playground spats and one-time acts of aggression are treated 
as bullying, participants fear that confusion may arise when teachers and administrators apply consequences. 
According to many, consistency in addressing bullying begins with a clear definition. 

Most forum participants agreed that each community must work together to craft a common definition of 
bullying. Citizens also shared ideas regarding community-wide character education and empathy building. 
Residents in Choctaw County talked through strategies for sharing Stephen Covey’s “The 7 Habits of Highly 
Effective People” using local newspapers, community organizations, parent associations, and faith-based 
groups. By sharing Covey’s “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People,” these citizens hope to create a “common 

bullies must 
also be given 
attention 
and help.

address root causes

define bully ing 
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language” for talking through acceptable behavior in the community. Other communities sought creative outlets – 
including videos and skits - to highlight the differences between bullying, harassment, and peer conflict.

Several forum participants believe that citizens in their communities are unfamiliar with the definition, types, and 
effects of bullying. As a result, a Montevallo educator remarked that “(raising) awareness is the first thing we have 
to do.” Many Alabamians shared stories highlighting bullying behavior in the workplace, higher education, and the 
community - illustrating that the issue impacts people outside of the K - 12 school walls.

Forum participants would like to see additional awareness efforts on bullying actively implemented in schools, 
workplaces, and communities. Multiple ideas were explored throughout the forums, and common ground was often 
uncovered. The following is a list of action ideas discussed at forums:

• implement educational segments on bullying during professional development trainings 
• design and distribute posters on bullying throughout communities 
• conduct social media campaigns on good cyber-citizenship
• invite speakers with personal experience (both as victims and bullies) to schools and workplaces.

In nearly every forum, young participants shared their common fears 
of being labeled a “snitch” and facing retaliation if they report bullying. 
Upon reflecting on the forum series, AIF moderators and recorders noted 
that students commonly held one primary thing valuable: feeling safe 
and secure after reporting a bully. “The threat of the bully turning on them 
[reporters/bystanders] is so daunting,” related a citizen in Cullman. 

Forum participants spent a great deal of time deliberating through 
potential options for safe, anonymous reporting strategies in schools 
and the community. A Jefferson County participant discussed the need 
to “empower the bystander to report bullying.” Citizens discussed bully 
boxes, online reporting platforms, and cell phone texting strategies. One 

students 
commonly held 
one primary 
thing valuable: 
feeling safe and 
secure after 
reporting a 
bully.

r aise awareness

report bully ing
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6  Forum participant, Walker County forum.

underlying theme connected all of the suggestions: anonymity. 
Although common ground emerged during discussions around the issue of anonymous reporting, tradeoffs 

also were identified. Some participants cautioned that utilizing anonymous systems may result in cases of 
false reporting and misdirected punishments. Several Alabamians pondered the following question: “How can 
we accurately investigate every anonymous report of bullying behavior?” Often, administrators and teachers 
identified a potential cost of misallocated time for unnecessary investigations, but, in general, they were willing 
to accept that cost.

“[Bullying] happens everywhere,” and the behavior “affects all of us,” stated a citizen in Foley. Most AIF 
participants agreed with the participant, noting that the community has a responsibility to address bullying. 

Ideas for new programs and initiatives - as well as opportunities to build on existing community-based 
efforts - emerged in nearly every forum. Forum participants discussed community awareness campaigns, 
community-wide film screenings, and collaborative community-based programs. Numerous forum participants 
advocated working with faith-based groups to address bullying because “churches reach a lot of people no 
one else reaches.”  6

regardless  of the approach advocated, 
forum part ic i pants in every count y 
concluded that com munit ies  must 
act ively  work to address bully ing.

engage the communit y
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At the beginning of every forum, citizens reviewed the “Nine Types of Bullying” outlined by the Olweus 
Bullying Prevention Program. While reviewing the list, both young people and adults identified cyberbullying 
as the most unique and concerning type of bullying. Personal stories shared by citizens characterized 
cyberbullying as a pervasive issue that causes some young people to feel as if bullying is “inescapable.” As a 
citizen in Colbert County noted, “Cyberbullying has intensified bullying tremendously.” 

A substantial number of forum participants advocated parental monitoring of children’s social media accounts 
to combat cyberbullying. While deliberating on the prospect of parental monitoring of their children’s social 
media presence, young participants weighed significant 
tradeoffs. In considering a level of monitoring that would 
include the sharing of their social media passwords, 
students recognized that they would need to give up some 
of their privacy and freedom. They expressed frustration 
with the idea; however, after working to understand what 
they hold deeply valuable, several students became willing 
to give up some freedom in order to feel more secure and 
safe.

In addition to monitoring strategies, citizens supported 
community classes for parents on cyberbullying and 
harassment taught by law enforcement officials. Forum 
participants also discussed implementing courses for 
students on good “Cyber Citizenship” – courses that would 
emphasize the long-term impact that social media posts 
may have on a young person’s career and life.

combat cyberbully ing 

both young people 
and adults  ident i f i ed 
cyberbully ing as the most 
un ique and concern ing 
t ype  of bully ing.
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IMPACT
Public forums are often categorized as events that 

focus solely on conversation and discussion. 
Although discussion drives deliberative forums, the real work 
is centered on decision-making. Alabama Issues Forums 
are not simply occasions to sit around and talk about a 
problem in the community; instead, they are opportunities 
to make decisions and take action on difficult public issues. 
Throughout the bullying forum series, concerned citizens 
worked together, made decisions, and turned talk into action.

In October 2012, participants at a Birmingham Public 
Library forum identified common ground around raising 
awareness on the bullying issue. As a result, librarians 
within the Birmingham Public Library System distributed 
eye-catching posters with information on bullying to branch 
libraries across the city. 

In early 2013, Jean O’Connor-Snyder Interns from Troy 
University engaged citizens on their campus and in their 
community in a series of AIF bullying forums. Following the 
forums, a group of citizens from the university, two local school 
districts, and the area mental health association launched a 
Bullying Awareness Week to start a countywide conversation 
on the issue. As a result, Troy University graduate students 
facilitated deliberative discussions on bullying at every 
middle school in Pike County; university students attended 
a screening of the Bully documentary; community members 
ran a 5K to raise awareness on the issue; and 150 citizens 
participated in a public forum to deliberate on next step 
actions for addressing bullying in Troy and Pike County.

Following a bullying forum and moderator development 
workshop in fall 2013, school counselors from Marion County 
Schools convened follow-up bullying forums with several 
educators in the county school system. After uncovering 
common ground, forum participants made decisions, and 

14



As we collectively reflect on Alabama Issues Forums 2012 – 2013, we encourage you to continue 
exploring common ground for action with your fellow citizens. We are certain that new ideas and 
actions will emerge across the state, and we look forward to sharing your stories on our website 
(mathewscenter.org). 

In addition to sharing your stories, DMC will continue to provide AIF 2012 – 2013 issue books 
and supporting resources for free download on the DMC Resources webpage (mathewscenter.org/
resources). 

We look forward to working better together as we continue to deliberate, take action, and learn 
alongside each other in communities across the state.

stay ing connected

educators and citizens are now working in Marion County to raise awareness on the bullying issue through informative 
newsletters and newspaper articles.

After making decisions together at a bullying forum, citizens in Selma organized a summit on bullying in September 
2013 for students, educators, social workers, parents, and community members. Drawing hundreds of Dallas County 
citizens, the summit focused on equipping young people and adults to effectively address bullying in school and the 
community. 

In Auburn, Mathews Center staff worked with administrators and teachers at Drake Middle School to engage sixth 
grade students in a school-wide bullying forum series in Fall 2012 and Fall 2013. Over 1,200 students participated in 
the forums, building habits for deliberation on future issues. 

As a direct result of bullying forums and moderator workshops, many educators across the state utilized Bullying: 
What is it? How do we prevent it? to continue engaging students and parents on the issue. Through several direct 
requests, the Mathews Center distributed over 1,000 issue guides to schools and school districts across the state. 

Bullying: What is it? How do we prevent it? is poised to impact citizens around the nation. In 2013, institutions and 
groups in Virginia and Massachusetts used the issue guide to engage students and citizens on the bullying issue. As 
a result of increased interest outside of Alabama, the National Issues Forums Institute recently adapted the Mathews 
Center’s issue guide for a national audience.

15



QUEST IONNAIRE  RESULTS
At the end of every Alabama Issues Forum on bullying, staff and interns distributed a post-forum 
questionnaire. The questionnaire encourages deeper reflection and prompts participants to think 
through difficult tradeoffs. In total, approximately 1,700 forum participants completed the questionnaire 
from September 2012 to February 2014. The following results reflect the responses:7

Schools should equip students to report 
bullying EVEN IF assertive actions by 
victims could bring on greater torment from 
bullies who may still view “reporting” as 
“tattling” or “snitching.”

The community and parents should 
engage in bullying solutions EVEN IF 
doing so requires more time and energy 
from parents and community members.

69.7% stro n gly agree

 20.6%  s o m e w h at ag re e

 3.3%  s o m e w h at d i sag re e

 2.0%  s tro n g ly d i sag re e

 4.4%  u n su re

 23.2%  s o m e w h at ag re e

 10%  s o m e w h at d i sag re e

 9.8%  s tro n g ly d i sag re e

 5.4%  u n su re

Parents should monitor their children’s cell 
phone and internet use at home and promote 
acceptable policies for using social media and 
the internet at school.

PTA and community groups should conduct presentations about 
bullying in meetings to develop greater awareness about the 
complexities of the bullying issue.

Civic groups and businesses should take some of the burden off of 
schools by addressing bullying in meetings and service projects through 
mentoring and character education programs.

43% 
s tro n g ly 

ag re e

35% 
somewhat 

ag re e

9.7% 
somewhat 
disagree

6.8% 
unsure

5.5% 
strongly 
disagree

51.6% 
strongly 

agree

 21.9%  s o m e w h at ag re e

 4.1%  s o m e w h at d i sag re e

 1.7%  s tro n g ly d i sag re e

 5.8%  u n su re

53  som e w h at d i sag ree,  24 s tro n g ly d i sag ree,  95 u n su re 67  som e w h at d i sag ree,  34 s tro n g ly d i sag ree,  150 u n su re

1074 
strongly agree

916 
strongly agree

444 
some what 

agree

514 
some what 

agree

16 7  The results are not based on a random sample of the public.



 
314  s o m e w h at ag re e

42  s o m e w h at d i sag re e

11  s tro n g ly d i sag re e

78 u n su re

Schools  should create a culture of mutual 
respect by encouraging peaceful solutions 
and peer mediation programs.

All school personnel should be 
educated about the root causes 
of bullying and be taught how to 
serve as role models for promoting 
positive interactions.

1224 s tro n g ly ag ree

Schools should institute tougher consequences 
for bullying in student codes of conduct to 
communicate that bullying is unacceptable.

23.8% 
s o m e w h at 

ag re e

5.2% 
s o m e w h at 
d i sag re e

2.1% 
s tro n g ly 
d i sag re e

3.9% 
u n su re

Schools should ensure that a parent is present when an administrator is addressing 
the situation if his or her child has been accused of bullying, or has been bullied.

60.4% 
strongly 

agree

28% 
somewhat 

agree

4.4% 
somewhat 
disagree

2.2% 
strongly 
disagree

5% 
unsure

 21.9%  s o m e w h at ag re e

 4.1%  s o m e w h at d i sag re e

 1.7%  s tro n g ly d i sag re e

 5.8%  u n su re

66.5% 
strongly 

agree

65% 
s tro n g ly 

ag ree
Police officers should be stationed in each school to reinforce 
that bullying and violence have severe consequences.

878 
strongly agree

480 
some what agree

178  some what d isagree,  105 stro n gly d isagree,  86 u nsu re
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CONVENERS 

DMC works with a growing network of citizen-conveners to organize AIF forums in 
public spaces across the state each year. Conveners bring together diverse people 
and groups in their communities to do the hard work of citizenship: making decisions 
and acting together. AIF conveners are concerned citizens and organizations that 
donate their time and energy to engage their fellow citizens in meaningful ways. 
We are grateful for their dedication to Alabama’s civic health, and we look forward 
to continuing our work together.
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A+ Education Partnership

A.G. Gaston Boys and Girls Club

Alabama Cooperative Extension System

Alabama Possible

Alabama Public Television

Alabama State Department of Education

Alexander City Schools 

Auburn University College of Liberal Arts

Barbour County Youth Leadership

Birmingham Council of PTAs

Birmingham Public Library System

Birmingham National Issues Forums

Bridge Builders of Alabama

Calhoun County Schools

Children’s Policy Council of Jefferson County

Chilton County Cooperative Extension

Colbert County Cooperative Extension

Collinsville High School

Collinsville Public Library 

Conecuh County Cooperative Extension

Cullman County Cooperative Extension

Dallas County Cooperative Extension

Desert Island Supply Company

Drake Middle School

Francis Marion High School

Franklin County Cooperative Extension

Hale County Cooperative Extension

Junior League of Birmingham

Lauderdale County Cooperative Extension

Laurel Oaks Behavioral Health Center

Lawrence County Cooperative Extension

Lowndes County Cooperative Extension

Macon Citizens Camp

Marengo County Cooperative Extension

Mobile County Coalition Against Bullying

Monroe County Cooperative Extension

Monroeville Middle School

Opelika City Schools

Operation Military Kids

Parnell Memorial Library

Perry County Cooperative Extension

Pickens County Cooperative Extension

Phenix City Housing Authority

Sparks Consulting

St. Clair County Cooperative Extension

Sumter County Cooperative Extension

Summerville Baptist Church

Talladega County Cooperative Extension

Truman Pierce Institute

Tuscaloosa City Schools

Tuskegee Youth Safe Haven

University of Montevallo Social Work Department

Walker County Cooperative Extension

Washington County Public Library

Washington County High School

Washington County Youth Leadership

Wilcox County Cooperative Extension

W.S. Neal Middle School

YWCA Central Birmingham

YouthServe Birmingham

Leigh Akins

Melanie Allen

Kristin Boggs

Merry Brazzelle

Emily Brogden

Tiffany Brown

Carol Bush

Julie Caine

Steven Carson

Katernia Cole

Dawn Dixon

Katrina Easley

Angie Eddings

Audrey Ellis

Synithia Flowers

Cathy Gassenheimer

Mitzi Gates

Elysa Gordon

Elizabeth Hamlin

Matt Hartzell

Beverly Helm

Laurel Hitchcock

Sallie Hooker

Myeisha Hutchison

Ed Jeffres

Donna Jones

Jennifer Kilburn

Sandi Lee

Katanga Mants

Ceceilia Mills

Callie Nelson

Margaret Odom

Steve Pace

Charles Robertson

Jessica Ross

Kristina Scott

Rachel Simpson

Ann Sirmon

Tyrone Smith

Curtis Sparks

Peggy Sparks

Pam Stenz

Fran Stewart

Carolyn Sutley

Lillis Taylor

Donna Thomas

Melissa Thompson

Guy Trammel

Josine Walter

Debra Ward

Jennifer Wilkins

Susan Williams

Willie Williams

Karen Winn

Stephen Woerner

inst itut ions & organiz at ions

ind iv iduals
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