Bullying:  What Happens When Kids are Mean
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Bullying is probably one of the biggest buzzwords on school playgrounds these days … and for good reason.  It happens far too often.  Even here, in our “nice” suburban schools, kids can and will be mean to each other … just ask your children if they’ve ever felt teased or left out or can think of someone in their class who has felt that way. 

The statistics about bullying are pretty sobering.  Did you know that …

· Parents of both bullies and victims are usually unaware of the problem because the victims don’t report it.

· Most bullies pick on more than one child at a time.

· Although boys may get more physical, girls and boys are verbal bullies in equal numbers.

· Bullying begins in the early grades and reaches a peak in sixth through eighth grades.  

· Chronic bullies maintain their behaviors into adulthood.

As adults, we need to be aware that the effects of bullying – or just plain being mean – can be long-lasting and devastating.  

What is bullying?

Bullying can include both physical and verbal behaviors – hitting, kicking, teasing, name-calling, gossiping, threatening, sending nasty notes and emails, or excluding from a group. The key component of bullying, however, is that it occurs repeatedly over time, and that it involves an imbalance of power.

Yes, boys tend to be more aggressive and direct.  And girls use what is known as relational aggression – those little “looks that could kill” and nasty rumors that can make girls feel so left out.

These are some of the characteristics of bullies:

· Need to feel powerful and in control

· Seem to have little empathy

· Seem to have poor control of their aggressive tendencies

· Seem to get satisfaction from inflicting injury and often feel justified

Why are kids so mean to each other?

There can be many reasons.   One might be that children are angry, frustrated or having trouble resolving a conflict.  They may be insecure or jealous.  They may have abusive peers.  They may be from homes where they get negative feedback or are taught to strike back to handle their problems rather than peacefully resolve them.  They may be influenced by violence on TV or simply lacking in good role models.

Kids will often pick on other kids who are different or who just don’t fit in, or kids who are anxious or seem less likely to defend themselves.  Of course, if statistics are correct, almost ALL children will experience another child being mean to them at some time or another.  

The fact that bullying most often takes place where supervision is limited – on the playground, in hallways, in the bathroom, in the lunchroom, on the way to and from school – makes it all the more important for us, as adults, to give children the tools they need to help themselves.

What can we do to help our children?

· If you think your child is being bullied, ask him/her.  Remember that some kids don’t tell.  They may feel ashamed or embarrassed or think they should be able to handle the problem themselves.  Or they may feel that if their parents intervene, things will get worse.  Stay calm and be patient.

· Understand that teasing/bullying is very stressful, so don’t minimize how serious it is.  Telling a child that a) “it’s no big deal,” b) “it happens to everyone” or c) “it’s your problem, so get in there and fight” can make a child feel terribly alone.  Calling the bully’s parents to complain usually doesn’t work and can result in your child being called a tattletale.

· Brainstorm solutions with your child.  If kids can see bullying as a problem to be solved rather than something inevitable, they begin to see themselves as having the power to change the situation.  And remember, kids are more likely to carry out their own ideas than those of others.

· Contact your child’s teacher.  Request a private meeting (not with other kids around) and ask for the teacher’s observations as well as his/her help in monitoring the situation.  Be sure there are specific consequences in place for bullying.

· Spend time with your child.  Listen to what’s going on, know your child’s friends, encourage your child to talk about his/her feelings.

· Help your child develop bully-resistant skills.  A little role-playing on what to do if and when your child is confronted by a bully can go a long way to building confidence.
What if your child is the bully?  Again, listen, don’t blame, but make it clear that bullying is NOT okay.  Talk with your child’s teachers and ask them to keep you informed.  Apply reasonable consequences for bullying behavior.  Monitor the TV your child watches and limit violent video and computer games.  Help your child practice positive ways to handle anger, frustration and conflict.  Encourage good behavior.  Let your child know you won’t give up on him/her!

What can children do to help themselves?

1. Ignore the bully (walk away, count to 10, stay calm, say “I’m not going to let this get to me”).  This isn’t always easy, especially for those who are younger, shy, sensitive or hot-tempered.  But it can work, especially if parents give a lot of praise and support.

2. Be assertive.  Helping your children to stand up for themselves can help them feel more powerful.  Standing up straight, looking the bully in the eye, and speaking firmly are all tactics that they can practice with you.  

3. Stick with friends.  Bullies are more likely to pick on kids who are alone, so making and keeping friends is a big plus.  Presenting a united front is one way kids can use friendship to stop others from teasing or bullying them.

4. Get help from an adult.  Kids always want to know – when is telling tattling?  It helps to be specific about what situations require assistance.  Most kids are more comfortable going to an adult at school if there is a process that guarantees anonymity.  Often if teachers are made aware of a situation, they can stop it the next time it happens.

What the school can do

In addition to anti-bullying policies, we’re doing more and more bullying prevention programs in the classroom – and it’s never too early (or too late) to start working with children on how to create and maintain a safe, secure, bully-free environment.  If you hear that your child has had a presentation on bullying, talk with them about it.  Encourage them to use the skills they are learning.  Use this as an opening to find out how things are going for them with their peers.

Some books you might find helpful

What To Do When Kids Are Mean To Your Child by Elin McCoy  (tips for both parents and kids)

Your Child:  Bully or Victim?  Understanding & Ending Schoolyard Tyranny by Peter Sherars

Odd Girl Out:  The Hidden Culture of Aggression in Girls by Rachel Simmons

Why is Everybody Always Picking on Me:  A Guide to Handling Bullies (for young readers but good for parents, too)
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