By Dodi Haug 

Submitted by Sara McGregor-Okroi

Community Prevention

Susie has been having a lot of headaches and stomachaches and doesn’t want to go to school…Johnny  has been coming home with torn clothing and damaged books…Gretchen just doesn’t feel like eating anymore…what is going on?  These kids are displaying some of the warning signs that they may be the target of bullying behavior.

What is bullying?  It is an aggressive behavior that involves unwanted and negative actions.  It is a pattern of behavior that is repeated over time.  And it involves an imbalance of power or strength.  It can take on many forms.  There is verbal bullying which includes derogatory comments and bad names which is common among both boys and girls.  Bullying through social exclusion or isolation and through spreading lies and false rumors is most common among girls.  Another common form of bullying is physical such as hitting, kicking, shoving and spitting or having money or other things taken or damaged.  Bullying can happen through threats or forcing another student to do something they don’t want to do.  There is also racial and sexual bullying.  The form of bullying that has been making the news lately is cyber bullying.  This is done through cell phones or other forms of technology.  Cyber bullying is often times crueler because the person doing the bullying doesn’t have to see their “victim’s” face.

The effects of bullying can leave permanent scars on children and parents alike.  It is very important that parents and school personnel work together to address the issue of bullying.  If you are a parent of a child who is being bullied, you must focus on your child by being supportive and gather all the information that you can about what is happening.  It’s imperative that you empathize with your child to let him/her know that it is not their fault and let them know you are glad they confided in you.  It is also very important to keep your emotions in check and don’t criticize your child for how they handled the situation and never encourage retaliation.

After you have gathered all the information from your child, you should contact the child’s teacher or principal.  As parents we are sometimes reluctant to report bullying to the school, but we need to realize that without other adults, the bullying may not stop.  When you contact school personnel, stick to the facts about your child’s experience including who, what, when where and how.  It may be your first instinct to want to contact the parents of the student who bullied your child.  However, by doing so may make matters worse.  You should leave this to the school officials.  You must expect that the bullying behavior will stop.  If it does not, you must become the squeaky wheel that keeps reminding people there is a problem. 

The last thing that you should do is help your child become more resilient to bullying.  You can do this by getting your child involved in different activities to help develop talents and positive attributes of your child.  This may help your child to become more confident among his/her peers.  Encourage friendships with other students. You can do this by working with the teacher who may suggest other students whom your child could spend time with or collaborate with on work.  You can help your child meet new friends outside of the school environment.  This new environment could provide a “fresh start” for a child who has been bullied repeatedly.

You should also teach your child safety strategies.  Teach him/her how to seek help from an adult when feeling threatened. Discuss whom he or she could go to for help and role-play what he should say.  Teach your child that reporting bullying is not the same as tattling.

As a parent, you will need to ask yourself if your child is being bullied because of a learning difficulty or lack of social skills.  Sometimes when a child is hyperactive, impulsive, or overly talkative the child who bullies may be reacting out of annoyance.  This does NOT make the bullying right, but may help explain why your child is being bullied.  If your child easily irritates people, seek help from a counselor so that your child can better learn the informal social rules of his or her peer group.

Remember, home is where the heart is.  Make sure your child has a safe and loving home environment where he or she can take shelter, physically and emotionally.  Always maintain open lines of communication with your child.

October is National Bullying Prevention Month so take the time to talk to your child about bullying in general and if he/she sees it happening at school.  You can find more information at the following sites that were used for this article: www.olweus.org and www.stopbullyingnow.hrsa.gov.   Other resources can be found at www.bullyfreesd.wikispaces.com, www.bullyinginfo.net and www.pacer.org. 

