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Most children are exposed to teasing and bullying at 
some point during their elementary years. Wellesley 
College studies have shown that as many as 3 out of 4 
students have been bullied by the time they leave middle 
school. When we think of bullying we often imagine a 
"tough" child physically intimidating a smaller or younger 
child. However, this is not always an accurate perception 
of who a bully or victim may be or of what bullying 
actually entails. 

What do we mean when we use the term "bullying"? 
Bullying is any unwanted, intentionally negative behavior 
that occurs repeatedly over time. We often see it in two 
forms; direct bullying and indirect bullying. The first 
refers to actual out-right physical attacks. Indirect bully
ing, however, refers to more subtle forms of behavior such 
as the spreading of rumors, exclusion, and intentional 
social isolation. Both forms reflect an abuse of power and 
cause feelings of helplessness in the victim. 

But what do children who are subjected to bullying do 
once the attack occurs: Surprisingly, few children actually 
report the incident to an adult. Too often they feel as 
though they will not be supported by the adults around 
them. Many times the victim is encouraged to "work it 
out" on his or her own without being given any sugges
tions of how to go about doing this. It is important to 
recognize that adult intervention is necessary to prevent 
further bullying; children cannot be expected to handle the 
problem themselves. 

There are many ways in which we, as adults, can help 
children deal with a bully. The first is to emphasize the 
importance of telling an adult when there is a problem. It 
is also important that we teach children the difference 
between tattling and telling. Let children know that 
tattling is telling an adult something in order to get 
someone else in trouble. Telling, however, is talking to an 
adult to let them know that something is wrong. It is also 
important that we, as adults, recognize these differences so 
as to ensure that we do not simply dismiss the child's 
concerns as a simple tattle. In doing this we can help 
bullying victims feel more confident that when they reach 
out to an adult for help, their concerns will be listened to 
as well as attended to. 

Teaching children what to do as the victim or by
stander of bullying is only one step in solving the problem. 
How can we prevent bullying to begin with? One way is 
to teach children effective problem solving skills. By 
encouraging children to verbalize their feelings, we teach 
them to use their words to solve problems with others 
rather than physically threatening those with whom they 
are having a problem. 

"Using your words" however, can often be hard for 
some kids when emotions are running high. Another 
important tool to prevent physical bullying is to teach 

children to recognize the physiological signs their bodies 
give off when they are angry. When children feel their 
heart rate increase, their breathing quickens, and their 
faces flush, they can begin to regain control of the situation 
by following a few simple steps. Taking a few deep 
breaths, counting to ten, or thinking relaxing thoughts can 
help children calm down enough to keep them from 
impulsively hurting another person. 

It is also important that we teach children values such 
as kindness and empathy. In doing this we help kids 
recognize that their actions can affect how others feel. 
When they begin to relate to the feelings of others, chil
dren may be less likely to engage in behaviors such as 
exclusion or intentional isolation (indirect bullying), as 
they begin to consider how they would feel as the victim 
of such behavior. 

We all work hard to make sure the children in our 
lives are happy and safe. By listening as well as respond
ing to their concerns and feelings, we can help children 
effectively deal with bullying behavior and perhaps help 
prevent the behavior from ever happening at all. In doing 
that, we may help children enjoy their school experience 
just a little bit more. 


