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A few weeks ago my grandson entered kindergarten. He came home those first days filled with excitement. He loved his teacher,
had met some new friends, and enjoyed learning. The next week, however, things changed. He came home several days in a row
talking about the boy who was hitting him and the other children. Mason had encountered his first bully.

Bullying is not just children being children or a rite of passage that all of us must go through. It is a serious problem that can have
long-lasting effects for victims and bullies. A report released by the U.S. Secret Service concluded that bullying played a significant
role in over two-thirds of school shootings. According to Dan Olweus of the National School Safety Center, students identified as
bullies by the age of eight are six times more likely to become involved in criminal behavior. One recent study concluded that an
estimated 160,000 children miss school everyday in America due to fear of attack or intimidation by other students. Bullying is no
longer a minor issue but a major concern.

What is bullying? It is not the occasional name calling or a shove on the playground. Bullying is the intentional and persistent
physical, emotional, or verbal abuse of another child or teen. Today, a definition of bullying must include electronic or cyberbullying.
Sites like MySpace and YouTube are the new playgrounds for bullies. Text messaging, emails, and cell phone calls are also used
by cyberbullies.

Dr. Sherryll Kraizer, author of The Safe Child Book and 10 Days to a Bully-proof Child, characterizes the child who is habitually
cruel, overbearing, or intimidating. She states that bullies are often children who have been bullied or abused themselves. They
may be children with poor social skills who don't fit in, or children who can't meet the expectations of their families or schools. In
addition, some children and teens exhibit bullying behaviors because their parents model those behaviors or because they are have
been negatively affected by violent media images. Also, bullies are bullies, at times, simply because they choose to be bullies.

What are the results of bullying? Students who are the targets of bullying often experience extreme fear and stress. They may fear
going to school or riding the bus. They can be afraid to go certain places at school, such as bathrooms. They may exhibit physical
symptoms of illness and may not be able to concentrate on schoolwork. In some cases, victims become withdrawn and may need
mental health counseling. In a few cases, teen suicide has been associated with bullying.

Bullies are also affected in negative ways. If bullying is allowed to continue, it can lead to more serious offences such as sexual
harassment. One study has shown that bullies are at even greater risk of suicide than their targets. Researchers have also found
that bullies often carry out acts of domestic violence later in life.

Bystanders can also be deeply affected by bullying. These children may feel angry and helpless because they don't know what to
do. They can worry about becoming a target themselves. They may feel guilty for not taking action. Some are persuaded to try
bullying themselves if they see that it brings a sense of status or power.

What should parents or guardians do when they suspect that their child is the victim of bullying? First, they should control their own
initial responses. Parents may feel the need to protect their child by confronting the aggressor. They may feel embarrassed and
want their child to toughen up, to get in there and fight back. Neither of these approaches is particularly helpful.

If parents determine that their child is being bullied, they should assure the child that they view the situation seriously and that action
will be taken. Parents should teach their child how to respond to a bully in assertive but non-threatening ways. They should also
help their child understand that walking away and reporting to an adult is OK. Role play is a very valuable tool in teaching a child
how to respond to a bully. Rehearsing various scenarios and responses provides children with real skills they can use to defuse a
bully encounter. Parents should also encourage their children to stay in a group, as bullies rarely attack when outnumbered. If the
bullying persists or results in physical harm, parents should contact teachers or other appropriate officials and ask what actions
will be taken to assure their child's safety. Parents must remember that the worst thing they can do is nothing.

Bullying is a growing problem and requires the attention of anyone who supervises children. When dealt with in proactive and
positive ways, children can feel safe and confident, and bullies can change, avoiding more serious problems in the future. Parents
must make sure that they model Christ, guard their children from the influences of violent media, and train their children in the ways
of the Lord. Remember, when you need God's wisdom, it is always available through His Word and through prayer.



