Understanding the Needs of the Bullied Child and the Bully

Introduction

In this supplement, Dr. Brendan Byrne outlines the nature of bullying, factors that influence bullying behaviour, and the role of the guidance counsellor in helping the child who is a victim of bullying and also helping the bully. A useful reference list of books on the subject is given, plus contact details for organisations and a list of useful websites.

One of the most important human needs is the need for inclusion. The bullied child and the bully are no different in relation to this need but their experience of school certainly is. The worst part of bullying is the loneliness. One adult I spoke to recalled the following about his time in school. 

“When I went into secondary school I found it difficult to adjust to the new situation. By second year I was being subjected to name calling with a mental or obscene connotation- ‘Weirdo’, ‘Queer’, ‘Mental’. I found it disturbing and distressing. I began to internalise and personalise these things.  Over a period of time, my mind stopped working, just as if somebody had taken the power out of it. My energy went - physically, mentally, every way. Eventually, I became locked into a role. I was perceived as freakish, peculiar, queer. I began to play their game, to give them what they expected. My self –confidence and self-esteem were so badly affected that I began to doubt myself. I was so distressed, traumatised and hurt that I was rendered literally 

speechless about what was happening to me. I felt wounded. I used to cry and cry on my own at home and even on holidays. I felt like someone was beating down on my heart with a hammer.”

A girl of 17 described how this kind of situation could evolve -

“The bully is a highly strategic person. Using h/her tactical methods h/she is able to locate the victim’s Achilles heel and hammer home on this. In the case 

of mental bullying, the bully lowers the self-esteem of the victim, and that 
makes him/her feel worthless. Speaking from personal experience, even if the bullying stops, the victim still carries the mark being extremely self aware and self-critical.”

Bullying – What is it?

Consider the following descriptions of bullying.

· Bullying is repeated aggression, verbal, psychological or physical, conducted by an individual or a group against others. (Guidelines on Countering Bullying Behaviour in Primary and Post Primary Schools, 1993).

· Bullying is an abuse of power.

· Bullying is the breaking down of a person.

It is important to keep a sense of balance in any discussion of bullying behaviour. There will always be name-calling, slagging and teasing. However when the line is crossed it can be devastating for the person affected by it. The age-old excuse “ We were only messing “need s to be constantly challenged especially in schools. The behaviour becomes bullying when the same person or persons are repeatedly on the receiving end of negative attention, against their wishes, but are unable to stop it. A combination of the three descriptions will cover all aspects of this behaviour.


What makes a person a victim or a bully?

I believe the following factors need to be taken into account in discussing whether or not an individual will be bullied:


Vulnerability 


Reaction

In considering what may increase a person’s level of vulnerability I would include the following risk factors:

1. Physical characteristics.

2. Personality traits.

3. Family background.

4. Changes in family circumstances.

5. Atmosphere in the school.

The factor, which can be altered most readily in school, is the atmosphere. Prevention is always better than cure. In the case of bullying we need to give individuals and groups the confidence and strategies to be able to deal with bullying. People who bully need help to find an alternative way of behaving.

The reaction to negative behaviour will be crucial in determining whether it will be repeated. Almost everybody will be tested from time to time but not everybody will be bullied. The Guidance Counsellor has an important role in helping the bullied child to develop strategies.

It is now generally accepted that bullying is a learned behaviour. If aggression, either physical or verbal is the norm at home, that behaviour is likely to be modelled. It is my belief that the impact of verbal aggression is often underestimated. Children receiving negative messages about themselves may displace these feelings by bullying somebody weaker and more vulnerable than they are. In discussing why some people bully there is a danger that a difficult home background will always be used to explain the behaviour. This is not always so. Jealousy is one of the main causes of bullying. Finally, a major complication in dealing with bullying behaviour is that people can be both bully and victim, depending on the circumstances- the so called ‘bully-victim’.

The Role of the Guidance Counsellor
Too often in schools in the past there was a perception that it was the role of the guidance counsellor to deal with almost all students involved in bullying situations. However, more recently there has been a realisation that a whole school approach to dealing with bullying brings the best results. This implies that all members of the school community – students, teachers, non-teaching staff, and parents work together to prevent this behaviour. Ideally, there should be a written school policy developed as a result of collaboration and communication between all parts of the school community.  The parents and the student body should be aware of the school’s approach to bullying (i.e. the relevant procedures and sanctions). 

Prevention should be a major part of the policy. While we will never eradicate bullying from schools, it is possible to reduce the likelihood that it will occur by actively involving the students. This can be done through the development of class charters of behaviour and mentor programs where older students act as a support for the younger ones to ease the transition from Primary to Secondary school. We also need to look at the pastoral care program in the delivery of modules to prevent negative behaviour. This can be based on written and video material now available. 

In the context described above, the guidance counsellor would work with students most severely affected by bullying behaviour be they bullies or victims. 

This is best done in consultation with class teachers, form tutors, the principal and the deputy principal. This depends on effective communication between the guidance counsellor and the parties previously mentioned. It is vitally important that teachers originally involved in a case where the guidance counsellor is involved in counselling the student get feedback on progress or lack of progress. This makes the teacher feel part of the process.

If the school is viewed as a community its members have rights and responsibilities. In relation to bullying, the victim has a right to freedom from bullying behaviour and the bully must be made to take responsibility for his/her actions. Discussions with the bully and the victim can enable the counsellor to work towards achieving this. The bullies and the victims may need help on an on-going long-term basis. 

The investment of time on the part of the counsellor is immense. If too many people are to be helped the system will soon become overloaded. The counsellor should deal with the more serious cases.

Helping a Child who is a Victim of Bullying Behaviour

A child who is being bullied needs to be listened to in a supportive way. Space to talk about the situation and the attendant feelings need to be available. Sufficient time should be set aside to elicit and validate feelings.

Assure the child that the problem lies with the bully. This helps to remove the guilt that many people feel when they are bullied. It can help to ask the child: “Did you ever wonder why that person feels the need to call you names/jeer you/hit you? Would h/she treat you like that if s/he felt good about h/herself? Perhaps h/she is jealous of you”.

Low self-esteem can be a major factor in being bullied. A child can be helped to develop self-esteem in the following ways outlined below.

Getting involved in as many activities as possible both in school and outside. It does not really matter what the activity is. The intention should be to meet a range of personalities in a range of settings. 

Martial arts and self-defence can be very useful activities if the intention is right i.e. to become assertive rather than aggressive.

I place a lot of emphasis on developing assertiveness because I believe that if a person is anxious and nervous in their head it shows in their body language and even their voice. The usual advice given to a person being slagged or called names is either to ignore it or answer back. Unless it is ignored with confidence, the hurt can show all over a person’s face or in their body language. Answering back without the verbal facility to do so can provide an even bigger laugh for the perpetrators. A good approach is to say to the person being bullied:
“When it starts tomorrow, I want you to turn around and pick out the one who does it worst of all. Stand very firmly on the ground and get your head and shoulders up and briefly look at the person and show on your face the expression “ I heard that and I don’t like it”. Don’t look angry and don’t stare because this may give them the excuse to say, “What are you looking at?” Decide then whether or not to stay or walk away”.
A lot of young people will say that they don’t have the confidence to do this. The guidance counsellor can help by role playing the situation with them or encouraging them to develop more positive body language at home. The simple technique of looking at their own face and eyes in a mirror can be beneficial. The bully thrives in a situation where their negative behaviour goes unchallenged. Assertiveness can break the cycle.

Self-consciousness about appearance can make a person vulnerable to bullying. The guidance counsellor can reassure and help a person feel good about their appearance. The same is true about perceived lack of ability – academic or otherwise. In addition to academic ability there is a need to highlight all the other abilities people may have - musical, sporting, artistic.

Simple visualisations may also help. In a negative situation imagining a wall all around their head can block hurtful comments/insults out. Similarly it is necessary to live in the present and not to dwell on what happened yesterday and what may happen tomorrow.

If a person has been bullied for a period of time they may become very isolated. 

Confidence may be affected to the point where the student stops making any effort to remain part of the group. They may have built a barrier to keep the bully out but they end up keeping everybody else out as well. In time the person may become an easy target and even be described as a ‘loner’. Even former friends may be ignored. The more isolated a person becomes the more vulnerable they are. The guidance counsellor may be able to help the individual to build up confidence again to the point where they will take the risk to reach out to others. It may be necessary to be firm about the fact that it takes an effort and will not be easy. 

Helping the Bully
People bully for different reasons, but the root cause is linked to a sense of power. Some bullies are victims themselves in other situations and attempt to compensate for this by picking on somebody weaker and more vulnerable than they are. Others enjoy the sense of power their behaviour gives them. In a sense their behaviour is gratuitous. It is necessary to give the bully the opportunity to explain why they are behaving like this. They may not even have worked out on a conscious level themselves. 

It is a fact that this behaviour however objectionable to us provides them with a pay-off. 

Because bullying is such a horrible behaviour it is necessary at all times to separate the behaviour from the person and offer alternative ways of behaving. This could include getting the person involved in some school activity or a position where they may enjoy some form of responsibility. It is sometimes the case that the tough, brash, negative behaviour of the bully is masking a weak, fragile, insecure person who has low self-esteem. Speaking in confidence to the guidance counsellor may be the first opportunity the student has had to speak about their real feelings. 

People who bully lack empathy. This enables them to inflict suffering on others without remorse. The guidance counsellor can help such a person to develop a sense of empathy by talking about the effects of their behaviour with the emphasis on feelings. 

In some situations where the guidance counsellor has been working with the bully and the victim it may be possible to bring the two parties together. 

However, this should only happen when the victim wants and agrees to this move and there is no danger of making the situation worse.

Sometimes despite the best efforts of the guidance counsellor there may be no improvement or even deterioration in the behaviour of the bully. In this situation the issue needs to be referred back to the school policy on bullying. It is now once again a disciplinary matter involving sanctions and is part of the whole school approach mentioned earlier.

Useful Contact in Ireland

The Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre, Trinity College, Dublin. 

Tel: (01) 608 2573 / 608 3488

Web: http://www.abc.tcd.ie/ 
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Booklets Available for Purchase

Kidscape: Michelle Elliott, Kidscape, 152 Buckingham Palace Road, London SW1W 9TR, Telephone 00 44 171 730 3300 (send large stamped addressed envelope or international reply coupons for booklets on bullying)

ABC: The Anti-Bullying Campaign, 10 Borough Hill Street, London SE1 9QQ, Telephone 00 44 171 378 1446, Fax 00 44 171 378 8374 (write with stamped addressed envelope international reply coupons)

The Suzy Lamplugh Trust: The Suzy Lamplugh Trust, 14 East Sheen Avenue, London SW14 8AS, Telephone 00 44 181 392 1839, Fax 00 44 181 392 1830 (send stamped addressed envelope international reply coupons for information on booklets and videos about school bullying)

Countering Bullying Unit: Delwyn Tattum, Countering Bullying Unit, University of Wales Institute Cardiff, Cyncoed Centre, Cyncoed Road, Cardiff CF2 6XD, Telephone 00 44 1222 551111 or 00 44 1222 506532, Fax 00 44 1222 747665 (send stamped addressed envelope international reply coupons for information on booklets about bullying in schools and prisons)

Children's Books About Bullying, ed Rosemary Stones, available from Books for Keeps, 6 Brightfield Road, Lee, London SE12 8QF (£5). Also includes clear practical advice from Michelle Elliot (of Kidscape) and a section for teachers on books as part of an anti-bullying strategy

Internet Sites on School or Child-Related Bullying
· Bullying Online & The Anti Bullying Campaign (UK)

www.bullying.co.uk
· Bully On line

· http://www.bullyonline.org/schoolbully/child.htm  

· Bullying at School Information (Scotland)

www.scre.ac.uk/bully/
· Kidscape (UK)

www.kidscape.org.uk/kidscape/
· BullyB’ware (Canada)

www.bullybeware.com/
· No Bully Organisation (New Zealand)

www.nobully.org.nz/
· Anti Bullying Network (Scotland)

www.antibullying.net/
· Bullying – A Survival Guide (UK)

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/com munities/onionstreet/advice/bullying.shtml  
· Maine Project Against Bullying (USA)

http://lincoln.midcoast.com/~wps/against/bullying.html
· Beyond Bullying Association (Australia)

· http://www.connectqld.org.au/asp/index.asp?pgid=19339&id=8213 
· What Children Tell us about Bullying in Schools (Australia) http://www.education.unisa.edu.au/bullying/childtelus.htm
· Miami High School Anti-Bullying Site (USA)

www.onthenet.com.au/~townsend/anti-bullying.htm
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