Bullying
What Families Need to Know
What is bullying?
Bullying is aggressive behavior that is intentional and that involves an imbalance of power or
strength. Typically, it is repeated over time. A child who is being bullied has a hard time defending himself or herself.
Bullying can take many forms, such as hitting or punching (physical bullying); teasing or namecalling (verbal bullying);
intimidation using gestures or social exclusion (nonverbal bullying or emotional bullying); and sending insulting
messages by e-mail (cyberbullying).

What Causes Bullying?
There is no single or simple “cause” of bullying behavior. Research clearly suggests that personality characteristics and a
student’s tendency toward aggressive behaviors, combined with physical strength or weakness (in the case of boys) are
important risk factors of bullying in individual students.
In addition, environmental factors such as attitudes, routines, and behaviors of important adults (in particular teachers
and administrators) play a major role in determining whether bullying will appear in a classroom or a school. The attitudes
and behavior of peers also play critical roles.

What are the effects of bullying?
Bullying can have serious consequences. Children and youth who are bullied are more likely than
other children to:
•
•
•
•
•

Be depressed, lonely, anxious;
Have low self-esteem;
Be absent from school;
Feel sick; and
Think about suicide.

Do children report bullying to their
parents?
Children frequently do not tell their parents that they are
being bullied because they are embarrassed, ashamed,
frightened of the children who are bullying them, or afraid
of being seen as a “tattler.” If your child tells you about being
bullied, it has taken a lot of courage to do so. Your child needs
your help to stop the bullying.

What do you do if your child is being bullied?
1. First, focus on your child. Be supportive and gather information about the bullying
•

Never tell your child to ignore the bullying.
What the child may “hear” is that you are
going to ignore it. If the child were able to
simply ignore it, he or she likely would not
have told you about it. Often, trying to ignore
bullying allows it to become more serious.

•

Don’t blame the child who is being bullied.
Don’t assume that your child did something to
provoke the bullying. Don’t say, “What did you
do to aggravate the other child?”

•

Listen carefully to what your child tells you
about the bullying. Ask him or her to describe
who was involved and how and where each
bullying episode happened.

•

Learn as much as you can about the bullying
tactics used, and when and where the bullying happened. Can your child name other children or adults who
may have witnessed the bullying?

•

Empathize with your child. Tell him/her that bullying is wrong, not their fault, and that you are glad he or she
had the courage to tell you about it. Ask your child what he or she thinks can be done to help. Assure him or her
that you will think about what needs to be done and you will let him or her know what you are going to do.

•

If you disagree with how your child handled the bullying situation, don’t criticize him or her.

•

Do not encourage physical retaliation (“Just hit them back”) as a solution. Hitting another student is not likely
to end the problem, and it could get your child suspended or expelled or escalate the situation.

•

Check your emotions. A parent’s protective instincts stir strong emotions. Although it is difficult, a parent is
wise to step back and consider the next steps carefully.

2. Contact your child’s teacher or principal
•

Parents are often reluctant to report bullying to school officials, but bullying may not stop without the help of
adults.

•

Keep your emotions in check. Give factual information about your child’s experience of being bullied including
who, what, when, where, and how.

•

Emphasize that you want to work with the staff at school to find a solution to stop the bullying, for the sake of
your child as well as other students.

•

Do not contact the parents of the student(s) who bullied your child. This is usually a parent’s first response, but
sometimes it makes matters worse. School officials should contact the parents of the child or children who did
the bullying.

•

Expect the bullying to stop. Talk regularly with your child and with school staff to see whether the bullying has
stopped. If the bullying persists, contact school authorities again.

3. Help your child become more resilient to bullying
•

Help to develop talents or positive attributes of your child. Suggest and facilitate music, athletics, and art
activities. Doing so may help your child be more confident among his or her peers.

•

Encourage your child to make contact with friendly students in his or her class. Your child’s teacher may be able to
suggest students with whom your child can make friends, spend time, or collaborate on work.

•

Help your child meet new friends outside of the school environment. A new environment can provide a “fresh
start” for a child who has been bullied repeatedly.

•

Teach your child safety strategies. Teach him or her how to seek help from an adult when feeling threatened by a
bully. Talk about whom he or she should go to for help and role-play what he or she should say. Assure your child
that reporting bullying is not the same as tattling.

•

Ask yourself if your child is being bullied because of a learning difficulty or a lack of social skills? If your child is
hyperactive, impulsive, or overly talkative, the child who bullies may be reacting out of annoyance. This doesn’t
make the bullying right, but it may help to 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.

•

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.

How do you work with your child’s school to solve the bullying problem?
If your child tells you that he or she has been bullied or if you suspect your child is being bullied, what
can you do?
•

Keep a written record of all bullying incidents that your child reports to you. Record the names of the children
involved, where and when the bullying occurred, and what happened.

•

Immediately ask to meet with your child’s classroom teacher and explain your concerns in a friendly, non
confrontational way.

•

Ask the teacher about his or her observations:
•
•
•

Has he or she noticed or suspected bullying?
How is your child getting along with others in class?
Has he or she noticed that your child is being
isolated, excluded from playground or other activities
with students?

•

Ask the teacher what he or she intends to do to investigate
and help to stop the bullying.

•

If you are concerned about how your child is coping with
the stress of being bullied, ask to speak with your child’s
guidance counselor or another school-based mental health
professional.

•

Set up a follow-up appointment with the teacher to discuss progress.

•

If there is no improvement after reporting bullying to your child’s teacher, speak with the school principal.

•

Keep notes from your meetings with teachers and administrators.

How do I know if my child might be a bully?
If one or more of the items below applies to your child, he or she may need your help to correct the selfdefeating and potentially lifelong patterns of bullying behavior. The more statements that apply, the
more serious the issue of bullying may be for your child.
•

Doesn’t care about hurting others’ feelings

•

Shows disrespect for authority and rules

•

Shows disrespect for the opposite sex and people of different racial, ethnic, or religious backgrounds

•

Enjoys fighting

•

Believes “everything should go my way”

•

Won’t admit mistakes or fear

•

Lies frequently to get out of trouble

•

Deliberately hurts pets or other animals

•

Doesn’t trust others

•

Uses anger to get what he or she wants

•

Displays an attitude of superiority over other children

How do I help my child stop bullying behaviors?
Home is the best place for children to learn the values and attitudes necessary for healthy peer relationships. Children
look to their parents as role models for appropriate behavior and attitudes. Positive social skills aren’t so much taught as
they are “caught” when children observe them in practice in their parents’ behavior,

What are bullying prevention programs?
•

Bullying happens in every school, but with an effective bullying prevention program, bullying can be reduced.
If your child is being bullied, chances are that there are other children in the school who are having similar
experiences.

•

If your school does not have official anti-bullying policies or an active bullying prevention program, work with
other parents and your school officials to develop one.

Resources:
BullySafeUSA – Bullying Prevention Program www.bullysafeusa.com
Kansas State Department of Education www.ksde.org. “Bullying”
Olweus Bullying Prevention Program www.olweus.org
Stop Bullying Now – Take a Stand Lend a Hand – Bullying Prevention Program www.stopbullyingnow.hrsa.gov
The Parent’s Book about Bullying: Changing the Course of Your Child’s Life Author: William Voors

For more information please contact the Kansas Parent Information Resource Center
at 1-866-711-6711 or visit our website at www.kpirc.org

