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- When Teasing

Crosses the Line

Helping your child cope with bullying isn't easy, but don't give up

BY PEGGY J. NOONAN

RACIBAKER'S SON, Mason, was 8

when the bullying started. Other

kids called him “fatty,” “tubby”
and other ugly names. They made jokes
about his husky-boys-sized clothes.
Although the Noblesville, Ind., mom
was sure her son was not really fat,
she feared her perspective might be off
because she had been through a battle
with obesity herself (and won), so she
checked with his doctor to be sure. He
said Mason was in the 95th percentile
on all measures but he was healthy.

Sure, he was on the big side but not fat,
the doctor said. He was just fine.

But Mason wasn't fine. The bullying
not only didn’t stop, it escalated. She
went to his teachers looking for help.
Instead, she says, they accused her
of contributing to Mason’s “weight
problem” by bringing unhealthy foods
into the home.

Worse, they shared their opinions
with Mason. “It brought him to tears,”
Traci says. So, not only was he getting
attacked by his peers, now the toxic

Bullying affects
some 27 percent of
middie school students and

h school
students, according to the
American Psychoanalytic

Association.

behavior was coming from adults.

Teachers accused her of being an
overprotective mom, of reading more
into the situation than was really there.
But Traci knew her son and could see
the toll the taunting was taking on
him. She asked school counselors for
some kind of intervention, but they
offered no support. Finally she gave up
on the school and arranged for outside
counseling. Mason needed guidance to
rebuild his self-esteem and to learn how
to walk away from tormentors.
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It took a long time. Mason is now 12
and the counseling “is slowly starting
to help him,” Traci says.

Bullying is an ugly fact of life,
experts say. It's part of human na-
ture—not a good part, but ubiquitous,
says Dr. Joseph Hullett, a psychiatrist
and senior medical director of
clinical strategies for Optum-
Health Behavioral Solutions.
It can happen in any
community, anywhere,

percent of middle school
students and 16 percent
of high school students,
according to the
American Psychoanalytic
Association.

It takes many forms:
PHYSICAL BULLYING is
easy to recognize. When a child or a
group of children hits, kicks, pushes or
does other physical harm to someone
they see as weaker, it’s obvious they're
picking on the victim.

VERBAL BULLYINGis just as bad as
physical bullying, and sometimes
worse. When victims are subjected to
name-calling, taunting and teasing, it
is just as painful.

CYBERBULLYING is less visible but is
increasing because “the Internet offers
a veil of secrecy,” says psychologist
Erica Lander, former director of
mental health services at a Montefiore

Cyberbullying is
Bullying affects some 27 ''the biggest and
‘most sinister
type of bullying
we are seeing
today."
— COLLEEN LOGAN

Medical Center school-based hospital
clinic in New York. And these attacks
are more intense and more severe
because cyberbullies have no fear of
consequences, adds Lander.

Cyberbullying is “the biggest and
most sinister type of bullying we are
seeing today,” says Colleen
Logan, a bullying expert and
private practice counselor in
Dallas. Bullies’ “hateful,
hostile, mean and
painful words and im-
ages” constantly assault
the victim on email,
Facebook or Twitter. The
torment is “no longer
limited to school or the
playground,” she adds,
“and kids can no longer
escape it in the safe
haven of home.”

Some children are so overwhelmed
by the relentless attacks that they
sometimes resort to extreme mea-
sures, even suicide. They'd rather die
than face one more day, she says.

Fortunately for Traci Baker, her
son is recovering from his bullying
episodes. She offers this advice to
other parents: Stay aware. Notice
when your child is feeling down and
talk about it. You know your child
better than anyone else. If he/she
needs help, don't stop “pushing back”
until he/she gets it.

Resources

STOPBULLYING.GOV, a federal government website

BULLYING —IT'S NOT OK, American Academy of Pediatrics
healthychildren.org/English/safety-prevention/. at-play/Pages/Bullying-fs-Not-Olcaspx

DEALING WITH BULLIES, KidsHealth from Nemours
kidshealth.org/kid/grow/school_stuff/bullies.html

HELPING KIDS DEAL WITH BULLIES, KidsHealth from Nemours
kidshealth.org/parent/emotions/behavior/bullies.html

TAKING A STAND AGAINST BULLYING, National Institute of Child Health &

Human Development

www.nichd.nih.gov/news/resources/spotlight/ 092110-taking-stand-against-

bullying.cfm

What Can YouDo?

How can you help your child cope if he or
sheis bullied? Here's what the experts and
parents we spoke with recommend:

TAKEIT SERIOUSLY. Bullying is not “just
roughhousing” or “just kids being kids." It
leaves deep scars. When adults remember a
time when they were bullied, even aslong as
50 years ago, their feelings remain intense,
says Dr. Joseph Hullett of OptumHealth
Behavioral Solutions, "It's like post traumatic
stress disorder,"” he says. The American Psy-
choanalytic Association says the conse-
quences of being bullied include depression;
substance abuse; serious psychiatric, medical
and health problems; and even suicide.

TALK WITH AND LISTEN TO YOUR CHILD.
Don't assume he'll telf you that he's being
bullied. Research shows that only 50 percent
of bullied kids tell their parents, and most
parents have noidea this is happening, says
Colleen Logan, a private practice counselor in
Dallas.

KNOW YOUR CHILD. Is he or she behaving as
normal? If not, find out what's wrong. When
your child feels safe and trusts that you will
listen, she will open up. Ask what she thinks
should be done and work together to find a
way to solve the problem or get help.

LISTEN WITH AN OPEN HEART. Kids may
feel ashamed because they couldn't stop the
bullying or didn't stand up for themselves

as they think they should have, says Hullett.
Some children may not realize it's wrong. It

-may seem like anormal part of their group's

culture, and they just happen to be the target
of the day.

RECRUIT A TEAM. “One child cannot stand
up onhis or her own and stop bullying

from occurring,” says psychologist Erica
Lander. There has to be “a shift in the school
comimunity,” and children and aduits must
feel empowered to work with others “to
geateaculture of respect.” Try to get parents,
=achers, counselors and othersinvolvedin a

Serouseffort to stop bullying—in allits forms.
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