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PREFACE

Why We Wrote This Book

 Natalie

It was during my first year as a teacher of learning disabled children that I realized how misunderstood children with social skill deficits can be. The kids whom I saw with reading or math difficulties garnered sympathy and lots of instructional support, but the children with social problems were often met with irritation and rejection from both staff and students. And they received little or no help.

One little boy, whom I’ll call Bobby Murphy, really stands out in my memory. One day, it was my turn to be “on duty” as the teacher responsible for dealing with discipline problems at our public elementary school. I’d just gotten back from lunch, when I heard a buzz from the principal’s office. “Bobby Murphy was causing trouble on the bus again,” the secretary said over the intercom. “We’re sending him down for you to deal with him.” I’d heard about Bobby Murphy. Everybody in the school had. The word in the teachers’ lounge was that he was a holy terror—the meanest, toughest kid in the school. I took a deep breath, straightened my spine, and prepared myself to deal firmly with this future hoodlum. When I heard a knock, I strode to the door expecting the worst. What I saw was a skinny little freckled boy with a tear-stained face. The “bad boy of the school” stood trembling in the doorway of my classroom.

I invited Bobby in, and together we began unraveling what had happened on the bus. The story was one that I have heard repeatedly since then. Like many children with social skill deficits, Bobby was totally unaware of his role in causing all the mayhem. He claimed he was “just kidding.” He was mystified by the angry responses he elicited from both adults and children. He was miserable and very much alone.

I’m an educator, a speech therapist, and a learning consultant in private practice. As the founder and director of the Summit Center for Learning, I’ve been leading social skills training groups for more than two decades. I’ve helped hundreds of children learn the Unwritten Rules about how to get along with their peers. Teaching the Unwritten Rules directly gives children like Bobby Murphy the crucial social knowledge that they haven’t managed to pick up on their own. It opens the door to social success for children who have always felt like outsiders.

The flash of understanding that I’ve seen in the eyes of children when they grasp an Unwritten Rule is what inspired me to write this book. I wanted to be able to share with parents the tried-and-true techniques that I’ve used in my groups. I know these techniques work, and I wanted to give parents a chance to dramatically change their children’s lives for the better.

Eileen

My work involves providing psychotherapy to individual children, adults, and families. One of the most common concerns that parents mention is their children’s friendship problems. Just about every child struggles socially at some point. They grapple with being teased, being the odd one out in a threesome, trying to find a buddy to play with at recess, or feeling lost in a new classroom where they don’t know anyone. Although these kinds of problems are “normal,” they can be very painful. As a parent, I can understand my adult clients’ desire to do whatever they can to help their children make and keep friends.

Sometimes social difficulties go beyond occasional glitches to become more enduring problems. Through my work, I know how hurt and lonely elementary school children can feel when they are stuck in the role of “outsider.” When children are rejected again and again by their peers, they generally start to see themselves as unlikable.

This book offers a message of hope. It says that you can help your child learn to get along better with others. Once you understand how and why your child is stumbling socially, you can take steps to smooth the way for him or her. You can work with your child’s personality rather than against it, and help your child grow and develop socially in ways that fit with his or her unique strengths.

As a therapist and a mother, I’ve seen how painful it is for children when they feel like they have no friends. But I’ve also seen how the right kind of coaching can make it possible for children to feel more capable, comfortable, and confident in social situations. Natalie and I wrote this book because we care about children, and we share a commitment to helping children gain the knowledge and skills they need to build fulfilling relationships.


CHAPTER 1

The Unwritten Rules of Friendship: Simple Strategies Every Child Needs to Know

It’s happening again. Your child runs into the house and cries,

“Mommy, nobody wants to play with me.”

“All the kids are picking on me.”

“Nobody likes me.”

Remarks like these break a parent’s heart. You see how crushed your child feels. You worry and wonder, Why don’t the other kids like her? Or maybe you have some inkling that your child is doing something to drive other kids away. You feel frustrated and think, If only she weren’t so shy, or so bossy, or so aggressive, or such a sore loser . . . Mostly, you feel helpless. As much as you’d like to, you know you can’t make friends for your child, and you can’t protect her from teasing or unkind remarks. But you wish there were something you could do to make it easier for your child to get along with others.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF FRIENDSHIP PROBLEMS

Almost every child has trouble with social relationships in some way, at some time. Having an argument with a friend, dealing with teasing, being excluded from a group, and trying to find a buddy in a new classroom are painful but typical childhood experiences. While some kids sail through social situations, weathering these normal friendship glitches fairly easily, others constantly struggle and flounder.

When children have trouble relating to their peers, they suffer. Other kids reject, ridicule, or ignore them. They feel lonely and isolated. Moreover, children rarely just outgrow social problems. Elementary school children who don’t have a best friend tend to become lonely young adults.

Friendship problems are painful and can often lead to far-reaching consequences. If your child has problems with math, he can always use a calculator when he is older. If he is a poor speller, he can rely on a dictionary or the spelling checker on a computer. However, as Dr. Melvin Levine of the University of North Carolina Medical School points out, if your child has social deficits, the effects continue to be crippling long after graduation and in just about every area of life. Problems making friends can persist into adulthood, keeping your child trapped in the role of “outsider.” Social difficulties can also limit your child’s future professional opportunities by compromising his or her ability to work effectively with bosses, clients, and coworkers. Social problems can even interfere with your child’s ability to find a loving spouse, to build a strong marriage, and to raise children.

The good news is that you can help your child learn to get along with others. Using this book as a guide, you can pinpoint your child’s particular social strengths and weaknesses. You can spell out for your child the Unwritten Rules that underlie social situations. With these rules as an essential foundation, you can teach your child the necessary skills for building, sustaining, and repairing friendships.

WHAT ARE THE UNWRITTEN RULES?

Every social interaction is governed by Unwritten Rules. These rules explain how to interpret social cues and how to act appropriately in social situations. They describe the implicit knowledge, the unspoken subtext, that flows like a current through social relationships. They can be as simple as “Greet people you know” or as complex as “In every good negotiation, both sides win something.”

The Unwritten Rules are guidelines rather than restrictions. They make human interactions proceed smoothly and comfortably. Knowing these rules is essential in navigating the social world capably.

Unwritten Rules are culturally based. For instance, in American culture, direct eye contact is expected when conversing with others. It’s a sign of interest, honesty, and sincerity. In other cultures, direct eye contact is disrespectful. Even within the United States, there are variations in the Unwritten Rules. People from New York City tend to speak quickly, whereas a more leisurely pace of speaking is the norm in other parts of the country. In this book, we focus on the rules that seem most critical for children’s relationships, but depending on where you live, you may need to modify them somewhat.

Unwritten Rules are everywhere, in every social situation. In a restaurant, you know to listen politely while the server describes the specials for the evening. That’s an Unwritten Rule. At work, you know that it’s not a good idea to ask the boss for a raise right after she’s chewed you out for missing a deadline. That’s another Unwritten Rule. If you think about it, you can probably come up with hundreds of Unwritten Rules that guide your behavior every day.

These rules are rarely stated, but most people have an intuitive understanding of them. When you get into an elevator, the first thing you do is turn around and face the doors. You probably never had any specific lessons in elevator etiquette, but somehow you learned this Unwritten Rule. If you were to break this rule and remain standing with your back to the doors, people would think you were strange.

The Unwritten Rules of social situations are so ingrained that the idea of breaking them seems peculiar, even laughable. You know that to get the attention of the person in line ahead of you, you should tap her on the shoulder, not pat her on the head. You know never to ask an acquaintance how much money she earns. You know not to describe your hemorrhoids to a stranger.

WHY CHILDREN NEED TO KNOW THE UNWRITTEN RULES

The key factor that determines how smoothly children (and adults) get along with others is whether or not they understand and can follow the Unwritten Rules that guide social relationships. Some children pick up these rules automatically; others are oblivious to them. Like rudderless ships, they easily veer off course in social situations. They come on too strong, or they are too passive, or they stick out in a way that makes others reject them. They are targets for bullies. They feel awkward in groups because they don’t recognize the social cues influencing everyone else’s behavior. They wish desperately for friends but don’t understand the nuances of cultivating relationships. They may feel lonely and isolated, as if they were strangers in a foreign country where they don’t speak the language.

Sometimes children have social problems when they move to a new town or a new school. They may have been getting along fine in their old environment, but suddenly the rules change, and they are at a loss. For instance, if your child recently moved from the city to the suburbs, the rules about how to dress, how to spend time together, and even how to talk may be very different in his or her new community. Also, the kids who knew your child since nursery school may have accepted his or her idiosyncrasies, but new classmates may be less tolerant.

The Unwritten Rules for children are not identical to those for adults. For instance, a firm handshake is essential for adults but irrelevant for children. Asking the age of a new acquaintance is rude for adults but is a friendly overture for children. Making disgusting burping noises is an admirable skill only among boys of a certain age.

The Unwritten Rules that we present in this book are drawn, as much as possible, from research studies of children interacting in ordinary settings, such as camp or the local playground. These observational studies help us understand how socially adept children actually relate to other children so we don’t have to rely on our adult ideas of how children should behave.

Unless they know the Unwritten Rules of social situations, children cannot possibly use social skills appropriately. Teaching children about social skills without placing these skills in the context of Unwritten Rules is like teaching children to sail on dry land. They may learn the mechanics perfectly, but they don’t really understand when and how to use them. What difference does it make if a child has learned to make “I” statements (e.g., “I feel . . . when you . . .”) if she doesn’t understand the rules about which topics are acceptable to discuss in which situations? What good is it if a child can list all the steps in problem solving but doesn’t know that new relationships cannot tolerate conflict? Social skills training tells children how to act. The Unwritten Rules go beyond this basic training by helping children understand social roles and expectations so that they can choose behaviors that fit the situation.

By explicitly teaching the Unwritten Rules of how to get along with others, you can provide your child with essential guidelines for navigating the social maze. You can unveil for your child the unspoken social conventions that everybody else seems to know. You can give your child the knowledge necessary for making and keeping friends.

A WHOLE-CHILD PERSPECTIVE

Our goal in this book is to help each child gain a sense of social comfort and connection in a way that complements his or her own unique personality. We’ve drawn upon research, as well as clinical experience, to come up with vivid and compassionate descriptions of nine prototypical children with friendship problems. These nine children are normal kids who struggle to be accepted by their peers. We highlight the particular Unwritten Rules that each type of child needs to learn, and we offer easy-to-use, targeted suggestions for teaching these rules and enhancing social interactions both at home and at school.

We use a whole-child perspective, which recognizes that children with specific social problems also have corresponding strengths that can be cultivated. The Shy Child can become a good listener and a loyal friend. The Vulnerable Child might acquire a highly developed sense of justice and a special empathy for the downtrodden.

Our whole-child perspective works with rather than against children’s enduring tendencies. Not every child can or wants to become an effervescent Mr. or Ms. Popularity who is the life of every party. And this is fine. A quieter style of relating can also lead to friendship. The Born Leader may always be more comfortable leading than following a group, but she can learn how to temper her take-charge tendencies so that other people respond to her ideas with enthusiasm rather than resistance or resentment. The Different Drummer may always have an offbeat, quirky sense of humor, but learning the Unwritten Rules can help her decide when and how to use that humor.

The brief descriptions of children in the table of contents and the questions at the beginning of each chapter can help you identify which sections of this book are most relevant for helping your child learn to relate well to others. You will probably recognize your child in several different chapters. At the end of each chapter, we list related chapters that you may want to read. Keep in mind that the nine children in this book are composites of the many children we’ve known. We offer these descriptions to help you understand rather than just label your child. Whether your child is having trouble resolving an argument with a friend or even making a friend in the first place, whether your child is painfully shy or a bit rambunctious, this book gives you the tools you need to nurture your child’s social well-being.

HELPING YOUR CHILD RELATE WELL TO OTHERS

Children need friends. Friends are a source of fun and companionship. Building a fort in the backyard is more fun if you have a buddy to help. Friends also help children develop a sense of who they are: “Jason and I both love soccer”; “Karen’s favorite color is purple, but I like yellow.” Children’s friendships are a critical training ground for learning how to get along with other people. When two small girls negotiate who gets to wear the sequined dress and who gets to wear the feather boa, they are learning skills that they will use in all future relationships. Through their friendships, children learn about leading and following, arguing and making up, sharing and feeling empathy.

Having friends helps children feel happy, confident, and connected, but children aren’t born knowing how to build friendships. They learn it. When your child was two years old, she probably played alongside another child without interacting. At three, she probably began cooperative play, working with another child toward a shared goal. At four, maybe she could share or take turns without shrieking.

Now, in elementary school, friendships are more complicated, and the rules governing how to fit in can be subtle. Very young children tend to identify their friends as whomever they happen to be with at the moment, but elementary school children can identify best friends and begin to form bonds. For preschoolers, the key challenges of social relationships usually involve remembering not to hit or snatch toys. Your elementary school child needs much more complex social knowledge and abilities, such as how to blend in to a group, how to behave differently in a beginning versus an established friendship, and how to resolve conflicts.

Each chapter in this book describes specific strategies that address particular social difficulties common among elementary school children (approximately ages six through twelve). We offer many exercises for learning the Unwritten Rules so that you can choose the ones that seem best suited to your child’s needs, interests, and maturity level. You should also keep the following general guidelines in mind while teaching your child to relate well to others.

1. Talk with your child’s teacher.

If your child is having social problems, it is essential that you talk with his or her teacher to get an objective opinion on the matter. Your child might complain, “Everybody hates me!” but the teacher might paint a very different picture. Maybe there is just one particular classmate who squabbles with your child. Maybe your child is generally well-liked but hangs back in group situations. The teacher sees your child “in action” every day and could give you important information about your child’s behavior around other kids. What you see at home may not be typical of how your child acts at school. Your son might be a little chatterbox with the family but completely silent with classmates. Or maybe your daughter is doing something that classmates find off-putting. You need to know the whole picture if you’re going to help your child learn to get along better.

The teacher can also be a wonderful ally in helping your child learn the relevant Unwritten Rules. At the end of each chapter, we feature a section called “The Home-School Connection,” which offers doable suggestions that you might want to discuss with your child’s teacher.

2. Provide opportunities for socializing.

In previous generations, children learned social skills by hanging out with the kids in the neighborhood and by interacting with large and extended families. Today, many parents are too concerned about safety to allow their children to roam the neighborhood unsupervised. Most children have many structured activities and lessons, leaving them less time to simply play with others. Families are generally smaller and more transient, so children have fewer siblings and relatives with whom to practice their social skills. All of this means that it is harder for today’s children to learn through hands-on experience how to get along with other children.

You need to give your child the opportunity to practice relating to peers. Usually this means scheduling one-on-one play dates. In our experience, short play dates that focus on a planned activity, such as going bowling or going out for ice cream, work best for children who are struggling socially.

You may also need to help your child find potential friends outside of school. If your child is having trouble with classmates, he or she might fit in better with kids from your church or synagogue, or with the members of a club that focuses on special interests, such as chess or horseback riding. Some children feel more confident interacting with kids a little bit younger than they are. If your child has cousins around his or her age, they could be a great source of support. Because they are family members, cousins may be a little more tolerant of your child than the kids at school are, and they can give your child a sustaining sense of belonging. Being included in the activities of a more socially savvy cousin could also help your child smooth some rough edges.

3. Proceed slowly and consistently.

Once you see how learning the Unwritten Rules could help your child, you may be tempted to sit your child down and go through a chapter or two with him or her in one sitting. Don’t. You’re better off taking a more gradual approach. Children have short attention spans (some more than others). If you try to teach too much too fast, your child is likely to become bored, anxious, or overwhelmed. Give your child a chance to get comfortable with one idea or strategy before you move on to another. Try taking a low-key, fun approach when you do the exercises with your child. Learning to make and keep friends is important, but you don’t want it to dominate your interactions with your child. Your child needs your social coaching, but your child also needs to feel your love and acceptance, and to spend time with you just playing or hanging out.

Keep in mind that there are no quick fixes for helping your child relate better to others. Don’t try just one activity and conclude, “This book doesn’t work.” For many children, learning the Unwritten Rules is like learning a foreign language. It takes time and experience to master the material. Your child will need ongoing exposure to the rules, practice using them, and reminders before entering specific difficult situations. You may also need to revisit the Unwritten Rules as your child gets older and social situations become even more complex. Learning to get along with others is a lifelong process. With every new relationship and every new stage of life, we all need to learn and change.

4. Share your confidence.

Children often have trouble with perspective. If someone doesn’t invite them to a birthday party, they react like it’s the worst thing in the world. If kids are mean to them, they assume that this will always be the case. As adults, we know that circumstances change, that people grow, and that there’s a big wide world outside of this year’s elementary school class. So, when your child comes home crying because “everyone” was mean to him or her, listen, empathize, try to understand your child’s point of view, but also express your confidence that, with help, your child will be able to find a way to deal with the situation.

As you work on the exercises in this book, keep the focus on success rather than failure. Applaud when your child is able to implement the techniques in the book. Comment on how he or she is becoming more comfortable socially. Warn your child that it may take a while for other kids to notice the changes he or she is making, but assure your child that these efforts will pay off. Avoid what Dr. Michael Thompson and his colleagues, authors of Best Friends, Worst Enemies: Understanding the Social Lives of Children, call “interviewing for pain.” If you greet your child every day after school by asking, “Was anyone mean to you today?” your child is going to come up with something to report.

It’s hard to respond calmly when your child is hurting. Seeing your child suffer can make you want to leap into action to protect him or her. Sometimes parents of children who are the brunt of ridicule or rejection wonder if they should call the parents of the other child. In general, we don’t recommend this. If your child is truly in danger, of course you need to take steps to ensure his or her safety, but this is usually best accomplished by talking to school authorities. Contacting the other child’s parents carries the risk of spreading the conflict to the parents. It also says to your child, “You can’t handle this. I need to solve it for you.” You should only give this message if it really is a situation that your child can’t manage alone. Otherwise, focus on giving your child the knowledge, skills, and support he or she needs to solve the problem.

5. Emphasize kindness.

At their core, the Unwritten Rules are about kindness and civility. They emphasize talking and listening to one another, respecting and caring about one another, and reaching out to help one another. True friendship grows from a sense of connection. The best thing you can do to help your child learn to get along with others is to place a high value on kindness. Don’t tolerate cruelty between siblings. Point out the impact of your child’s words and actions on others. Insist that family members speak to one another in a respectful tone of voice. Let your child experience the joy of giving. Avoid putting other people down. Talk about how you can understand someone else’s point of view even when you don’t agree with it. Express appreciation when your child does something thoughtful or helpful. These actions demonstrate the fundamentals of social relationships described in the Unwritten Rules.


CHAPTER 2

The Vulnerable Child 

Does your child . . .

feel frightened and helpless because another child is making his or her life miserable?

always manage to be singled out to get picked on?

dread going to school or group activities because other kids are so mean?

cry frequently about being hurt by others for no reason?

have trouble realizing when he or she is annoying other children?

Do you . . .

dread new group situations, knowing it’s just a matter of time before your child gets picked on?

feel desperate to protect your child and furious with the child or children who pick on him or her?

feel exasperated that your child seems to go out of his or her way to provoke other children?

wish you could take on the bully yourself?

worry that your child will never be able to stand up for him- or herself?

feel embarrassed by your child’s weakness and wish he or she had the guts to fight back?

Some kids are magnets for bullying. Wherever they are, whomever they are with, these Vulnerable Children manage to get picked on. They are always the ones who are called nasty names, who are deliberately tripped as they walk down the hall, who get beaten up, or who are generally humiliated by other kids. It happens all the time: at the playground, at Sunday school, at summer camp, or at Scout troop meetings. No child deserves to be treated cruelly, but it’s almost like there is something about these kids that attracts abuse.

Other Vulnerable Children are bullied in only one specific setting, by one particular child. Usually it happens during times with less structure and less supervision, such as at recess or on the way home from school. They somehow become the target of abuse by an Intimidating Child. They feel trapped and helpless to stop it.

As parents, seeing a blow to our child strikes at our heart. Sometimes it brings out the mother lioness in us, and we feel a ferocious desire to protect our child against the “mean kid.” Sometimes it keeps us up at night, worrying about how our child is suffering. Sometimes our child gets over the hurt faster than we do.

Most kids are resilient enough to handle occasional incidents that make them feel embarrassed or upset, but being regularly intimidated and humiliated can leave lifelong scars. So, although we don’t want to overreact to every little slight our child receives, we must not minimize the pain of being bullied. Recent events such as the Columbine school shooting have alerted parents and teachers to the potentially devastating effects of bullying. No child should have to endure being continually threatened, harassed, or ostracized. Being bullied does not build character or toughen kids up. It is a frightening and crushing experience.

WHAT IS BULLYING?

Bullying involves (1) deliberate hurtful behavior plus (2) an imbalance of power between the victim and the bully that makes it hard for the victim to defend him- or herself. Bullying is often repeated over time, but sometimes a single severe incident can qualify.

When we think of bullying, most of us picture a big kid beating up a little kid. However, bullying can also involve threats, vicious teasing and name-calling, or constantly ostracizing someone. Both girls and boys can bully, although girls are more likely to do it in a nonphysical way.

It is sometimes hard to draw the line between ordinary meanness and bullying. Not every scuffle or unkind remark constitutes bullying. All children get teased or taunted. At some point most children will have to cope with the sting of being rejected or excluded from a group. Many children get involved in an occasional angry shoving match or in wrestling play that gets out of hand. Sporadic incidents like these can be very upsetting for children and parents, but they don’t have the devastating long-term consequences for both the victim and the aggressor that bullying does.

Bullying is more than meanness; it’s peer abuse. Bullying involves a pattern of systematic, targeted intimidation and harassment. If the victim regularly feels frightened, threatened, or humiliated rather than occasionally mad or embarrassed, it is probably bullying. If the aggression is frequent, severe, or enduring, it is bullying. If the action would be a serious criminal offense if committed by an adult (e.g., assault, extortion), it is definitely bullying.

It’s tempting to blame bullying completely on the aggressive child. Cruel behavior certainly shouldn’t be excused or tolerated. But research observations of pairs of children playing games show that both Vulnerable and Intimidating Children contribute to the pattern of bullying. These children bring out the worst in each other. When bullies and victims are paired, they each play their classic domineering and submissive roles. Bullies act bossy and reject victims’ suggestions, while victims passively comply with bullies’ orders. However, when bullies and victims are paired with other children, they behave in less stereotypical ways. Bullies are less likely to oppose their partners’ ideas, and victims are more likely to assertively ask for help or explanations. In other words, it takes two to tango. Bullying requires the interaction of an Intimidating Child and a Vulnerable Child.

WHO GETS BULLIED?

Children often believe that they are bullied because they are different somehow or because they have a less-than-perfect physical appearance. It’s true that differences are often the topic of taunting, but all children have something that sets them apart from others. Research and our own clinical experience say that it’s primarily what’s going on inside a child that determines whether or not that child faces ongoing bullying.

Some of the “coolest” kids we know are chubby or thin, short or tall, academically gifted or struggling. What these well-liked children have in common is an inner sense of security that enables them to shrug off ridicule.

In contrast, children who are targeted by bullies are anxious kids who care too much about being accepted and somehow broadcast a message to other kids that says “Here I am—pick on me!” Too often, these are children with few, if any, friends who will come to their aid. Other kids usually stand passively by while these children get harassed, grateful that it’s not them. Intimidating Children view this as approval and encouragement to do more. Each time Vulnerable Children are bullied, they become more entrenched in the victim role in the eyes of other children and in their own eyes.

Once children become targets of bullying, how they respond has a big impact on whether the bullying continues. One study of kindergartners found that at the beginning of the school year, 22 percent of children reported being victimized frequently. By the end of the school year, only about a third of these children were still being regularly bullied. Our experience suggests that children who bully try out a variety of victims and stick with the ones who provide the most satisfying responses.

ON THE POSITIVE SIDE

Children who have been victims of bullying are likely to develop an endearing tendency to understand and root for the underdog. They may acquire a great sense of fairness and a concern for justice. With appropriate guidance, these children may become astute in avoiding and defusing conflict. Vulnerable Children sometimes develop a keen sense of humor and an ability to laugh at themselves.

SO, WHAT CAN WE DO?

The best way to stop bullying is through comprehensive school or community programs that (1) educate people about bullying, (2) foster a value of kindness and an intolerance for cruelty, and (3) address the needs of individual children—both those who bully and those who are victimized. However, these kinds of programs take time and coordinated effort to establish.

As the parent of a Vulnerable Child, you undoubtedly want to do something now. You can do this by taking steps to ensure your child’s safety and by helping your child learn to be less of a target for bullying.

Vulnerable Children need the support and protection of adults. If your child’s safety is at stake, you may need to make different arrangements for getting him or her to and from school. If the bullying is taking place at school, you may need to alert school personnel so that they can help put a stop to it. In addition, Vulnerable Children need to learn the Unwritten Rules about dealing with bullying. They must understand that the more vulnerable they appear, the more they will be picked on. They have to identify and eliminate the things they might do to irritate others. Vulnerable Children also must learn options for avoiding or escaping dangerous situations.

It is easy to hate a child who hurts your child. But as you read over the examples and exercises in this chapter, try to keep in mind that no matter how awful their behavior is, children who bully are still children. These kids require a different kind of help than your child does, but they are also suffering and deserve compassion. You may want to read chapter 3, “The Intimidating Child,” if you want to understand the other side of bullying.

In this chapter, we talk about strategies for helping two kinds of Vulnerable Children: Allen is an Unassertive Child who gives in to threats; Phillip is a Provocative Child who asks for trouble by antagonizing a tougher kid. We also discuss strategies for coping with transient meanness, which is a painful but unavoidable part of childhood.

Allen: Giving In to Threats

Allen stood by the school door, hiding behind a column, praying for the bell to ring. He checked his watch for the fourth time—still five more minutes of recess. He pushed himself more tightly into the space behind the column, wishing he could be invisible, so Ben wouldn’t spot him.

A voice from behind shattered his hopes. “Hey, creep, where’s my math homework?”

Allen gulped. He turned around and saw Ben and his two friends looming over him. “Um . . . I couldn’t do it. I had to go to the orthodontist right after school, and then I had a lot of my own homework, and my mom wouldn’t let me stay up late . . .”

“Tomorrow you’d better bring today’s and tomorrow’s homework or you’re dead meat,” said Ben, poking Allen in the chest. His friends snickered. Ben gave Allen a parting shove and walked away.

Allen sighed and leaned his head against the column. The bell finally rang, too late to help him. Allen joined the other children lining up to go inside, wondering how he would ever manage to do his own homework plus double homework for Ben.

THE UNASSERTIVE CHILD

Allen is a classic example of one kind of Vulnerable Child: the Unassertive Child. He is anxious, he has low self-esteem, and he responds passively to threats. The other boys can get away with picking on him because he’s an easy target.

Unassertive Children feel trapped and helpless in the face of bullying. Like Allen, they spend a lot of time wishing that the bullying would magically end, but they are too paralyzed by fear to try to do anything to stop it. They may have some vague idea about standing up for themselves, but they have no idea how to do this. So instead they cower and give in, making them magnets for further intimidation.

As the bullying continues over time, Unassertive Children feel more and more humiliated. They may even start to believe that they deserve to be treated cruelly. If someone deliberately treats them badly, most adults have a lifetime of experience and enough positive relationships and accomplishments to say to themselves, This is not right. I don’t deserve this. But children are more vulnerable to cruelty. Their sense of who they are is still forming, and they draw upon their interactions with others in learning about themselves. In a corner of their minds, Unassertive Children may start to think, If people treat me badly, there must be something wrong with me.

Although some children readily complain to their parents about being bullied, others, especially Unassertive Children, are reluctant to say anything because they are ashamed or fear retribution. Your child may be a silent victim of bullying if he or she

* is uncharacteristically reluctant to go to school

* avoids previously enjoyed activities involving other children

* avoids the school lunchroom or playground

* is suddenly reluctant to walk to or from school

* seems moody, anxious, or depressed

* has changes in sleep patterns

* frequently complains about vague, unexplained physical problems such as headaches or stomachaches

* comes home with torn clothing or is mysteriously missing valued possessions

When they find out that their child is being bullied, many parents feel so outraged and so protective of their child that they want to leap in right away and solve the problem. If your child is in immediate danger, you must intervene and demand that the school take precautions to keep your child safe. (In general, it is more effective to talk to the teacher and the principal than to try to confront the aggressive child or his or her parents directly.) But be careful about stepping in too quickly—you may unintentionally confirm your child’s belief that he or she is weak and inadequate. If the aggression is not too severe, giving children the chance and the tools to handle the situation on their own can boost their confidence and help them learn what to do if it happens again.

Some parents are quick to urge their children to stand up to bullies. But Unassertive Children feel frightened and intimidated. They don’t know how to stand up for themselves. Moreover, some situations are too dangerous for children to handle on their own.

Sometimes parents of Unassertive Children wonder if they should teach their child to fight back. It seems everyone has a friend or a relative who knows of a case in which a child gave the bully one good punch and that was the end of it. Perhaps this does work in rare instances, but in general, we don’t recommend teaching Vulnerable Children to use physical force. First, it’s unlikely to work, because children who bully usually pick unfair fights. Intimidating Children tend to be bigger, stronger, or just plain tougher than their victims, so it’s unlikely that Vulnerable Children will be able to overpower them. Second, an aggressive response may be exactly what their tormentor is hoping for. Children who bully are trying to get a big reaction out of their victims. Getting someone fighting mad and squashing them anyway is very satisfying for Intimidating Children. It’s entertaining for them and for their audience. Third, fighting back can easily lead to an escalation that ends with someone getting seriously injured. The idea of lashing out and really hurting someone who hurts them can be very appealing to children . . . until they get hit back. Intimidating Children attack others because they are trying to cover up their own sense of powerlessness. They are not going to back down easily. If their intended victim tries to retaliate, odds are they will do something even worse to save face.

What about teaching Vulnerable Children martial arts, which stress defending oneself without attacking back? Martial arts can help children stand up straight and feel more confident so that they are less of a target for bullying. Practicing the movements is a great way for children to be physically active and to feel strong. Learning to use their bodies in a coordinated way and earning new belts can be wonderful for children’s self-esteem. Martial arts doesn’t require precise eye-hand coordination or large physical size, so even children who are generally not athletes can excel. However, don’t expect your child to suddenly be able to fend off tougher kids. This scenario works in the movies, but in real life, it rarely happens. Also, we don’t want to give children the impression that they should try to handle a truly dangerous situation on their own.

If you have an Unassertive Child who is being victimized, tell your child that his or her safety is the most important concern. Explain that it’s okay to run away or to ask an adult for help if he or she is in danger. At some point, when your child is not too upset and is open to learning new strategies, go over the Unwritten Rules about how to avoid being picked on. Practice the following activities, focusing on those that seem most relevant for your child.

THE UNWRITTEN RULES

• Vulnerable body language attracts bullies.

• Giving in to a bully’s demands has no end.

• Each time you allow yourself to be taken advantage of, you shrink a little inside.

• There is safety in numbers.

• Some situations require intervention by teachers or parents.

ACTIVITIES FOR LEARNING THE UNWRITTEN RULES

1. Changing Vulnerable Body Language

Many victims of chronic bullying can be spotted a mile away because of their body language, which practically screams, “Pick on me! I’m easily intimidated!” Stand in front of a mirror with your child and practice the differences between the confident and vulnerable body language characteristics listed in the following table. Practice sitting, standing, and walking confidently.



	Confident Body Language
	Vulnerable Body Language



	• Looking people in the eye when they are talking (without staring)
	• Looking at the floor or everywhere except the person talking



	• Shoulders down and back, but not stiff
	• Shoulders high, tight, and curved forward



	• Head back, so ears are aligned with shoulders
	• Head ducked down



	• Arms and legs relaxed, elbows away from body (for boys, legs apart when sitting)
	• Arms and legs wrapped around body as if feeling cold



	• Moderate, relaxed walking pace
	• Hurried or tentative walking




Once your child recognizes the difference between vulnerable and confident body language, use games to help him or her break the slouching habit. The old exercise of walking with a book on one’s head can be a fun way to reinforce standing tall. Try making a game out of using good posture at the dinner table. Give everyone at the table twenty-five pennies. If they slouch, they lose one; if they don’t lose any pennies through the whole meal, they win an extra twenty-five cents. If you don’t want to use money, use points or stickers instead. The game will be more fun if you include yourself. You might be surprised at how vigilant you become of your own posture.

2. Practicing Assertive Responses to Bullying

Help your child understand the difference between passive, aggressive, and assertive behavior. Passive behavior means being a doormat. It means submitting to what other people want regardless of what you want or need. Aggressive behavior means being a steamroller. It involves hurting or intimidating other people to get what you want. The middle ground is assertive behavior. This involves taking care of yourself while treating other people with respect.

Passive responses perpetuate bullying. Giving in or doing nothing essentially grants a child who bullies permission to continue. Aggressive responses escalate bullying. Hitting Intimidating Children or yelling threats or insults at them can goad them into being meaner. So, your child’s best option is an assertive response.

Have your child practice saying assertive statements in a confident (not angry) voice, using strong body language, and then walking away calmly. You can use your own statements or the ones we’ve listed below. Assertive statements allow your child to preserve his or her dignity without putting anyone down. Emphasize that this is just practice. Your child does not actually have to use any of these statements; you just want him or her to try them and to see how it feels to say them.

 



ASSERTIVE RESPONSES TO BULLYING

I’m not going to do that anymore.

No, it’s mine. I’m not going to give it to you.

No, thank you.

Think what you want. I know differently.

So?

So what?

You’re entitled to your opinion.



 

The message in all of these statements is “I’m not going to let this ridicule or intimidation get to me.” Discuss which of these statements works best with the taunts that your child usually hears. You and your child may be able to come up with other assertive statements that fit his or her particular situation. Try to come up with several options so that your child has the opportunity to choose one that feels right.

Alternatively, if your child is too frightened to risk using any of the assertive statements, or if your child easily gets tongue-tied, he or she may prefer to be assertive without words. Have your child role-play with you, looking the Intimidating Child in the eye with a bored expression, and then looking away. Another good nonverbal assertiveness technique for your child to try is rolling his or her eyes in disgust. In either case, the message is “I’m not letting you get to me.” You may want to use a mirror to help your child perfect that bored or disgusted expression, but most elementary school children are very good at looking bored and disgusted!

Talk with your child about how it feels to say assertive statements or to use nonverbal assertiveness. Would your child feel the same way after yelling insults at the Intimidating Child? Would your child feel the same way after bursting into tears or running away instead of walking away calmly? Try acting out those responses as well so your child can feel the difference. Unlike the aggressive or passive responses, the assertive responses can give Unassertive Children a new sense of inner strength, even when they are scared. These responses may or may not stop bullying, but they can build your child’s sense of dignity and self-respect.

As you and your child evaluate possible statements and techniques, bear in mind that what works for you may not be right for your child. For instance, you may have been able to avoid trouble as a child by joking, but if your child is the serious type, he or she probably can’t do this and will feel more inadequate if you insist on it. Help your child decide which strategies seem right for him or her.

Be sure to explain that nonverbal assertiveness does not include trying to physically hurt another child. That’s aggression, and it is usually not a good strategy for Unassertive Children because they could get seriously hurt.

You should also discuss with your child the fact that there are some situations in which assertiveness is not a good idea. If your child is in danger or if he or she is being threatened by a group of bullies, getting away and getting adult help are better choices.

3. Building Confidence and Finding Allies

Because bullying can be so crushing, Unassertive Children need to have experiences that make them feel good about themselves. We can’t give children self-esteem; they have to build it themselves by working hard and accomplishing something that matters to them. Encourage your child’s interests, acknowledge his or her achievements, and praise his or her efforts. Learning and doing new things can help your child feel capable.

For instance, if your child is a good swimmer, sign him or her up for the local swim team. If your child is a jumper and a climber, look for a good gymnastics class. If your child has a flair for the dramatic, a local drama group might be just the thing. If your child loves math and science, you may want to look into enrichment programs at local colleges.

Your child may be reluctant to try new activities for fear of being picked on. However, a structured situation with close adult supervision is usually a safe environment. Joining a different group can give your child a chance to play a new role and perhaps make some additional friends. Try to get your child to agree to stick with the chosen activity for some reasonable trial period. After your child is comfortable in the group, you should follow up with more unstructured and one-on-one socializing.

Being alone during unstructured school time makes children sitting ducks for bullies. Hanging out with other children during lunch and recess and just before or after school can make your child less of a target. Emphasize that these other children don’t have to be your child’s bosom buddies—they just have to be there. When your child is not interacting with other children, simply staying near the teacher or other responsible adults is a good option.

Phillip: Asking for Trouble

Phillip walked into the cafeteria and made a beeline for Bruno and his friends. He tapped the older boy repeatedly on the shoulder. Bruno swatted at Phillip’s hand and snarled, “What’s your problem, weirdo?”

Phillip leaned in close to Bruno’s face. “Don’t even think about picking on me today,” he said in a sanctimonious voice. “Because if you do, I’m going straight to the principal’s office and then, boy, will you be in trouble.”

“Oh, I’m so scared,” Bruno said sarcastically, turning back to his lunch. His friends snickered.

“I mean it,” Phillip insisted. “I really mean it.”

Bruno stood up slowly, towering over Phillip. He carefully poured his remaining milk over Phillip’s head, then shoved him backward so that he crashed into several empty chairs.

“Oops,” Bruno said.

“I’m telling!” Phillip shrieked.

THE PROVOCATIVE CHILD

Phillip is an example of another type of Vulnerable Child: the Provocative Child. Certainly, no one deserves to be bullied, no matter what they do, but Provocative Children seem to ask for trouble. Instead of avoiding aggressive kids, they seek them out. Instead of trying to defuse a tense situation or get away, they persist, practically waving a red flag in the faces of Intimidating Children. They then complain bitterly about being picked on. These children seem totally unaware of how annoying their actions are and frequently get into situations that are over their heads. They egg other children on and don’t know when to stop or how to handle it when the other children retaliate. They may start a wrestling match and then wail when the other child fights back. They crowd other children and then feel outraged when someone shoves them away. They might chase a child or blatantly snatch someone’s hat or pen and then become upset when the other child turns around and swats them. They might laugh at someone’s haircut and then feel hurt when the other child retorts with a nastier insult. If we were to talk to Phillip about the incident with Bruno, he would probably insist, “I didn’t do anything!” Or he might protest, “I had to tell him. I made up my mind about what I was going to do, and I had to tell Bruno how much trouble he was going to be in so he would leave me alone.”
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