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			Reviews of The teenager in the Greenhouse

			‘Well … I have just finished reading this and thoroughly recommend it to all parents of children in primary school upwards. It is outstanding in its approach, striking the right balance between giving enough of the theory behind the physical changes that our teens go through and how it affects them to giving us the right skills and knowledge to adapt our approaches to those slightly more emotionally charged years. I reckon it will help us all gain a little more enjoyment on the ride through their teen years!’ Fiona Vacher, Executive Director, Jersey Child Care Trust 

			I have recently finished reading The Teenager in the Greenhouse. Can I just say this is simply amazing. It has given me a greater understanding of how, and why, my teenager behaves and thinks in the way he does. I particularly like the humorous analogies that help to back up the theory and make it easy to understand. While reading this book I frequently reflected on my own parenting and realized that being ‘good enough’ was ok. My husband and I have got a deeper understanding of how to manage situations in a more positive and stress free way. Because of this, we are seeing a more relaxed home and family.

			I would highly recommend this book to anyone who has children in primary education (get the heads up before they become teenagers) and onwards. A well-deserved 5 stars. 

			This book has really helped with understanding the development of the teenage brain and why teenagers (sometimes) behave the way they do. This understanding has helped me in how I respond/react/support my teens. I 100% recommend this book to any parent of a pre-teen/teenager – it is excellent! 

			Graham recognises the challenges involved in bringing up a teenager and the frustration that parents often feel when they never seem to get it right. His clear and relevant explanation of the reasons behind the behaviour of our teenagers, and how we might better deal with situations, is incredibly useful. I was fortunate enough to hear Graham speak at a launch of his book, and would highly recommend that anyone who has the opportunity to do this should take the opportunity. 

			Absolute genius!! Thank you, Dr Ramsden. With the knowledge you have shared you have totally changed my approach to parenting my up and coming teens and I now feel empowered to deal with the issues I have started to face. So glad I bought this book. [I] now feel excited to deal with the issues ahead and realise the mistakes I had already started to make. It now makes sense why my previous approach just wasn’t working! Simply brilliant!! Thank you! 

			Finally a book that cuts out the waffle and gets straight to the point about understanding our kids! Easy to read and I know I will be dipping in and out of chapters as issues arise. If you have pre-teens or teens, then this book is a must-have. 

			An inspiring book that makes you look deeper into the behaviour of a [teenager and your own] as a parent in such a reflective way. 

			This book should be on the wish list of any parent who has teens or pre-teens! In fact any professional involved with them too. It is clearly written, informative and gives some great advice! It’s a book I’ll be dipping back into lots in the next few years! 

			What a fabulous book. It was packed full of fascinating information and useful ideas to parent your teenagers. A must-read for all parents. 

			This book is hard to put down. [Best] read in ages.

			A fantastic read, both informative and amusing. I would certainly recommend this book to any parent or professional working with teenagers! 

			Excellent book, very helpful. 

			Great book. [Really] helped me understand what is going on in my teenager’s head! If you get a chance to see Graham present as well, it’s a must. 

			Wow, where to start? I picked this book up whilst studying [for] my degree in Primary Education. This was a refreshing … enjoyable read, with a lot of humour and entertaining content, yet with a unique insight into the mind of the mysterious teenager.

			What a great book. It gives insight into understanding and supporting our young people at such a crucial time in their lives. Have really enjoyed reading this, as it is very reader friendly and gives the insight of a psychologist in [lay] terms. As both a professional and a parent I have found this … a really useful book and one I would recommend you add to your collection. 

			A very good read written in an easy to understand and at times witty way. My wife and I are parents to a 14-year-old daughter and a 12-year-old son. This book is not packed with jargon and medical language that you so often come across in other books. It really gave us an understanding and education in how a teenager’s brain really works, with some fascinating facts. We also went to the author’s talk that lasted over 2 hours with audience interaction. [It] was delivered in a fun and very natural way and I did laugh on a few occasions. We would highly recommend this book to any parents who care about their responsibilities as a parent and I did learn a lot from it.

			This is such a brilliant book for two main reasons. Firstly, it doesn’t baffle you with theory and jargon to leave you more confused about teenagers than before. He makes it tangible to the complete novice with brilliant illustrations and analogies. Secondly, it genuinely empowers you to feel knowledgeable and armed with the information and skills to engage with your teenager rather than confront them.

			Dr Ramsden has a brilliant way with words to help you understand what is going on in a teenager’s brain and suggestions on how you can help your relationship become a memorable one for all the right reasons. Highly recommended!! 

			This is an excellent book. Just finished it. Written with great knowledge, research and a healthy sense of humour. It will prove very useful to both parents and professionals.
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			This book is dedicated to David Jaques, John Howard and Christine. Childhood shines a bright light over a lifetime. Thank you for all the fun and happy memories that illuminate my thoughts to this day.

			Also to my wonderful wife, Deborah, whose support and endless cups of tea have fuelled every page. 
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			Introduction

			The moment he entered the classroom at the end of the lunch break, his heart plummeted as a voice boomed across the tables: ‘Ah Jagger, come here, boy!’ His name was not really Jagger. This was a name he had been given by the school bully due to the fact that he had a full set of lips which reminded his nemesis of the pouting pop singer. ‘My shoes are dirty, Jagger. Wipe them clean, will you?!’ This comment was enjoyed by a small yet loyal group of sniggering acolytes in a well-rehearsed and timely fashion. Dutifully, the terrified fourteen-year-old knelt and wiped away the flecks of dust from the bully’s clean and tidy shoes. At the end of this senseless act came the empty reassurance. ‘That’s a good boy. Now, carry my bags to the next lesson, Jagger, and be quick about it and you may have escaped another day before I smash that lippy face of yours to a pulp!’

			This is a true account of what a friend of mine (not the ones in the dedication, by the way) had to endure at high school in the late 1970s. These events were almost as unpleasant to witness as I am sure they were to endure, and it still has some emotional resonance for me today. The tragic truth, however, is that it may also describe a scene that happened yesterday to someone in a school somewhere. Despite vast amounts of research since this unpleasant event and regardless of a substantial investment into the teaching profession on this subject, it seems that bullying in schools is still as prevalent today as it was four decades ago, or even five, or perhaps as much as it was during the last century. Samuel Clemens, better known as Mark Twain, may have got it right as early as 1899 when he said:

			Of all the animals, man is the only one that is cruel. He is the only one that inflicts pain for the pleasure of doing it.

			I once quoted this to a colleague who told me they felt that cats were just as bad, often seemingly ‘playing’ with mice before killing them and presenting them to their owners, but wondered if that was the cat presenting food to their pets. Apparently, Mark Twain had this argument covered too: 

			Of all God’s creatures, there is only one that cannot be made slave of the leash. That one is the cat. If man could be crossed with the cat it would improve the man, but it would deteriorate the cat.

			Indeed, bullying behaviours can be inferred in many animal cultures. The silverback gorilla tormenting and pushing young offspring around seems unnecessarily violent; or the leader of the pride of lions batting away a playful cub with a swipe of a paw is gratuitous and cruel. Perhaps it is. Conversely, it may be that such behaviours are more functional and serve as a social ordering mechanism in the animal world. 

			Whatever its purpose, what cannot be taken away from such acts is the potentially devastating effects bullying has on the recipients, and, as we shall see in later chapters, on the bully themselves. It seems that the impact on our children and teenagers, and, indeed, on us as adults, is still just as devastating and pervasive as ever. It may therefore feel necessary to ask: can anything be done to stop such damaging acts impacting on our children, friends, colleagues and ourselves as either a bully or a victim of bullying, or perhaps both?

			If research is to be believed, and, as a professional educational psychologist I would be pretty scuppered if it were not the case, we need to look at things from a fresh perspective. If we are to understand what is happening around acts of bullying, and, more importantly, what can be done about it, we must take a different view, or, more accurately, a more holistic view, of events we consider to be bullying.

			This book looks at bullying, at why people may choose to bully others, and at what bullying achieves. It explores ways in which we can start to address bullying more openly and more effectively. Although the book focuses on school bullying, much of the research and many of the ideas are relevant to the workplace as well. The book also looks at victims of bullying and factors that can contribute to increasing and decreasing vulnerability. But I want to focus on what research tells us about the mind of a bully, and just as importantly, what the bullies themselves tell us about why they bullied others. By understanding how some bullies think, we can start to look at how we can reduce the impact of their aggressive acts, or, indeed, lessen the need in some individuals to bully others. Simply punishing the bully is not the answer. That has been tried over and over again and yet we still seem to be dealing with the same high levels of bullying year in and year out. Shooting the proverbial alligators does not rid the swamp of reptiles; we need to convert the swamp into something more favourable for the swamp-loving predator.

			Before we get into all of that, I would like to explain a little about my personal perspective on the subject, the tone and style of this book, how to use it and what I hope to achieve through this book.

			At the time of writing, I have been a professional educational psychologist for 16 years. The contents of this book, however, access a culmination of over 28 years of professional experiences and are largely based on my doctorate research, which looked at the thoughts and feelings of children who admitted to bullying others. Before becoming an educational psychologist, I spent 12 happy years as a primary school teacher working in a medium-sized primary on the outskirts of Bradford in West Yorkshire. Before university, I was a member of a local amateur dramatics group who performed Shakespeare, Chekhov and a few other acts in front of varying sized crowds. It is for this reason that I can say with absolute honesty that I showed my Bottom to hundreds of people in a park in Huddersfield in the early 1980s. The result of this huge revelation was surprising – applause! People actually clapped as my Bottom died a rather dramatic death by a Wall – all without being arrested. (For those who are a little baffled at this odd confession, I played Nick Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream in a ‘Shakespeare in the Park’ Festival in 1984.) Travelling further back on my timeline, I went to sixth form college, took (and retook – I was an academic late developer) my O levels and A levels, before that high school and so on back to nursery and pre-school. 

			The reason I mention this potted history of my life is three-fold. First, there is the bard himself, and we shall come back to Shakespeare later in the book. Second, it is important to realise that, as we progress on life’s journey, we experience a wide range of groups, clubs, social settings and social hierarchies, each having their own structure, and we must learn to navigate them if we are to maintain our relationship with them. This means that sometimes we have to change our behaviours and our thinking to ‘fit in’, and sometimes we can just be ourselves and belong. These personal social dances can sometimes affect us deeply on a personal level.

			Third, there is my writing style. If you have read my first book, The Teenager in the Greenhouse, you will already have a sense of how I write, but if you haven’t (it’s available on the John Catt bookshop webpage and on Amazon, very reasonably priced!), then I should tell you now that I like to make my reading as light and humorous as possible, as I feel it makes the material more accessible. I prefer to use analogies to explain psychological theory and I like to use humour when it is relevant. Using humour is easier with some of the strange antics teenagers can get up to, but it is somewhat harder with a subject such as bullying. This is because bullying is a highly emotive subject; the word itself creates a strong emotional reaction. There are a few words that can do this; ‘cancer’ is one, and ‘suicide’ is an obvious other. Nevertheless, if we can try to take an objective step backwards and see the work of bullying from ‘outside the greenhouse’, we may find its exploration less emotional and perhaps solutions more accessible. 

			I cannot count how many times parents have come to tell me how – at the end of those endless bedtime routines where, after 12 stories about fairies and dragons and seven songs about wheels on a bus and mice in a windmill (or whatever) – their child throws the ‘B Word’ at them as they kiss the child goodnight one last time. This is a well-honed tactic even the youngest of children learn to use to buy them a few extra minutes before lights out. The fact that it may be true and they are, indeed, being bullied, is not the issue here; it is the fact that last thing at night, just before they go to sleep, is not the best time to be having such conversations with your child. If you experience this, can I suggest you use the script outlined below, or something similar? Please note that if your child is older than 12 then you may want to spend a bit longer than one minute and perhaps a little less time on stories about fairies and dragons. However, keep with the song about ‘Wheels on the bus’; such lyrics are essential for healthy teenage development – see my previous book.*

			The script is as follows:

			‘Okay, (insert name here). I am really pleased you have told me this and I can help you with it, but not right now. Now it is time to go to sleep. You are safe here and nothing can harm you. I want you to tell me right now about what has happened, but I will only give you one minute to tell me the main details. We can talk about it a lot more in the morning and see how we can help you more.’

			*As a legal rider, I had better clarify that there is in fact no research at all that ‘Wheels on the bus’ is neurologically relevant to teenage development. Nor, indeed, is there any mention of it in my other book; it was simply a vehicle to insert a little humour here. However, given the state of modern society (more about that in Chapter 1), where we have warnings printed on bags of cashews that the bag ‘CONTAINS NUTS’ and warnings that this box of eggs contains ‘eggs’, I thought I had better cover myself.

			As you can see, the style of the book will hopefully create balance between light and humorous and informative and relevant. As a professional psychologist, I anchor most of my work in established psychological theory. It never fails to surprise me that – after I have worked with a pupil and offered some recommendations – the teachers and/or the parents come up to me some time later telling me with some surprise how amazingly well my suggestions had worked. It almost feels as if they felt I was making it up on the spot: 

			‘Ah, yes, Mrs Sprockett. Your child clearly has a classic case of “Cryptodysten-sionitis”. My recommendations are to make them spaghetti bolognese three times a week and sing them “Wheels on the bus”, verses 11–37, including the functionality of the petrol cap and camshaft, every night before they go to sleep. You will find that their reading, writing and maths improve very quickly.’

			It is not my intention to write a psychology book, with researchers and dates quoted after every other sentence. A small caveat to this will be in Chapter 3, where we explore how research has tried to define what bullying is – there are a few more names to quote there, but that chapter will be the exception. Books that are filled with list after list of research throughout can be rather stuffy and dry, not to mention confusing and hyper-theoretical. It is my hope that this book will provide you with a greater understanding of all the different elements that create a bullying situation and how we may be able to address some of them in a more accessible way. There are hundreds of books and more rigid psychological papers that will provide more in-depth answers if you need them. Nevertheless, the information and the conclusions outlined in this book remain valid and are backed by research. As a starter for ten, there are unlikely to be any ‘Eureka!’ moments where a simple answer creates a bully-free environment. If there ever were such a thing, I am sure it would have been tried and tested and would have made someone very rich indeed. 

			I feel that, if we are to tackle this endemic social beast, we need – as we do with many major social changes – to have a cognitive shift at a whole society level: a revolution of thought, so to speak. Indeed, it can be argued that levels of bullying are more of a symptom of society – a litmus test, if you like – than a separate entity within it. In many ways, like crime, bullying is a community’s Frankenstein played out behind closed doors, within schools and offices. It is built up from decaying aspects of human endeavour, stitched together by societal inadequacies and community injustices, electrified by political and social demands, and galvanised by desperation in an attempt to control what is not controllable – free thinking, human choice… 

			… okay let us stop there for a second and breathe in … 1…2…3…

			and

			out …  1…2…3…

			As we can see, it is all too easy to be consumed by the enormity of bullying. It can be easy to become swamped by the whole burden of attempting to solve what seems so pervasive. We need to start small and build this up. It has been estimated by the UK government that over the past four decades over £4 billion has been spent on addressing this hostile difficulty, and just like my friend ‘Jagger’ experienced over four decades ago, very little seems to have changed in between. What I hope to cover in this book is how we can look at bullying from all angles. I believe that we need to feel sorry for the bully, to pity them and understand them rather than just punish, ostracise and condemn them as our very own society-crafted, hand-stitched monsters.

			Now before you throw this book through a window, please let me explain. I am in no way excusing the bully’s aggression – emotional or otherwise – but I feel we need to look at bullies in a slightly different light. As I will come back to time and time again, most bullies are being bullied themselves. Many people bully others to cope with being bullied themselves. They bully to deal with difficulties they have, just like the cane-wielding teacher in the music videos of the Pink Floyd song ‘Another brick in the wall’. This does not excuse their behaviour, but may help us understand it. I want to look at bullying from all angles. Indeed, there is a lot we can learn from listening to bullies and their victims, and so I want to take an all-round view of bullying to see what conclusions we can make about how to manage these situations differently.

			With the title The Bully in the Greenhouse, you could be forgiven for thinking that this book is about aphids, mealy bugs, sawflies and other biological pests invading our garden structures. As we shall see, there are some indirect analogies to be made using the word ‘pest’, but, alas, this is no gardening manual. This book is about exploring bullying using different psychological, sociological and neurological perspectives. The greenhouse in this context is a model for understanding complex social dynamics, such as those we see in bullying. In the horticultural sense, the advantage of putting a plant in the middle of a greenhouse is that it lets light in from all angles. No matter what time of day it is, sunlight (or, if you live in Yorkshire, light filtered through a lot of grey cloud) shines on our plant – our subject at the centre of the greenhouse structure. Illumination therefore comes from many different angles. 

			If we extend this analogy a little further, the plant in the middle of the greenhouse can also be viewed from each window. Each pane of glass then offers a slightly different view of the plant. From one angle, it may appear to be green and leafy, with no flowers or insects on it, but from another viewpoint it may have small flowers that were hidden by leaves and so could not be seen before. On closer inspection, the plant may be covered in sap-sucking beasties or harbouring deadly larvae eating it from within. Psychology in its broadest sense is about understanding the nature of thinking and behaviour. There are many branches and disciplines within psychology, each one using psychological theory but taken from a different perspective. In this book, we are putting a child who bullies into the metaphorical greenhouse before circumnavigating the greenhouse to see what information different viewpoints can provide.

			In order to look through every window, so to speak, I aim to try to see the world through the eyes of a bully and to take the perspective of a ‘victim’ of bullying and of those adults around them. It will also be necessary to explore how society impacts on bullying and how school systems can both contribute to and prevent bullying, although, to be fair to schools, research suggests that there are more than 30 different elements within a society that contribute to the level of aggression in cultures, with schools only being one part of this.

			In conclusion, it would seem that bullying happens everywhere. It develops out of social structures and occurs ‘naturally’ in the wild. We see bullying to some degree in all hierarchies and in animal societies where the complexity of human thinking is absent. This seems to suggest that bullying is a natural process – an expected or even necessary part of living in groups. There are many aspects of human behaviour that certainly indicate human superiority relative to every other animal on earth. Personally, I often question the word ‘superior’ in that context, however, as it is undeniable that bullying is part of human endeavour, despite our apparently advanced intellectual abilities. It is easy to conclude that humans should have the capabilities to refrain from bullying others, but there seems to be a persistent inability to do so.

			In behavioural psychology, we know that behaviours can be learned through emulation, conditioning, or coercion, and it is important to look at all of these elements if we are to get to the roots of bullying. If we extend our gardening analogy a little further, if our plant is the bully then the glass structure around it is society, and so we need to look at how our greenhouse is built.

			Bullying is not gender biased; both boys and girls and men and women bully. It is neither culturally specific nor linked to wealth. In many ways, bullying is ubiquitous. Girls bully boys, boys bully girls, girls bully girls and boys bully boys; they are all as bad as each other. To ensure inclusivity and to avoid the representation of a person of one gender as predominantly the bully, with all the emotional discomfort that might induce in a reader, I frequently use ‘they’ and ‘their’ in a singular sense in this book, except where I look at gender bullying, when ‘he’ or ‘she’ will be relevant. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1: Changing faces

			I have lost count of the number of books I have read on the subject of bullying. It must be close to 200 as a conservative estimate, although, to be fair, not all of them have been read cover to cover. What is clear in all of this literature is that bullying is incredibly hard to define. We will look at definitions in more detail in Chapter 3. Before that, we need to look at the bigger picture. This chapter has been written to set the scene about the context of bullying and how the relationship between the environment and the prevalence of bullying can be better understood. This is important, because if we are to get a more objective view of a behaviour, we need to take an emotional step back and look at the environment the act was seen in. When it comes to understanding behaviour, context is important.

			Let us take the example of training regimes for different professions. It is clear that cadets volunteering for the army will experience a very different training regime than would a teacher, a pilot or even a new appointee in a bank. It seems fair to say that public attitudes towards army training and Hollywood’s portrayal of this style of learning seem extraordinarily harsh at times. This notion is occasionally endorsed by news reports of aggression and ‘bullying’ being part of the armed forces training diet, in some locations at least. 

			But is hard drill-training really bullying? Is there a genuine need in the armed forces for an archetypal loud-mouthed, handlebar moustachioed sergeant major barking out orders three inches from a cadet’s eyebrows? Is it really bullying when his job is to make untrained youths jump on the word ‘jump’ when such a response may one day save their lives? The answer is clearly not straightforward, and even though I am not advocating bullying training methods here, the context of a behaviour can change how we moderate our response to its perceived harshness. 

			This idea can be extended to a more commonplace office situation. Can a manager of a busy office with tight deadlines be called a bully if they become annoyed at an employee for failing to meet a strict deadline and are seen to be shouting their frustration at an employee who has once again failed to meet targets? It may not be the most constructive management style, but can it really be called bullying when people regularly fail to meet clearly given expectations? The answer is emotive, but, once again, context is important. Does it change your mind if the poorly performing office worker is often seen leaving their desk and taking long ‘breaks’, making coffee or constantly chatting to people instead of working? Is there a difference in our attitude towards the manager if the struggling employee has been given help by others with no thanks from them and often arrives late and leaves early? Possibly so. 

			Similarly, if the office worker is usually industrious but has recently suffered a bereavement or has been telling their boss that they cannot cope for a while, then the shouting manager, regardless of their frustrations, is perhaps the one at fault. This is the theme for this chapter: I want to explore how communities create contexts with varying degrees of expectations, how society seems to have changed over time, and how expectations and demands on individuals have changed accordingly. It is the changing face of society that contextualises behaviours among its inhabitants and decides what is considered respectable and what is to be frowned upon or even ostracised. 

			At no point in this book am I advocating bullying in any form as an acceptable way to manage emotions. Nor am I condoning the act of a bully. The point I am hoping to make here is that for some people bullying may be a result of the environment they live in, and this needs some exploration. It is also apparent that there are individual differences within this, and that when given similar experiences, some people choose to bully and some don’t. What makes these differences apparent will be looked at later in the book. 

			The changing face of society?

			The Cambridge English Dictionary defines society in the following ways:

			A large group of people who live together in an organised way, making decisions about how to do things and sharing the work that needs to be done. All the people in a country, or in several similar countries, can be referred to as a society. 

			The state of being together with other people.

			We all belong to something. Belonging is one of the most fundamental human needs. We cannot survive infancy without attaching ourselves to a nurturing individual or group of nurturing individuals. Childhood is about understanding where we fit in with this group and what our role is within or outside of it. The role of a teenager is to extend this thinking to identify who they are and who they want to be. This journey may take them away from familiar surroundings and into new social groupings. Teenagers often use this time to find out what is important to them. They need to learn what aspects of their life should to be kept, and what they have outgrown or no longer need and  so can shed like a snake losing its skin. In their journey of discovery, teenagers board the Starship Enterprise to seek out new opportunities, quite often in the most extraordinarily careless and confrontational ways, where they have not been before. We shall come back to this a little later on.

			To start this discussion in earnest, let us think big. We shall begin on a society level and work our way inwards towards the individual. 

			Look at the iconic image below .
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			Source: International Olympic Committee, with permission.

			What does it represent to you? It is, of course, the symbol for the Olympic Games. Even the black and white version of this multi-coloured emblem is a familiar design imprinted on most people’s consciousness. It was designed in 1912 and clearly shows five interlocking rings. The design is highly symbolic and it is useful here to look at it in a little more detail, as it instils within us a general sense of what a society is. The whole image represents the world, the largest society we live in. There are five rings to represent the five continents: Europe, Asia, Africa, the Americas and Oceania. Including the white background, there are six different colours used on the emblem. These are, as the designer himself declared:

			… combined in this way [to] reproduce the colours of every country without exception. The blue and yellow of Sweden, the blue and white of Greece, the tricolour flags of France, England, the United States, Germany, Belgium, Italy and Hungary, and the yellow and red of Spain are included, as are the innovative flags of Brazil and Australia, and those of ancient Japan and modern China. This, truly, is an international emblem.(de Coubertin, 1912)

			The symbolism does not end there. The interlocking rings demonstrate the union of minds and ideas. Carl Jung, an eminent psychologist of the early 20th century, saw the rings as representing the enduring human spirit. The symbols are even extended into activities within the games. They are endorsed by the motto concerning the importance of taking part and reinforced by the various ceremonies, all of which complete the induction of athletes into the Olympic community.

			The relevance of the Olympics is important in our considerations here, as the games represent the idea that a ‘society’ is not merely a gathering of people. Being part of a society is more than just occupying the same location. When the Olympics came to London in 2012, Ben (my youngest son) and I went to watch Japan take on Egypt at football in Manchester. Despite the cost of admission, our ticket did not entitle us to join in the celebrations at the closing ceremony as kazoo-buzzing, flag-wielding participants, rubbing shoulders with Usain Bolt or Jessica Ennis – if only! I was not, despite being a proud Olympic Games ticket holder,  accepted into the closed society of the Olympic community. Apparently, I had paid for that privilege for 90 minutes only. Oh, well! Often being there does not mean being a part thereof.

			Belonging to a society, then, is far more involved than merely having a ticket with the word ‘Admission’ on it. Describing the relationship between a society and its inhabitants is far more complex than saying a society is a group of people and a group of people make up a society. Clearly, what is needed is a model to help us understand this multifaceted beast. Thankfully, help is at hand, and it is worth exploring a particular model of understanding societies in more detail here. This will allow us to see with greater clarity the context in which bullying can take place and even hint at some of the reasons why some people may choose to bully others, or, indeed, engage in any other act for and against society. After all, if we are to understand our bully, we need to look at the world around them. We need to explore the environment they grew up in and how it may have nurtured the need to engage in such behaviours. Once more, context is important and a theme we shall be returning to again and again throughout this book.

			Ecological systems 

			Ecology is understanding the relationship of organisms to one another and how they influence and are influenced by their physical surroundings. There are many models to help us understand how society is structured. Many of them, like society itself, are complex and confusing. When you start reading about the inter-relatedness of ‘nodes’ in community groups represented by diagrams that look like a disaster in a sewing club (see opposite)… 

			Diagram illustrating nodal connections amongst community groups
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			…people tend to glaze over and fail to see any relevance to their lives. It is not easy mapping society, and many attempts to do so tend to look like an electrical circuit diagram for a nuclear power reactor. 

			In an attempt to make such diagrams more accessible and relevant, I want to focus on one model that places the child at its very centre. The model is far easier to understand than our nodal charts above, but, alas, the name of it, I have to confess, is a little more off-putting. I would like to spend the next few pages exploring Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model. Believe me when I say that it is far easier to understand than it is to say. This may be a good time for a quick comfort break and to make a cup of tea before we settle down to exploring Urie Bronfenbrenner’s circles of influence. 

			Urie Bronfenbrenner was born in Moscow in 1917 and moved to the United States (US) when he was six. He grew up in Pennsylvania and New York and was instrumental in developing the government Head Start program in America in the 1960s. Like Albert Bandura, a psychologist we look at in more detail later, Bronfenbrenner (or ‘U-Bro’, as he is no doubt referred to by university students these days) was interested in how a child develops and what their primary influences are. It was this central question that his model sought to explain. Bronfenbrenner saw that the social influences on a child rippled out across various aspects of their lives over time and geography. Each circle has varying degrees of influence that shape lives and determine the choices people can make. His model looks at five main ‘systems’, with time, a feature he called the ‘chronosystem’, running throughout all the circles of influence.

			Diagrammatical model of the ecological systemic model

			[image: ]

			At the centre

			The child is at the very centre of these concentric circles. In this domain, we have a basic understanding of who they are. This includes gender, age and physical appearance, including health and position in the family. All of these are potentially important if we are to understand who the child is as a person and how they make, or, more importantly, how they are allowed to make, decisions that are important to them.

			Circle 1: the microsystem

			The microsystem is the immediate environment the child accesses for most of their early life. It includes their primary caregivers and tends to include a small number of important individuals, most likely members of their family. It is around and through them that the child will start to make their first true associations with and understandings of the world. We shall return to this essential phase in a child’s growth in the next chapter when we start to look at moral, social and emotional development in young children. 

			For now, we just need to understand that children are heavily influenced by their microsystem. It is their first experience of understanding social rules. It can be argued that one of the first social rules we impose on our children is around toileting, and Freud’s psychosexual theories describe this as the ‘anal phase’. This somewhat startling if not altogether relevant model puts the process of ‘waste management’ front and centre of child development at around three years of age. Nevertheless, it does highlight the potential impact we can have on our children in this important and messy stage of their development. It is here a child learns to ‘perform’ for their parents, with a set of rules about the things they should and shouldn’t be doing. Toileting is likely to be their first brush with society’s rules where there are strict ‘don’t-do’s as well some ‘do-do’s (so to speak)!

			This parental scaffolding also extends over the next few years to the language parents use; the boundaries between what is right and what is wrong; the fine line between acceptable and unacceptable behavioural choices; and a basic understanding of what is and is not important from a very specific family-driven perspective. In my previous book we looked at families with odd and unusual rules and routines such as that of Neil, a very loving and caring dad, who set a firm and unbreakable rule about never cutting toenails on a Sunday. This was important for him (and his family members) and it shaped how he lived his family life. This was a personal choice and not created by a societal demand for podiatry perfection. 

			Another example of a misaligned microsystem was that of little boy I taught over 20 years ago whose language was so caustic it often made my eyes water. I remember one true incident when, we shall call him Brian (not his real name), desperately needed the toilet. At the time, I was a recently qualified teacher taking a year 2 class. Despite my lack of experience, it was abundantly clear that Brian desperately needed the toilet. I gave him permission and off he scampered. Brian returned a few moments later looking rather sheepish and brandishing for all to see a rather messy brown-covered hand and wrist. My response to this situation remains excruciatingly laughable. 

			The first question I asked was daft, my second inanely stupid. On his presentation of this offending limb, I pointed to his hand and said, rather perplexed, ‘What’s that, Brian?’ He replied in a matter of fact tone, ‘It’s shit!’ To my eternal embarrassment, I then said (without thinking, obviously!), ‘Where did that come from?’ (I know!!!), to which Brian replied, somewhat surprised at my enquiry, ‘It’s from my arse!’ The poor thing had been unable to undo his very tight trouser button before the aforementioned made an appearance and he had naturally collected it the best way he could. The moral of this story, apart from that if you ask a stupid question you will get a stupid answer, is that the microsystem teaches your child to speak, to use family-appropriate language and to start life with a set of rules about where they fit in and who they are. The microsystem is there to help the child understand what is happening around them and how to react to it.

			As the child gets older and their circles of experience ripple out away from the home, the microsystem starts to include other social settings relevant to a child’s life. These are likely to include schools, churches and even medical centres. How these institutions are organised and how they interact with the child will influence the child’s growing understanding of their place in the world, where they fit in and, more importantly, what rules of behaviour are needed to cope with these varying social demands. 

			Circle 2: the mesosystem

			The mesosystem refers to the processes by which the different parts of the child’s microsystem work. This element is more about themes of interactions. It is easy to see that, if a child encounters aggression in the family and school, they are going to grow up fearful of their environment and act accordingly. It is at this level that parenting styles are important. If parents take an active and genuine interest in their child’s education, if they attend parent evenings, cheer the child on as they win or fail spectacularly at sports day and wave embarrassingly at them during school productions, the child is going to place more importance on their schooling than is a child whose parents could not care less about what they got up to between nine o’clock in the morning and four in the afternoon.

			The mesosystem plays a vital role in a child’s development because it is at this level that some of the family’s well-honed rules and traditions start to be questioned. For Brian, my scatological year 2 pupil, his experiences in class over the years provided him with a less colourful but far more acceptable language base. As far as I remember, his use of swear words and expletives in the classroom lessened year by year in school. Education, after all, is about developing and shaping thinking following broad rules society lives by. As the child develops, the mesosystem can change the rules they live by and become more about social and political choice. It has been noted that the influence a parent has on their child’s choices of what they like and dislike starts to wane when their child is around nine years of age. This is dependent upon a whole raft of circumstances, including the child’s academic and social capabilities, their health and social skills, and the community they live within. 

			Nevertheless, as a child’s understanding of the world grows ever wider, the parental voice and influence usually become diffused amid the traffic noise, particularly the rumblings of culture and engine sounds of friendships and peer influence. It is of no surprise, then, that from the age of nine and above, children’s demands to have a certain style of footwear and their fleeting pride at the ownership of the latest gadget rises above the need to please mum and dad. Obedience and conformity are key elements in bullying, and we shall look at that in more detail in the next chapter.

			Circle 3: the exosystem

			As you would expect, the outer layer has a direct influence on the inner layers. This is not just a ripple-out mechanism; it is also a ripple-in and a ripple-round model. (If you say that fast enough it sounds rather like a tongue twister, or if you insert the word ‘raggy’ at the end, it sounds like a corny line from a Scooby Doo cartoon!) The exosystem comprises factors that directly affect the people and processes around the child. Issues such as how much money the family has available to spend and the quality of the relationships the child’s parents and grandparents have are all important here. Even though the child does not have a job, many parents do and the impact of losing their job, or, at the other end of the spectrum, being promoted, will directly influence the lifestyle the child can access. The exosystem also refers to environments the child may never access, yet which influence the people they interact with. This is likely to include the parental workplace. If one of their parents is grossly unhappy at work, this is likely to affect the parent’s demeanour and interactions with the child at home. 

			Circle 4: the macrosystem

			The macrosystem is the outer layer to Bronfenbrenner’s model and deals with the influences on the child at the community and cultural level. Here, there is only an indirect influence on the child at the centre, but it is still an important one. In many ways, it contextualises their behaviour and the behaviour of people around them. It is the macrosystem that either maintains or changes the culture of the area the child lives in. A good example of this is the availability of jobs in the child’s town or city. This influences the general distribution of wealth and services available to the child’s community. Significant shortfalls in the macrosystem can have a devastating effect on the child’s welfare and livelihood. It also changes the mood and cultural attitudes of a community. This has clearly been seen in recent years across the world with the multi-coloured ‘Liberate’ campaign that is changing views about sexuality, gender and marriage.

			It is also important to note that changes in the macrosystem can ripple back to the centre. Failures on a macrosystemic level were clearly seen in many parts of the United Kingdom during the 1980s, where whole communities were devastated by the closure of coal mines and other large industries, with inhabitants of those communities depending directly or indirectly (in a bakery, for example) upon the employment mines and steelworks, for example, provided. Friends of mine who grew up in the north-east of England still see and hear the effects of this complete community collapse at the macrosystem level and the devastation it brought some 30 years ago. They tell me that they still hear a poor sense of optimism for the future alongside a heartfelt pride in what they once were in some adult narratives about life as a northerner. These pessimistic narratives are then bound to infect the thinking of children whose families stayed in such communities.

			The macrosystem influences the whole community. It both provides and limits opportunities and experiences, some of which are essential for healthy growth and development. More modern macrosystemic issues include the prevalence of crime and violence on the streets and the availability of play areas and youth centres. In the first few months of 2018, there was a sharp rise in reported knife crimes in London, with over 30 youths murdered in this way. This is macrosystemic failure at its worst. It is easy to see from examples such as this how these factors can affect a child’s mood, health and social development. Other elements of this circle of influence include the established social and cultural history of a place as well as governmental laws and restrictions.

			However, a macrosystem is not always a harbinger  of doom. A professor of psychology once relayed a story to me that demonstrated how culture and children’s thinking are interwoven. Professor Y (X was taken) told me of research he was engaged in which highlighted the differences in attitudes towards reading of primary school children within three different cultures: the US, England and Russia. As part of the ‘getting to know you’ element of his research, he spent some time with children in the social settings of school such as in lunch halls and at play times (recess). Here, children would come up to him and ask him lots of questions. It was in these informal settings that he began to see a fundamental difference in children’s thinking that was clearly established at the macrosystemic level and was one of the cultural differences he had neither predicted nor even considered. It consisted of the pattern of questions he was asked by children who were relaxing away from the classroom. As he travelled around, he noticed that what they chatted about varied quite significantly in one of the countries.

			Professor Y recalled that when he went to the school in England, children flocked towards him in the playground like moths to a lamp and tested his worthiness to be in the playground with the ubiquitous question: ‘So, Mister, who’s your favourite football team?’ His answers elicited a cheer and a groan in equal measure. He said that wherever he went in England it was not long before he would be asked to pin his football colours to the mast. In the US, he experienced a similar set of questions: ‘Who’s your favourite (American) football team?’ or ‘Who’s you favourite baseball player?’ With Russia being the last set of schools he was researching, he had prepared his answers with a quick look at local teams around Moscow. To his surprise, as the usual throng of primary school children advanced towards him at break time, instead of the usual sporting question they asked: ‘Which is your favourite Dickens novel?’ He said that this was an honest question and the children were genuinely interested in his answer: ‘David Copperfield? Oh, no, I much prefer Oliver Twist!’

			This focus on culture and education was apparent in the other schools he visited in Russia. Attitudes towards education happen at the macrosystemic level. In many cultures around the world, schools open on a Saturday and many children seem to want to attend by choice. Their approach to schooling appears to be driven by an innate desire to better themselves educationally. I wonder how many pupils would turn up to a school in your town if it opened up on a Saturday for formal lessons?

			Chronosystem

			The final aspect of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model I wish to explore is the chronosystem, which is concerned with the passage of time and how communities and lifestyles change. This understanding of societal change was brilliantly illustrated in a cartoon published by Private Eye magazine in 2016. The drawing shows a middle-aged gentleman standing at a train station ticket booth and talking to the attendant on duty there. The caption read, ‘I’d like a return to simpler times, please.’ However, the fascinating thing about this cartoon is that it could have been drawn at any point in the last 100 years, arguably even before then, and the joke would still have been relevant.

			Time is an important element for us to consider. Not only does it help us to understand how the ecological model works, it also helps us to look at ourselves as adults dealing with bullying and how we may need to contextualise today’s events in a different way. I would like to look at the chronosystem in a bit more detail and explore the changing face of society and what this means to the development of our children and the lives they now lead. I am sure that you will have already come to the conclusion that living life as a ten-year-old today is very different from how you lived your life at that age. Nevertheless, we have some important observations to make if we are to better understand bullies and their bullying behaviours.

			The changing face of childhood

			How would you sum up your childhood? Life for me as a child of the 1960s and 1970s seems so very different from the childhood I see children experiencing today. The differences are not just in the way that we played; it seems the whole world has changed. Perhaps it is the idiosyncrasies of memory, but didn’t the summers seem longer and hotter and winters colder and snowier? Wasn’t life simpler and safer back then when all the children played outside in the field or in the woods or, heaven forbid, on the road, and where back doors were left open during the day and wildlife was more abundant? Even the stars seemed brighter, the grass greener and the air so much cleaner than it is now. Is it me, or was life so much better back then when the dulcet words of Louis Armstrong across the airwaves epitomised the mood of the times, ‘and I think to myself, what a wonderful world’? It is clear that the world we live in is forever evolving. Nothing ever stays the same. It seems that in life the only constancy is change, and it this progression – this adaptation to life – that I would like to focus upon here.

			If we are to understand what we mean by the concept of childhood, we must also attempt to understand what we mean by the concept of adulthood. The two, by definition, are dependent on each other. This demarcation is illustrated in some cultures by the symbolism of receiving a key on your 18th birthday. This symbolises that you now have the right to walk across the threshold of maturity, where you can legally savour the heady fruits of being an ‘adult’, with all the bittersweet fruitiness that goes with adult responsibilities. I am not sure about you, but my 18th birthday was about as momentous to me as staying up until midnight for the first time (I was about 7 years old, by the way – I didn’t leave it until I was 18). The experience was far more underwhelming than I had hoped for and was accompanied by the emotion-packed comment of: 

			(Sniff) ‘Oh – is that it?

			There was no sudden flash of worldly understanding, no rush of enlightenment that made everything perfectly clear. Beards, muscles and wealth did not appear overnight (indeed, I’m still waiting for the latter two to arrive) and there certainly was no booming voice from above going, ‘Welcome oh fruitful adult of the earth!’ Nope, I began my first day as a bona fide adult in just the same way as I did the day before, when I was a mere pubescent teenager! Indeed, for me it felt just like that earth-shattering moment when the world, in the merest matter of one fraction of a second, changed from the 20th century into the 21st. Despite all the guff and guffaw, as far as I am aware, at precisely 00:00:01 on 1 January 2000, no aeroplanes dropped from the sky; nor did any of the computers around the world crash, bringing the world to its electronic data-driven knees, as many predicted would happen. In many ways, the demarcation of time change is a human-constructed concept, as is the anxiety that seems to be superglued to such changes.

			From a modern society’s perspective, adulthood and childhood are separate entities, and this demarcation is a crucial feature of society that has been socially constructed over time. But this has not always been so. One French historian argued that until around the 10th to 13th century ‘[t]he idea of childhood did not exist’ (Ariès, 1962). Ariès did not mean that there were no children around before the Magna Carta; what he was referring to was that there was no great distinction between adults and children in terms of roles and responsibilities. In this time period, families were units built to survive. Even as late as the 17th century, children were generally regarded as ‘mini-adults’. There was no school or division of labour; most children were just as hardworking and engaged in day-to-day living as everyone else. They contributed to foraging, farming, clearing and preparing, probably from a very young age. Education in these contexts was about learning to survive using knowledge and skills passed down from family to family over generations. Some historians comment on the fact that children were not always given names until it was known that they would survive infancy, and then they were often given the name of a deceased sibling. Childhood in such bygone days was an unknown concept; in many ways, it had not been invented.

			But this comment is not just historical. Even today, children and childhood are treated very differently from culture to culture. It is not uncommon in some countries today to see sweatshops where young children work extraordinarily long hours every day making garments and products for hungry textile markets. It seems that childhood is not a given; it is a phase in human development created by some cultures and tragically ignored by others.

			If we put all that aside for the moment, it can be argued that the essential difference between being an adult and a child centres around the law and imposed restrictions on the responsibilities of individuals. For example, even thought the age of criminal responsibility in England is ten, it is deemed correct in most countries that the human individual does not have the necessary capabilities to handle the responsibility of a gun, drive a car or even take on the enormity of getting married until they are in their mid to late teens. The rites of passage to adulthood are therefore dictated partly by the laws of a country. Despite some variations in the age of consent and responsibility for gun ownership, alcohol consumption and driving a vehicle on public roads, the general theme of this discussion is that childhood seems to end when the law and common public sensibilities say it does. We will look at this in a little more detail in the next chapter, when we consider the social, emotional and moral development of children and where it may go wrong for children who choose to bully others.

			For this discussion, however, let us return to the changing expectations of childhood and what society sees as normal behaviour for a child. Also, for the purposes of this discussion, I would like to limit my examples to life in Western cultures, partly for my own sanity, but also for the ease and clarity this perspective provides in limiting the variables when comparing the changing faces of childhood over time. 

			Illustrating the changing notions of what it was like to be a child at a particular time is best done by looking at what has defined typical childhood behaviours and comparing the activities and conundrums children have had to face over the past 100 years or so. Of course, this approach is riddled with difficulties, just like childhood, in fact. In an attempt to not get bogged down by too much detail here, there are some issues I need to gloss over. These include aspects of geography and family income. There is no doubt that these are important factors, but I am aiming at this point to paint a picture with broad brushstrokes rather than focus on intricate details. My intention is to create more of a Van Gogh or a Monet than a Michelangelo or a Raphael; and, in doing so, I hope that it doesn’t end up like a load of Pollocks (paintings, that is). I want to pitch my canvas, so to speak, on what can be glibly regarded as the ‘ordinary’ child from an ordinary working class family. However, even within this, you may need to accept that there will be some generalisations; it is the context of the behaviours I am interested in at this point. 

			Childhood before the Victorian era was still regarded as a romantic notion. Most children worked and died in factories, down mines or labouring in the countryside. Life as a child was similar to life as an adult, but with less influence and thwarted by a silent voice. Ironically and somewhat naively, Rousseau, a French philosopher, argued that childhood was more of a brief period of safety and sanctity before the rigours and problems of adulthood overwhelmed the individual. This was an example, perhaps, of the closed-minded attitudes of some of the more privileged members of society. However wrong this notion was, it was supported by writers and philosophers alike, and it clearly had an impact on cultural thinking. 

			Art historians note that changes in attitude were reflected in how children were represented in paintings. Before the shift, children were often painted wearing smaller versions of adult clothing and engaged in adult activities (no, not that!) such as at work or showing off skills. Following the more romanticised movement, paintings of children became softer in nature, depicting greater innocence and vulnerability. The early 1800s also saw the development of a wider range of books written specifically for children. The themes focussed on the encouragement of reading and writing, and offered titles such as A Little Pretty Pocket-Book and the eponymous Tom Brown’s School Days, first published in 1857.

			By the end of the century, the range and choice in children’s novels had exploded and included such marvellous titles as Tales of Adventure and the intriguing mystery of The Zankiwank and the Bletherwitch. The latter was written by S.J. Adair Fitzgerald in 1896. There were even self-help books for children, including titles such as How to name the baby. But as Edward VII ascended the throne in 1901, these luxuries were largely unimportant and almost certainly inaccessible to most children, whose needs, wants and requirements were far more basic.

			For most nought- to ten-year-olds in the first decades of the 1900s, childhood was undeniably hard. With infant mortality still unbearably high, survival was the main focus. Poverty and disease were still prevalent amongst the masses, with living space and air quality in major cities remaining poor. Living conditions for large families were cramped, and poor sanitation and hunger were rife. Such conditions meant that serious health problems and distress remained a key part of childhood, an enduring legacy of Victorian social policy in the UK. Childhood was about survival and scrabbling around, competing for scarce resources. The importance of competitiveness and status as integral elements of childhood continued through the turn of the century.

			As yet, there were still no laws to protect the needy. It would be decades before the welfare state ensured the rights of children and families to be fed and have a roof over their heads. There was hope on the horizon, however, as education for all had been introduced, which meant that children were no longer required to put in 12-hour days working in dangerous conditions. In England, a campaign began to clear the inner city slums of the effects of the Industrial Revolution and provide housing that was more suitable to sustaining a healthier lifestyle. Those living in the countryside fared a little better, with higher air quality, though life was not necessarily easier. Nevertheless, some rural families were able to provide a better space in which children could grow and play.

			It has been argued that the 20th century has seen the greatest and most rapid growth in human endeavour of any time in history. It is incredible to think that the descriptions of human suffering outlined above were experienced only one generation ago in what is described as a developed country. Though still experienced today, they are thankfully less common. And that was the life of our grandparents. My wife’s grandmother never failed to have a melancholic tear in her eyes as she recounted growing up in Edwardian Yorkshire, with the bare earth serving as a carpet within their meagre farm dwelling in north Leeds. I also remember my mum telling me that as a little girl she used to walk to the well to draw fresh water in her Yorkshire village, having suffered the traumas and separations of wartime evacuation from her childhood home in the east of London. 

			I therefore want to spend a little time looking at the changing face of childhood by focusing on some of the important elements of growing up and the differences experienced by different generations of children over the past 100 years. These explorations will help to shed some light on how the changing face of childhood has possibly impacted on the changing face of bullying. It may also provide some answers as to how we can start to address the need for some children to bully others.

			Playing games

			Developing a fertile imagination is one of the essential qualities of childhood. It is an integral part of the developing mind. It is arguably one of the most endearing qualities children possess. Indeed, since the explorative adventures of Zankiwank (other books were available), almost every children’s author has exploited the fact that ‘make-believe’ is central to a child’s early emotional development. I have no doubt whatsoever that Enid Blyton is responsible for millions of children searching under trees and in thickets for little doors (guilty), or that C.S. Lewis is culpable for encouraging the curious to go exploring in the back of wardrobes for snowfall and Turkish Delight (also guilty, I am afraid)!

			Even today, modern-day sculptors of the imagination are responsible for youths searching for what is just out of reach and just around the corner, more recently in railway stations – between platforms, for example. The imagination, however, is not limited to pages in a book. This is the role of creative play, where the make-believers often exploit events around them to feed these minds hungry for fantasy, glory, a dramatic death and adventure. During the days of heavy rationing in the 1940s, British children filled their minds with heroic battles and gorged on national hatred for the Nazis just as vehemently as German children in the suburbs of Berlin or on the streets of Cologne and Munich loathed the cigar-smoking Churchill. In these stricken days, children sought refuge in their minds, where a simple stick became a sharpshooter, a pebble served as a hand grenade, and peg dolls were bandaged up in makeshift mobile hospitals for the wounded.

			During the first couple of decades after the war, space to play outside became more open as new housing projects transformed the countryside and abandoned brown-belt land was turned into new estates with gardens and parks to play in. For the child of the 1950s and 1960s, the imagination had the outdoors as its stage. Here, parks, streets and fields were blank canvases to paint on, and play was as limitless as the imagination. Props were still fashioned by what the resourceful mind could seek out or salvage, and the ordinary often became a way to feats of fancy. Petals from garden flowers were transformed into perfumes of an exotic nature, and mud became the basis for a myriad recipes enjoyed by all at tea parties far and wide. Inner city streets were just as full of resources for the hungry mind, and it was creativity, imagination and graft that succeeded. Wooden crates and old pram wheels became vehicles for the fast and furious, and doorsteps were transformed into the backdrop for many a theatrical production. Never before had children’s minds been provided with such carte blanche to feed the imagination and nurture its creative potential. 

			As the century advanced, toys became cheaper, and, as prices fell, these toys became more accessible for children. As the general wealth of families began to soar in this thriving post-war Britain, children were spoiled for choice, with board games, dolls and a wide range of mechanical paraphernalia available. The advent of technology brought televisions to homes, adding a visual dimension to family life, and the mind was now stimulated in the home by moving pictures as well as the spoken word. Even though celluloid – a form of plastic – had been around since the middle part of the previous century, most toys were still quite simple and made out of natural materials such as metal, wood, rubber and paper. 

			In the 1930s, Germany was the creative and productive centre of the toy market. However, as the years rumbled on, the need to satisfy children’s toy demands blossomed, and toy manufacturing needed a new player. During the 1940s, Fisher-Price Toys in America became the first company to market a whole range that was made entirely out of plastic, and by the end of the 1950s, the company had become a leader in toy manufacturing. Further advances in technology in the 1960s brought batteries and small electric motors to the masses, replacing clockwork mechanisms. For the child of the 1960s, the art of playing was a heady affair never experienced by children before. But little did children know what was about to skyrocket their imagination into space – quite literally. The world of play changed forever with the introduction of newer and quicker forms of plastic production processes. No longer did the child have to play with a spaceship fashioned from an old cereal packet or a dolls house from an old cardboard box. Cheaper and more creative toys replaced arts and crafts, and children’s play time was the victor.

			Moving forward to the 1980s, the world of play and imagination took on a whole new meaning when the advancement in electronics brought the first ‘computers’ into the home. Children could now stay indoors and transform their television sets into table tennis boards. The television set became a focus for more entertainment than just television programmes, and the need to create in the mind was replaced by the action in front of you. This trend to stop imagining and start seeing is perhaps the most fundamental change in children’s play since companies like Atari first introduced the plug-in games console.

			Today, the imagination is delivered to children on a silver platter, or on a screen, to be precise. The breadth, depth and wealth of visual and auditory experiences open to children today is staggering. No longer do children need to recreate the Second World War in their minds using twigs and branches, or to provide their own explosive soundtrack to add to the realism. Children no longer need to colour in pieces of cardboard to act as a backdrop for their action dolls, ponies and unicorns. Distant galaxies are no longer out of reach; all of this and more is now available at the click of a button. Imagination is becoming redundant in play. It also seems that face-to-face socialisation is becoming redundant and alongside this the essential social skills needed to get on with our peers and colleagues. How many parents today hear a knock on the door and those immortal words of yesteryear… ‘Is [Graham] coming out to play?’ or, indeed, ‘Can [Graham] come round to play?’ Children can now open their inner sanctuaries and invite complete strangers from around the world into their minds and, indeed, into their bedrooms. And if that statement alone does not tell us more about the way children play today, I don’t know what does.

			It is important to ask if these changes are making childhood better or worse, and more importantly for this discussion, if they have any bearing on understanding bullying today. I think they do, and we shall see how later. In the meantime, let us look at another aspect of changing childhood and another possible factor in understanding the context of bullying and what we may need to do to address it. The next element of changing childhoods is the idea of delayed gratification.

			Delayed gratification

			In psychological terms, delayed gratification refers to the developmental maturity of having the capacity to wait to be rewarded. This is particularly relevant when we consider how we manage our expectations and deal with disappointment. In simple terms, children need to consider the very real notion that in life you cannot have everything you want when you want it. You usually have to earn it, and, most certainly (heaven forbid), wait for it.

			The unfairness of losing games is a good example of some of the first experiences children have of not getting what they feel is rightfully theirs. I am sure I am not the only parent who has witnessed the earth-shattering devastation children endure when the snake at square 99 lowers them into oblivion as a roll of 6 propels Dad to the ladder of success. The ensuing remonstrations feel very much like the child has witnessed the torching of Teddy and the shredding of their favourite book. In parenting terms, these are woefully hard lessons your child has to suffer in order to learn, grow and develop. And if handled properly, they teach your teary-eyed offspring about life being a journey of mixed experiences. 

			The other aspect of delayed gratification that children need to learn is that they may be able to get what they want but not necessarily when they want it, which is usually ‘NOW!’ A good example of this can be seen in the well-executed and perfectly controlled tantrums of the incredibly spoilt and very needy Veruca Salt in Roald Dahl’s novel Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Here the rich and misguided father provided everything and anything his daughter desired, on demand, in the foolish belief that he was making his daughter happy. Satisfaction therefore became a matter of when she got what she wanted rather than about the joy of owning it. The very privileged Miss Salt may have had many things in life, but patience and delayed gratification skills were not among them.

			Today, with the accessibility of gadget-buying devices in the living room, kitchen and bedroom, we can get what we want when we want it using the very simple phrase: ‘Alexa/Google, order me a new PlayStation game’. I do believe that some online shops promise same-day delivery. Heavens, just wait until a Star Trek style transporter is invented for the home. What will be our levels of delayed gratification be then?

			‘Mum, can I have a new toy?’

			‘No, dear, you had one two hours ago!’

			‘I’m bored of that now!’

			(Witness tantrum and strop over the new shagpile carpet)

			‘Oh, okay!’

			‘Transporter, get me a new toy!’

			(Cue electronic sound effects)

			‘Yeah!!’

			It can be said that one of the themes of childhood and adolescence is the role of music. Music in many ways defines a generation. The whole culture of the music industry seems to divide itself into genres. The heady days of rock and roll of the 1950s; the freedom-loving flower-power era of the 1960s; the endless journeys of progressive rock and piercing screams of punk rockers in the 1970s; and so on. As it did with teenagers of all generations before and after, music became an essential part of my own identity and teen culture. In the 1960s and 1970s, and for another 20 years or so afterwards, children and adolescents focussed their musical energy onto a Sunday night, as the radio countdown to the ‘number one’ singles chart became the talking point for the following week. 

			In the 1970s, a 7-inch single cost around 75p, and I would wait with bated breath on a Sunday evening to see if my hard-earned savings had been well spent and made any difference to the top ten. Seventy-five pence in those days was quite a bit of money for a teenager, and I needed to think carefully about how I spent it. This was because, for me, as for many other children, it could take a while to save that sort of money. If I wanted to buy the latest song from the latest superstar, I had to forego bags of sweets and comics for a week or two. Only then could I be the proud owner of such classic songs as ‘Tiger Feet’ by Mud and ‘Gonna make you a star’ by David Essex, whose particular fine set of locks was something I tried to emulate with embarrassing degrees of success. Once the magic figure had been reached, it was then a day trip to the local town with your mates to purchase the holy grail. Once it had been acquired, the next few weeks saw us wearing down to oblivion the 7-inch disc of godliness as we played it over and over again in an attempt to learn every word, every ‘oooh’ and every ‘aahh’ to perfection, no doubt driving our parents mad with the endless repetitiveness of it all. 

			I am sure that the role of music is just as important today to teenage cultures as it has ever been, but what seems to be missing is the anticipation and the graft needed to acquire the sacred songs. Indeed, throughout the last 20 years, music seems to have become more ethereal and contactless. Today, music can be acquired at the touch of a button and stored invisibly without any sense of gravity or presence. Music is now more immediate, and children no longer need to wait until they have saved up before they can own a song of their choice. It is easy to argue that purchasing music seems to have less emotional and physical value, as there is nothing to show apart from additional words on a screen to the effect of ‘download complete’. Just like Veruca Salt, children and teenagers today seem to be losing the skills and the necessary patience of having to wait for something special. It seems that this essential part of children’s development is becoming lost in the immediacy of the world around them.

			It seems, then, that the link between effort and reward is becoming diluted by technology. The purchasing power of the individual today in a world of electronic gigabytes and terabytes, even for the youngest of children, is changing the way people think about their interactions with the world. At the risk of sounding like a bitter old man, there are many advantages to having so much at our fingertips, but for the purposes of this discussion, it is clear to see that delayed gratification skills in children are being eroded, slowly and surely, by the notion of:

			‘Want it? Sure! Click here. Great! You have now got it.’

			It is the growing expectation of getting immediate satisfaction of a need or desire within today’s youth cultures that will be an important consideration in understanding some of the important elements of bullying. We will return to this again in later chapters. 

			Knowledge and communication

			For now, let us shift our attention to the changing face of the way that children’s understanding of the world has developed. Once again, it is only possible at this stage to provide a cursory overview, but there are elements here that will be quite useful to refer back to later on in the book. The term ‘world’ in this context means the world on a global scale. It is undoubtedly vital to a child’s intellectual growth and emotional development that they learn about the world around them. This can be achieved in different ways, and, as we shall see in more detail in the next chapter, its starts out small and practical and grows forever outwards to become more holistic and abstract as the child gets older.  

			In my previous book on the development of thinking in teenagers, we looked at Newton and Wilson’s model (another set of rings) of circles of intimacy/friends. This is important here, and it is worth going over it again briefly.
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