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The anecdotes in this book are used to illustrate common issues and problems, and do not necessarily portray specific people or situations. With the exception of a few people that were the subject of prior media coverage, no real names have been used.
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To my beautiful wife,

Erica, who makes me smile a little bigger

each and every day. You are so special.

I love you.
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my mom and dad for teaching me

how to respect myself and others.

And to

my brother, Jordan, who always has my back.

And to

Grandma, because you are such an amazing person!

And to

all of you who have stood up to a bully
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BULLIES HAVE BEEN A HUGE PROBLEM for as long as there has been any kind of society. Physical intimidation, teasing, and taunting are all ways bullies isolate victims, and that isolation is a key weapon in the bully’s arsenal. Once limited to the playground, classroom, and any place or time that a bully could escape the watchful eye of protective authority figures, bullying has now crept into many other areas as the bullies of today’s generation find new ways to bring misery to their victims. Thanks to the wide reach of the Internet, the loss of social connections in our highly transient society, and perhaps a growing numbness to violence, the bully’s “playground” has gotten a whole lot bigger, and the methods of domination and exploitation are much more varied and even more invisible to the protector’s eye.

It used to be that kids knew they could find some relief from pain and humiliation and an escape from harassment in their own homes. But via the Internet, “keyboard bullies” can come right into your home, penetrating this once safe haven. Some of the worst bullying is now done online via websites such as Facebook, MySpace, and other “social” online gathering places, as well as through e-mails and text messages to cell phones. Officials in some states have even proposed laws to make cyberbullying a criminal offense because it has become such a problem.

If you are being bullied in the real world, the virtual world, or both, and feel that there is no escape, this book brings a message of hope and important strategies for protecting yourself and your peace of mind. My son Jay has been passionately involved in efforts to eradicate bullying for many years. He has written this book to help you know that you don’t deserve to be picked on, and that there are proven methods for stopping bullies in their tracks and shutting down this exploitation once and for all.

This book will not only show you how to help yourself, but it will also tell you how to ask for help in the right way from the right people. Bullying should no longer be written off or excused as a “part of growing up.” You can ignore bullies, but they will not go away. They don’t disappear just because you have your eyes shut, look the other way, or turn the other cheek. And Jay makes it clear in this book that it is up to all of us to make certain that those bullies who repeatedly intimidate, harass, and physically abuse others are stopped and not allowed a place in our lives or the lives of others.

Since I’m the father of the author, let me address the  parents who pick up this book; or let me offer you this to share with your parents:

Bullying is not kids just being kids.

Bullying is not something that kids should be left to work out for themselves.

Being bullied can change your child in long-term and devastating ways.

Jay has written a serious and important book about a serious and important social problem, and it is packed with solid, practical advice that may be just what you need to turn things around. I am proud that he has taken this subject on and feel so blessed to be his dad. I hope this book will help give kids the opportunity to grow up “bully-free” and parents the opportunity to watch their children grow into adulthood and be as proud of them as I am of my son.

—Dr. Phil
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INTRODUCTION
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It’s Craig’s first day at his new elementary school. He doesn’t know any of the other kids in his sixth-grade class, and he’s very quiet, even shy. He doesn’t make friends easily. Most of the other kids have attended the school for two or three years and know one another pretty well. There are some really tight groups.

As they head out for recess, most of the kids ignore Craig. He wanders over to a set of monkey bars and begins to play by himself. But not all of the kids are busy doing something else. Danny, a very tall, thickset sixth grader, is watching Craig closely. He heads toward the monkey bars where Craig is swinging.

Craig barely notices Danny as he’s dangling from the monkey bars. But then he feels Danny brush past his foot.

“Hey, you kicked me!” Danny screams.

“No, I didn’t,” says Craig. “I was just hanging there.” He drops down.

Danny walks up closer to Craig and gets in his face. “You kicked me, so that must mean you think you’re tough, huh? You think you’re tough, punk?”

Craig stutters, backs away, and trips. Danny raises his foot as if he’s going to stomp Craig. Craig covers his face. Danny laughs and walks off.

Craig stands up, relieved, hoping that that’s the last time he’ll have to deal with Danny. But it won’t be. In fact, it’s only a start to what turns out to be a nightmare month and a half for Craig.

Every day after that, Danny does something to frighten Craig. He balls up his fist and acts like he is going to hit Craig. He bumps into Craig while walking to his seat at the lunch table—every day. He pokes Craig in the back of his head over and over while they’re in line heading into gym. And every now and then, Danny gets right up in Craig’s face and warns him, “If you go whining to the teachers, I’m really going to get you, punk.”

Craig is a small kid, and he doesn’t want to tell his parents; he doesn’t want them to worry. And he’s not sure his teachers will be able to help. After being in the class for a few weeks, he still hasn’t made any friends. He is miserable. And every day, Danny tries harder to make it worse.

STOPPING BULLIES: IT STARTS WITH YOU

Unfortunately, this sort of scenario plays out on far too many playgrounds and in far too many parks around the country. Every day thousands of students are picked on, harassed, and insulted in all kinds of ways. And we’re not just talking about a shove or a poke.

Each year preteens are sent to the hospital with broken bones, concussions, and other wounds as a result of being attacked by bullies. In even worse cases, some have been shot or stabbed or even murdered. Bullying is taking a huge toll.

But even when the scars aren’t physical, bullying can do some heavy damage. Online bullying is the new rage nowadays, with bullies turning to computers to do their dirty work. Where once bullying could at least be limited to the playground, today you can be hounded and tormented even in your own home.

Online, in school, at home—to some of you, the bullying can seem like it’s threatening to swallow you whole. And in some sad cases, it does. Suicides and attempted suicides are up, and our airwaves and headlines are filled with news about kids, teens, and young adults committing horrible acts as a result of uncontrolled rage, sadness, and depression over being picked on and left out.

[image: image]

Bullying is worse than it’s ever been, and the results seem to be getting sadder, more painful, every day. I’m tired of reading about fourteen-year-olds killing themselves because they were tired of being picked on day after day after day. I don’t want to hear any more TV news reports about a thirteen-year-old taking too many pills or a twelve-year-old showing up at school with a knife because he’s scared and mad about being slapped by a fourteen-year-old on the playground.

But I’m not just going to close my newspaper or turn off my TV. I think this is a problem that you—each and every one of you—can stop on your own. YOU have the power to end bullying right now. That’s why I’m writing this book, as part of my larger effort to try and put an end to bullying in our schools and in our neighborhoods. As I’m always telling people, we’re all responsible for keeping one another safe. You owe it not only to yourself, but also to your friends and classmates, people who may be weaker than you or who might not be able to stand up for themselves.

And if you’re the one who’s getting bullied, you owe it to yourself to stop it from happening again. And you can bring it to an end if you’re willing to take the necessary steps. I’m not saying it’s going to be quick or easy. I’m not saying that you have to do it alone. I’m not even saying that you won’t be scared.

BUT YOU CAN DO IT—AND YOU HAVE TO!

Of course, the first thing you have to do is get real about your situation. This is the first step to handling almost any challenge. In my book Life Strategies for Teens, I talk about “Life Laws,” ideas that are designed to help people live better. One of the first lessons in that book is what I told you at the start of this paragraph: Get real about it.

In your case, getting real about it may mean that you have to first accept that you are being bullied. You may not like the idea that it is happening to you, and I understand that. None of us wants to think of ourselves as a victim. But if you’re being bullied, just saying to yourself that you don’t want it to happen isn’t enough. It’s not just a matter of what you want here. It’s also about having a good plan, the support you need, and the willingness to do what it takes to achieve your goal. But first and foremost, you have to get real about what is happening!

Don’t downplay bullying. Some people might think of it as just “part of being a kid.” Ask me and I’ll tell you that that sort of thinking stinks. Being bullied is very common—but it’s not normal, and it is certainly not okay. Being kept in fear by a person or some group or clique is no way to go into your teen years or young adulthood. And it will leave scars on you that can last a lifetime—even if those scars are on your heart rather than on your body. Growing up in Dallas, I saw some pretty bad cases of bullying, and I always worked hard not to be a bully, but also not to be a victim. What I’m telling you here aren’t just some ideas I’ve come up with out of thin air. These are strategies that have worked for other people and will work for you if you let them.

I’ve traveled all over the country talking to people about what it’s like for them, and I’m saddened and surprised that so many young people have to deal with bullies but don’t really have any resources they feel they can use to figure out what to do.

I know this book will help you if will just try out my ideas. I’m not saying that I have all the answers here or that everything I suggest is going to work in every situation. People’s lives are all different. But what I’ve tried to do is offer some ideas about what’s really behind bullying and how to start thinking about putting an end to it in your life or in the life of someone you know.

I’ve drawn on many of the lessons I’ve learned from my dad. And even though many of these lessons would work in other areas of your life too, I have tried to explain them so that they deal specifically with bullying and how it affects us all.

I’m also pretty sure that along the way, you can find ways to help yourself become a better you, be more confident, be able to make more friends, and become more positive about yourself and life and the road ahead. Bullying can take this kind of joy out of your life if you let it happen. I want this book to be a reminder to you of your value and importance in the world and why you cannot afford to let a bully take that away from you (or from the rest of us).

But you don’t have to be the victim of a bully to get something out of this book. Maybe something you read here will help you help someone else. Heck, maybe you’re even a bully yourself and you don’t really want to be. (And you know what? You shouldn’t want to be, because being a bully is really uncool.) I want the conversation you’ll find here to give you some ideas that you can use to help bring the bullying to a stop.

And we’ve definitely got to try to stamp out bullying anywhere we find it. Because with so many students hurting and dying from bullying, y’all can’t afford to let it get any worse. It is time to put an end to bullying, and that starts with you.



1
WHAT IS BULLYING?


[image: image]

Kenny, age eleven: I’m in elementary school, and there’s this kid named Ricky who picks on me every other day, for no reason at all. I don’t even see it coming sometimes. Some days I’ll just be walking through the hall at school, alone, minding my business, and he shows up out of nowhere and just starts shoving me, yelling and calling me bad names: “Hey, stupid.” “What’s up, moron?” “Go kill yourself, you jerk.”

It wouldn’t be so bad if all he did was call me names. But he does a lot more. Ricky is, like, four inches taller than me and heavier, so it’s pretty easy for him to push me around whenever he wants to. And he wants to a lot. He trips me, punches me, and slaps me at least twice a week.

I probably should tell the teachers or my folks about what is going on, but Ricky always says that he’ll “really kick my butt” if I tell. So I stay quiet. I think I remember the assistant principal at our school pulling Ricky into his office once after he heard Ricky calling me a bad name, but even that didn’t seem to stop him. He just became more careful about picking on me when other teachers weren’t around.

I want to stand up to Ricky or do something else to get him to leave me alone. But the truth is, I never do anything. The only way I’m getting away from Ricky is because my family is moving to another town. But what if there’s another Ricky in my next town?

As alone as Kenny felt when he was getting picked on, the sad truth is that what happened to him happens to kids all over America. In elementary school bathrooms and hallways. In junior high locker rooms and playgrounds. Even at home. Bullying is everywhere these days, spreading through almost every method of communication there is. And it’s hurting the lives of more young people than we realize.

Maybe, in one way or another, it’s even happened to you.

Now maybe you’re thinking, “Hold up, Jay, I never let another kid push me around like that guy. And if someone tries, I know I’d stand up for myself. Or at least I’d go to a teacher or my parents or some friends. No way would I let that happen.”

Well, if that’s the case, good for you. Obviously, no one should stand for being shoved down and slapped. But standing up against a bully isn’t always an option; sometimes the bullies are simply too big to do that.

Also, if you think that’s all there is to bullying, you’re wrong. Many people think of bullying as little more than a mean shove here or a mean-spirited pinch or punch there. But the truth is, bullying has never been that simple—and it’s definitely getting worse for a lot of you.

Small, mean acts are still part of bullying. But that’s not all there is to it these days, not by a long shot. Increasingly, physical bullying is taking the form of more serious crimes. Children, preteens, even teens are being beaten up by large groups, and some have been really hurt—in some cases killed—with weapons. Bullying has never been a laughing matter. Nowadays it can also be a life-or-death one.

Of course, bullying isn’t just about physically attacking another person either. Bullying comes in other forms too. For almost every form of communication, there are ways to use it to put down, frighten, or hurt others. You can be picked on by others in relationships, through group pressure, in online exchanges in chat rooms, through text messages, and on message boards. You can be bullied when others spread rumors and lies. And in each case, the bullying can leave some pretty deep and long-lasting scars.

Bullying is a horrible thing, and it happens way too much. Some researchers have said that up to 90 percent of children in elementary school have bullied in some way or another—90 percent! Sure, you may not have been bullied like Kenny, whose story we told earlier in this chapter. But chances are that you probably have been picked on by some other person. Or you certainly know somebody who has.

So let’s keep it real, y’all. Kenny is not “weaker” or “worse” than other people. Students who get bullied are everywhere—they may be your buddy or your brother. Or you. And most important of all, they are people who don’t deserve to have anyone call them names or push them around.

I want to take a few minutes to go over the various types of bullying that students like you have to deal with these days.


FAST FACT

In the United States alone, bullying affects more than five million students in grades six through eleven. One out of seven students has reported being bullied.
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