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Too many young people are becoming the targets of bullies both 
in the classroom and online. Dr Lynda Shaw explores how 
working with bullies, their victims and those around them can 
build self-esteem, develop mutual respect and bring an end to 
bullying in a creative, non-violent way.

A
lmost half (46 per cent) of children and young people say that they 
have been bullied at school at some point in their lives1. The NSPCC 
website reports that 38 per cent of young people have been affected by 
cyberbullying and 18 per cent of children and young people who are worried 

about bullying said they would not talk to their parents about it2. Research from the 
Diana Award Anti-Bullying Ambassadors programme found that eight out of ten young 
people believe cyberbullying is getting worse.3 

Statistics like this are just the tip of the iceberg. Children are experiencing bullying 
in the playground, at home and via the internet, with increasingly tragic consequences 
– targets often underachieve at school or work, become isolated, develop anxiety 
and depression, and in extreme cases, have been driven to end their own lives. Many 
perpetrators grow into adult bullies who continue to target work colleagues, partners 
and their own children. 

Bullying is always totally unacceptable and it is too awful to contemplate that not 
only do many of our children not feel safe at school, they may also have problems 

Working 
with bullies
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when they are using their computers in their own home. However, some children 
do not realise their unkind behaviour is bullying. They have no idea how much harm 
they’re causing and they do not have a clue that their actions can drive the target into 
total despair. 

This is why it’s important to see bullying, not just from the target’s point of view, 
but also from the perpetrator’s point of view. It is only when we employ this level of 
understanding that we can stop the rot.

Bullying profiles
Recently, it came to my attention that an eight-year-old boy was being bullied at 
school. When I spoke to the deputy head about this, he was shocked. He said, ‘but that 
makes no sense, this lad is good looking, sporty and definitely not a geek. He’s not the 
type to be bullied.’ This is not an unusual comment. Furthermore, I estimate that one in 
four teachers do not recognise even so called ‘light’ bullying and only intervene around 
five per cent of the time.

Children who are bullied are often kind, have a high level of empathy and sense of 
fair play. They have a well-developed level of understanding and forgiveness and rarely 
complain to teachers or parents that there is a problem. These qualities are seen as a 
weakness by bullies and render the target vulnerable, as the bully instinctively knows 
they will try to be reasonable and avoid retaliation.

The profile of a bully is one of low self-esteem, jealousy and distorted views of 
others. Sometimes a bully comes from a dysfunctional background or abuse, but 
there are plenty of children who endure such hardships who do not take to bullying. 
Therefore, bullying is a choice. 

Both these profiles will continue into adulthood unless we as adults can encourage 
self-awareness, understanding and responsibility. It is therefore important that all 
members of staff and parents work together on an agreed code of conduct and plan. 
No parent wants their child to be either a target or perpetrator, so if approached 
correctly, most will agree a strategy. Once this is in place, it is wise to offer regular 
updates so that all parties can see continuity and progress.

Get the whole class involved!
To begin, we need to show the perpetrator that their behaviour is painful and cruel. 
In some cases, they may think that they are just teasing or being funny especially 
when rewarded with laughter from classmates. Therefore, the whole class needs to be 
involved in prosocial behaviour activities and lessons. Role-playing is an excellent way 
of encouraging empathy and understanding of others.

One of the tactics a bully employs is to divide and isolate the target, so it’s vital that 
the rest of the class is aware of their own responsibility when this situation arises. It is 
however, a lot to ask other children to stand up against a bully, but they are more likely 
to support the target thus discouraging the perpetrator’s behaviour. 

When it is the turn of the perpetrator playing the role of the target in one of the 
supervised lessons, the realisation of what it feels like to be on the receiving end is very 
powerful. It is often said that we rarely remember what people say or do, but we always 
remember how they made us feel. Therefore, even while acting we can stimulate 
how it feels when someone is unkind to us. This may not be enough however, as the 
perpetrator may simply feel hurt and not relate this to what they do to the target in the 
playground or lunch room. It is at this point that guided group discussions can help. 

If the perpetrator then realises that their bullying behaviour is wrong, they may feel 
even worse about themselves. Remember that bullies have low self-esteem anyway, so 
supporting the child with encouragement when they do things well is vital now. Again, 
this can be done in a group situation. I remember watching a class of children sitting 
in a circle. Each child took it in turns to sit in the middle. One at a time, the children 
around the edge threw a ball at the person in the centre and told them something they 
liked about them. The child in the middle then threw the ball to the next person and it 
continued. 

A similar exercise is getting the children to write down on a piece of paper one 
thing they like about each and every person in the classroom. The teacher can then 
collate all the answers for each child on a separate piece of paper with their name at 
the top. The children can then decorate and laminate their own list. This too is powerful 
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of the children actually hearing and seeing for themselves the good things people say 
about them. 

Working with targets of bullying
The child who is a target also needs help, not only with support and protection but also 
in understanding how they can handle bullies for themselves. As already mentioned, a 
child’s behavioural traits continue into adulthood and the world is full of bullies, so self-
awareness in how they are perceived is also important for now and later on.

Targets demonstrate huge tenacity in keeping going when things are grim. They 
turn up and quietly get on with things, even though they find it hard to function 
properly. This often means they lose confidence in themselves and become meek. 
Lessons in assertiveness are effective and empowering. 

Again this can be a group lesson, after all there will be numerous times when 
our children are faced with unnerving situations such as going into a new class or a 
new school.

Assertiveness begins with body language – standing tall, head held high and 
shoulders back will tell others that this child is confident, and also helps the child 
psychologically in actually feeling more confident.

I often ask children how they knock on the door of the head of school. Is it a timid 
knock? Often it is. Then horror of horrors, the child has to knock again to be heard. The 
child now wants to melt into the floor. It is much better to stand tall and knock firmly so 
that the agony of knocking again can be avoided. This is the same as speaking up. It is 
better to say less but say it clearly without rushing. 

Other children cannot read minds, so teaching children to express themselves 
clearly and say what they want or offer an idea while respecting one another is a 
superb lesson indeed. The box ‘Top ten tips to help you cope with bullying at school’ 
contains a list of things children should do if they are bullied at school, or indeed if they 
are bullied over the internet at home. Make sure every child in your class knows what 
they should do and that you’ll always be there to help them.
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Top ten tips to help you cope with bullying at school
1. You might feel scared by someone who is mean to you. If you stand tall and act brave (even if you’re not 

feeling it), you might be able to stop a bully from picking on you. 
2. A bully loves to get a reaction from their target. Don’t give in to them. If you ignore the nasty things they say, 

it is likely that they will soon get bored and walk away. 
3. If someone is bullying you and you retaliate, you will only be satisfying the bully and someone may end up 

getting hurt. 
4. If you’re being bullied or know someone who is, speak to a trusted adult. This could be a teacher at school or 

your parents. Make sure you keep that person informed of each time an incident happens.
5. Bullying doesn’t always happen face to face. If someone bullies you over the internet, try to keep copies of 

what has been said. Cyberbullying is just as hurtful as any other kind of bullying. Ensure you don’t let the 
bully know your feelings by retaliating. 

6. Never blame yourself for being bullied. Most bullies pick on other people because of insecurities of their 
own, jealousy or problems in their lives. 

7. Whether it was bullying on the internet or to your face, don’t dwell on anything nasty that has been said 
about you. Try instead to focus on the good things about you and on compliments that others make about 
you. 

8. Try to make new friends at school with common interests to you. Try joining a club at school that can 
distract you from the issue. These friends might be able to offer you support and you may feel better having 
someone to talk to about the problems you face.

9. Try to be assertive – don’t be afraid to tell the bully to stop and that their words are meaningless. 
10. You might not be able to control the actions of others but you can make things better for yourself. Exercise is 

a great way to make you feel strong and confident. It may also lighten your mood and make you feel happier 
too.

Knowledge trails

1) The characteristics of bullying victims – Summary of the first in-depth investigation of pupil 
characteristics and school characteristics in relation to bullying statistics. (Available with Leadership 
Briefings)
library.teachingtimes.com/articles/bullying-victims-schools_231109 

2) Drawing the line at bullying – It can often be hard to distinguish between good-natured 
boisterousness and more worrying behaviour, so how do you and your colleagues tell the difference 
between playful teasing and bullying?
www.teachingtimes.com/articles/drawing-the-line-at-bullying 
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Prosocial behaviour is an ongoing quest that needs daily attention. Prompt action 
when an obvious bullying incident occurs is something that most schools do, but a well 
thought out programme that is implemented throughout the year will address unseen 
bullying and empower all children to become well-balanced, independent adults.

Dr Lynda Shaw is a cognitive and business neuroscientist and psychologist, and 
author of educational novel, ‘Beat the Bullies: Use your brain’.

http://library.teachingtimes.com/articles/bullying-victims-schools_231109
http://www.teachingtimes.com/articles/drawing-the-line-at-bullying
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/DCSF-RR218.pdf
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/DCSF-RR218.pdf
http://diana-award.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/NEWS-RELEASE-Cyber-Safety.pdf

