
A
S A parent you want to pro-
tect your kids. But you can’t 
be right next to them all the 
time and once they’re in- 
teracting with other kids 
they’re likely to be exposed  

to bullies. So what do you do when your 
10-year-old tells you she’s being picked 
on at school? What do you say to your 
12-year-old son when he says other kids 
tease him or don’t like him?

It can be overwhelming for parents 
when their child is being bullied and 
they want to help them deal with it but 
don’t know how. That’s what prompted 
educational psychologist Jo Hamilton to 
write The Ultimate Assertiveness Tool-
box for Kids. It gives children handy tools 
to help them stand up for themselves 
when they’re bullied, whether on the 

PUT BULLIES 
IN THEIR PLACE

Parents often feel helpless when their children are bullied – here’s how 
you can help your kids deal with cruel behaviour and unkind words

playground or on social media.
Hamilton says the tools – there are 20 

in total – can be taught from the toddler 
years but are particularly useful for 
school-going kids. Older kids can even 
read the book themselves. 

Here are a few practical tools from the 
book that you can teach your child.

 THE EYE CONTACT TOOL 
What is it? It might sound obvious but 
eye contact is important if you want 
someone to listen to you. Without eye 
contact the person you’re talking to is al-
most certainly thinking about something 
else. They won’t be listening to what 
you’re saying or value it. 

How to use it The Eye Contact Tool 
shows the person you’re talking to that 

you’re not afraid of them and that you 
mean business. Now, you actually might 
be afraid of them so a trick is to look at a 
spot between their eyes above the bridge 
of their nose. This will look to them like 
you’re making eye contact. 

When you’re being assertive your eye 
contact needs to be firm and strong. It 
might help to imagine your eyes are fir-
ing laser beams or fire balls. Don’t let 
your look waver, especially if you’re 
standing up to a scary kid or someone 
who’s confident they’re in charge of you. 

Think about the look your parents give 
you when they really want you to listen 
to them. That’s what you’re aiming for.

When to use it All the time! You should 
always make eye contact when you talk 
to someone but it’s especially important 

when you want them to listen to what 
you have to say. 

When not to use it Never. 

Things to watch out for Be careful that 
your firm eye contact doesn’t look like a 
mean glare. Then you might be labelled 
as mean and you can get into trouble for 
this. Sometimes when you’ve tried other 
ways of standing up for yourself and 
don’t know how to get the person to 
leave you alone your eye contact can be 
quite strong and glaring. 

But glaring eyes at the beginning of an 
interaction can be seen to be aggressive. 
If a bully feels attacked they might re-
spond by being even meaner to you.

 I LIKE MYSELF JUST THE WAY I AM 
What is it? This tool is simple: respond to 
a put-down or mean comment by saying, 
“I like myself just the way I am.” This works 
well because it tells the person you’re not 
worse or better than anyone else.

When you use this tool it tells the mean 
kid you think you’re all right and that 
their comments aren’t going to get you 
down. It’s a super-useful tool because you 
can use it in so many different scenarios.
 
How to use it When a kid says something 
unkind about the way you look or act just 
say back, “I like myself just the way I am.” 

For example Mean kid: “You run like a 
retard.” 
You: “I like myself just the way I am.” 

Your body language (posture) and facial 
expression must match what you’re say-
ing and how you’re saying it. Don’t talk in 
a mean or boastful way – rather say it in 
a cool, calm and matter-of-fact manner. 

The mean kid will feel like they’ve met 
a wall they can’t break down and this will 
stump them. It’s hard to fight with some-
one who’s not getting upset with what 
you’re saying.

 
When to use it Use this tool whenever 
someone disses you, criticises you, puts 
you down or makes a judgmental com-
ment. It’s a great tool to use when you 
don’t know what to say because it works 
in so many different situations. 

It’s useful for people who find it difficult 
to think on the spot when confronted and 
for shy kids who find it hard to talk back 
to someone. And it’s easy to memorise! 

You’ll find this tool useful when deal-
ing with strangers. When you say, “I like 

myself just the way I am”, the mean kid 
who doesn’t really know you can’t easily 
think of something to say. Plus, can you 
think of a comeback to that statement? 
It’s hard to challenge it.

When not to use it It’s a great all-round 
tool to use in many different situations 
but it would sound weird to keep repeat-
ing the same phrase in a conversation so 
watch out for that. Perhaps have a sec-
ond tool ready – just in case the mean 
kid says something else back to you. 

What to watch out for As with all these 
tools, how you say it is important. Pay at-
tention to your tone of voice, your facial 
expression and your body language. Say 
it clearly and confidently – you need to 
believe in what you’re saying.

 THE AGREE TOOL 
What is it? Although it might sound cra-
zy, this tool encourages you to agree with 
the nasty thing the bully or mean kid is 
saying. But how you do it tells them you 
don’t care or aren’t bothered by what 
they said. In other words, you’re giving 
the silent “Whatever!” message. 

How to use it It’s important to be aware 
of your body language and tone of voice 
when you use this tool. For example, the 
mean kid says, “You’re so short! You look 
like a midget!” Your response could be, 
“Yes, I’m short” – in a matter-of-fact voice. 

Nasty kids do and say what they do be-
cause they expect you to get upset, to de-
fend yourself or deny it. When you get 
obviously angry or upset you’re reacting 
the way they want you to, giving the bul-
ly the attention and power they seek. But 
when you do the opposite the mean kid 
is often so surprised they can’t think of 
what to say because you’ve put the fire 
out. There’s nothing left to argue about. 

When to use it This tool is most useful 
when you aren’t really concerned about 
what the mean kid is saying. Maybe they 

say something that hurts a bit but doesn’t 
really bother you. Perhaps a nasty kid 
teases you because you’re tall, bad at 
maths or miss the ball in cricket. 

These are things that are out of your 
control. When you agree with the mean 
kid you’re letting them know you’re 
aware of this so-called “fault” or differ-
ence and that it doesn’t bother you. 

For example Mean kid: “You’re such a 
loser.” 
You: “Yup, I’m not good at everything.”

When not to use it Don’t use this tool 
when the comment or criticism is about 
something you do worry about, that’s 
painful to you or is your personal weak 
spot. Your tone of voice and body lan-
guage won’t match the words you use 
and the tool will flop – and the mean kid 
will see they’ve got to you. Bullies will 
pick up on your hurt and are likely to 
tease you about the same thing again. 

Also, it would be disrespectful to your-
self to agree with someone who criticises 
something you feel self-conscious about. 
By agreeing with their harsh judgment of 
your vulnerabilities you deny your feel-
ings. This isn’t helpful or emotionally 
healthy. Everyone has a weak or vulner-
able spot that needs to be protected. If 
someone attacks your weak spot don’t 
agree with them, use a different tool. 

Things to watch out for Be careful not to 
get caught in a rut by agreeing with 
everything the nasty kid says. They’ll soon 
work out what you’re doing and probably 
make extra-mean comments knowing 
you’ll agree to it. 

The Agree Tool works best when used 
with an element of surprise. Don’t use it 
repeatedly during one conversation or 
incident. If the conflict goes on for a bit, 
use some of the other tools.

 THE WALK AWAY TOOL  
What is it? Walk away – it’s as simple as 

(Turn over)

S Tell the person to stop saying mean things 
to you or about you – be assertive but don’t 
be mean back. 
S Unfriend, block and report the person 
who’s bullying you. Your service provider can 
help you track down the person if necessary. 

S Tell an adult you trust what’s going on.  
If someone’s pestering you with continuous 
phoning, get an adult to phone that person. 
S Take a screenshot of the message or  
picture and show it to an adult. This is  
your proof of the bullying. 

TIPS ON CYBERBULLYING
What to do when someone sends you a nasty message or image:
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that. The longer you stand in 
front of someone who’s being 
mean to you the more time 
they have to think of mean 
things to say – and to watch 
how you react to their com-
ments. That’s how they find 
your weak spots. 

In the shock and hurt of 
what you’re experiencing it’s 
easy to freeze up. Don’t. Move 
away. If you remove yourself 
from the situation you give 
yourself time and space to 
think about what’s going on, 
what you feel about it and 
how you want to behave. 

How to use it How you walk 
away is important. Don’t 
storm off in a huff. This just 
lets the mean kid know they’ve 
hurt you. Don’t go off upset, 
tearful and sulking either. 

It can be hard to do but part 
of getting a mean person to 
leave you alone is to not let 
them know how much they’ve 
hurt you. Why? Because the 
mean kid now knows what 
will upset you, they know 
how to get a reaction from 
you – and they’ll do it again. 

This doesn’t mean we must 
deny our feelings but you need 
to discuss your feelings with 
someone you trust. Until 
you’re with that person in a 
private space you need to act 
stronger than you’re feeling. 

Have you ever heard the 
saying, “Fake it until you 
make it”? This means putting 
on a brave face and with time 
you might surprise yourself 
by realising you’re stronger 
than you think you are. 

When to use it Often, usually 
in conjunction with other 
tools. Stand up for yourself by 
saying something assertive 
then turn around and walk 
away.

When you walk away after 
being assertive you give the 
mean kid the message that 
you’re no longer interested in 
what they have to say; that 
you’ve given your response 

and that’s it – the conversa-
tion is over. It’s really hard for 
a mean kid to fight with 
someone who doesn’t want to 
fight. Try this out with a sib-
ling and you’ll be amazed.

When not to use it If you use 
this tool before you’ve stood 
up for yourself – for example 
by saying, “I like myself just 
the way I am” – the bully 
might follow you to taunt 
you. It might also make you 
appear scared, which will 
only encourage the mean kid. 

It’s more effective to ac-
knowledge and respect your 
thoughts and feelings by us-
ing one or two assertiveness 
tools before you walk away.

Things to watch out for 
Sometimes kids keep arguing 
with a bully to prove a point. 
Perhaps they want to change 
the mean kid’s mind or ex-
plain themselves. Of course 
you want to defend yourself, 
to prove you’re strong and ca-
pable. But you also need to be 
smart. You need to acknowl-
edge who you’re dealing with. 

Mean kids are really good at 
being nasty and they like to 
catch you by surprise. When 
you’re caught off-guard with a 
hurtful comment it’s hard to 
think clearly. Try to stand up 
for yourself a bit, then remove 
yourself to give yourself some 
time to think about what you 
want to do about it. S 

THIS IS AN EDITED EXTRACT FROM THE 
ULTIMATE ASSERTIVENESS TOOLBOX FOR KIDS 
BY JO HAMILTON, R230 FROM CLOCKWORK 
BOOKS. FOR MORE INFORMATION GO TO 
CLOCKWORKBOOKS.CO.ZA.
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