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Bully Proofing – The Art of Social Confidence For Children  
 

I have used the word ‘art’ which suggests a level of skill or expertise. Bully-proofing is an art-

form, and all children would benefit from the skills needed to build their social confidence 

which in turn will be one of their greatest assets. 

“Everyone has the right to feel safe and be respected.” 
Definition of Bullying: 

ά! ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘΣ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘΣ ƻǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘic action by one or more people  
ǘƘŀǘ ǾƛƻƭŀǘŜǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŜŘΦέ 

 

There are a number of myths surrounding bullying. 

The first being this bad definition: 

A bully is a bad person that picks on you. 

 

For some reason, we label ‘bullies’ as bad people. Back in the ‘good old days’, one could 

have had an image of a bully as a big person, possibly someone who kicks sand in your face 

at the beach. You might conjure an image of the ‘school bully’, the one who steals kids’ 

lunches, gives kids wedgies, grabs kids by the collar, or the like. 

The image of the ‘school bully’ just doesn’t cut it anymore. 

 
A Little about Restorative Justice 

Restorative Justice is a philosophy, not a model, and ought to guide the way we act in all of 

our dealings. In his talks, Terry says that Restorative Justice is not just a tool that people can 

put in their toolboxes; it is the toolbox itself. 

It is an ongoing effort to reform our current criminal justice system. Restorative Justice is a 

way of seeing crime as more than breaking the law – it also causes harm to people, 

relationships, and the community. So a just response must address those harms as well. If they 

are willing, the best way to do this is for the parties themselves to meet to discuss the harms 

and how to bring about resolution. Sometimes those meetings lead to transformational 

changes in their lives. 

Restorative Justice is about the ‘offender’ hearing how their actions have had an impact on the 

other. When they are aware of other people’s feelings, they discover how victims and others 

have been affected by their behaviour, therefore allowing them a chance to have empathy for 

those affected. 

When merely punished, a person can react defensively and therefore be distracted from 

noticing other people’s feelings. With punishment, offenders are passive. In Restorative 

Justice, they are asked to speak. They face and listen to those whom their actions have 

affected and then help decide how to repair the harm. 

A great book to read on Restorative Justice is, Real Justice: How We Can Revolutionize Our 

Response to Wrongdoing, by Ted Wachtel, The Piper’s Press. 

Restorative Justice is a relational approach that states: 

 

The stronger the relationship, the less likely we are to act inappropriately toward another. 
We cannot be effective as practitioners unless we are able to integrate restorative justice principles 

and practice into our own lives and professional practices.    (Terry O’Connell) 
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There Is No Such Thing as a óBullyô! 
That’s a bold thing for me to say! 

Don’t get me wrong – people do bullying things. 

I believe it doesn’t help to use the term ‘bully’ nor is it respectful, in the same way that it is 

not helpful or respectful to call a child ‘bad’. 

 

THE BULLYING TRIANGULATION 
The zero-tolerance policy often creates a policing and punitive approach, which serves to feed 

the triangulation. 

A simple explanation of this process: 

One person (the bully) ‘bullies’ another (the victim). The victim then behaves ‘victim-like’. 

They follow the school policy and let the authorities know (what schools call ‘telling a 

teacher’, and what kids know as ‘dobbing’). 

The authorities respond to the incident, and the child who has not treated the other with 

respect is punished for bullying the other. 

This punishment can come in many forms including, being told off, time out, suspension, 

forced to apologise, letter to parents, and so on. This child is now resentful towards the child 

that got them in trouble, and the bullying can escalate and often manifest in more subtle 

forms. 

The ‘victim’ is not empowered. The ‘rescuer’ may actually act in a ‘bullying’ way to the 

‘bully’. They don’t learn right from wrong, because they are only punished for doing wrong. 

Thus the triangulation is complete. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BULLYING AND PUNISHMENT  

It is a wrong assumption that people who bully others should be punished. 

There is a belief in our society that we should respond to wrongdoing with punishment. This 

usually operates under the false expectation that punishment causes children to learn right 

from wrong. Punishment doesn’t serve us well. Some researchers suggest that punishment is a 

very ineffective process of teaching right from wrong. 

If bullying is about power imbalance, then responding to bullying with punishment is then 

responding to bullying with another form of bullying, because after all, punishment is about 

power. 
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I am not saying that people who do not respect another person’s right to feel safe and be 

respected should not be held accountable, on the contrary. With the way that punishment is 

dispensed, the person who has bullied another is often not held accountable in an acceptable 

or contrite way. Often, the child who is punished becomes more resentful and vindictive. 
 

Punishment is preoccupied with blame and pain. It does not consider the reasons for or look for 

solutions. It pre-empts more constructive ways of relating to a child. It drives people further 

apart, and it enables the parent and the child to avoid dealing with the underlying causes of the 

bullying. The overriding concerns of punishment are What rule was broken? Who did it? And 

What kind of punishment does the child deserve? Punishment deprives the child of the 

opportunity to understand the consequences of their actions, to fix what she has done, or to 

emphasise with the child she has harmed. 

(Barbara Coloroso, The Bully: The Bullied and the Bystander) 

 

I believe that most children who get caught up in the power of bullying (not treating others 

with respect on a recurring basis) know it is wrong. They continue to do it, partly because 

they get some power out of it. It’s not because they haven’t been caught, but because they 

haven’t been confronted about it in a respectful, challenging way; a way that enables them to 

reflect on their own morals and challenge themselves to stick by them. 

 
THE MOST EXCELLENT WAY  

The most effective approach to the bullying issue in schools is to prevent it from happening in 

the first place. To eliminate bullying, we need to create communities of respect, 

connectedness, positivity, and restorative practice. 

The equation is simple: More Respect = Less Bullying. 

If there is more respect for each other, there will be less bullying. 

We don’t need more ‘policies’ about bullying, but practical solutions that create respectful 

community relationships, where emotional and relational health and well-being is utmost 

priority. 

If you want to decrease bullying in schools, donôt pay a lot of attention to it. 

 

BUZ practice is about finding what is good and making it better. It is about focusing on the 

future. It is not always an easy concept to get support for, because we humans are wired to 

find out what is wrong with something, plan a program to fix it, run the program, and then 

evaluate how well the program went. 

It seems to me that the best way to fix something is to not let it get broken in the first place. 

Imagine if an airline company had a maintenance policy of only fixing something when it was 

broken! 

Bully-proofing is about empowering and building confidence. It is about balancing the power. 

Bully-proofing is helping a child to learn the social skills to handle a situation where they feel 

that their right to feel safe and be respected has been abused. 

In simplified language, ‘When I feel picked on’. 

Bully-proofing is helping a child to learn the social skills to handle a situation where they feel 
that their right to feel safe and be respected has been abused. 

In simplified language: When I feel picked on.” 
Izzy Kalman from www.bullies2buddies.com defines bullying as ówrong relationships, in 

other words, a lack of respect for each other.’  

He also says, óThe modern world failed to teach morality, kindness and loveô. 
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We owe it to children to allow them opportunities to resolve conflict and equip them with the 

skills to do it. It doesn’t help if we use the word ‘bullying’ willy-nilly every time children are 

treated meanly by another. 

Years ago, children hardly used the word ‘bully’. Parents tend to heighten children’s 

awareness to bullying by throwing every negative thing that happens in children’s 

relationships in the ‘bullying basket’. This makes it difficult for children to delineate between 

what is true bullying and what is conflict. 

 
SOCIAL CONFIDENCE  

If I was forced to summarise bully-proofing into two words, I would probably say ‘social 

confidence’. 

“We all have the tendency to feel bullied when we feel powerless or when we  
are in conflict with someone and we don’t know what to do about it.” 

 
Empowering the person who feels like a victim (or powerless) can often disempower the bully 

(the person with the power). Another way of putting this is to balance the power by helping 

the person who feels powerless to have confidence, a sense of hope, and the resolve to handle 

difficult social situations, ‘social confidence’. 

 
The most regular comment I hear when children feel powerless is ‘They were mean to me.’ 

What does mean, mean? I have discovered that, in a child’s mind, when someone is being 

mean to them, it usually suggests that the other person has said or done something that hurt 

their feelings. In other words, they had a negative reaction to a social encounter and felt 

uncomfortable, possibly angry, disappointed, and sad or rejected. Real feelings – that are not 

always easy to handle. The child is coming to grips with feeling this way and usually blames 

the other child for their uncomfortable feelings. 

‘You did this to me.’ In other words, ‘You were mean to me.’ In a child’s mind, this indicates 

a power imbalance. They don’t know what to do. They feel disempowered. 

 
If you want to help kids, support them. Listen to them, validate their feelings, and ask them if 

they need your help. You could also help them to decide whether the situation is actually 

bullying or a conflict. Empowering your child’s conflict resolution skills will equip them to 

deal with some of the trickiest relationship issues. 

 

The Skill of Conflict Resolution 
One of the most effective inoculations against bullying is the skill of conflict resolution. 

Conflict happens. Conflict is a normal part of life. Different beliefs, different customs, 

different expectations, and different ideas mean that people will often come into conflict. 

Bullying is a form of conflict, but usually infers that one party has the upper hand, therefore 

creating a power imbalance. 

When children are given the opportunity to learn the skills of conflict resolution, they will 

have important skills for the rest of their lives. The BUZ Hopscotch Method of Conflict 

Resolution © is a very effective process for helping children resolve conflict with their peers, 

family, and friends. 
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The BUZ Hopscotch Method of Conflict Resolution © 

            SOCIAL SKILLS 
 

CELEBRATE 
Á Party Skills 

 
AGREE AND FIX 

Á Collaboration 
Á Compromise 

 
IDEAS 

Á Creative thinking 
Á Negotiation 

 
 
PROBLEM 

Á Problem solving 
 
TALK AND LISTEN 

Á Assertiveness 
Á Communication 
Á Using I messages 
Á Empathy 

 
 

STOP AND THINK 
Á Self control 
Á Emotional Competence 

 
 

óFor good or for ill, you are already teaching children your conflict resolution skills.ô 

 
From the beginning of the human race, there has always been tension and conflict in 

relationships. We can’t escape it, but we can escape the ugly face of unresolved or badly 

handled conflict, especially that which turns into bullying. 

‘Children are desperate to learn conflict resolution skills. It is one thing for them to make 

friends. To hold on to friends is another.’ 

In a child’s language, ‘I want to keep friends.’ 
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Genuine Bullying 
Does genuine bullying actually happen? You bet. I’ve seen people of all ages treat others with 

total disregard and lack of respect. 

There is a reason the following words exist in our vocabulary: Hate, bigotry, racism, malice, 

greed, prejudice, intolerance, hostility, abuse, violence, and war. The reason is because 

unfortunately, they happen. Each of these is about lack of respect for other people. 

Bullying fits in alongside of these things. There are two basic ways of handling bullying. One 

is to stop everyone in the world from bullying. The other is to learn how to handle it. We 

can’t really control the first one, but we can certainly do a lot with the second. 

Unfortunately, we don’t live in a perfect world. There will always be people who don’t 

respect others. Our children need resilience and the ability to stand up to wrongdoing, evil, 

and hatred. Equipping kids to be strong in the face of adversity is part of life. We may not be 

able to change the actions of others, but we can certainly change the way we respond to them. 

This embraces maintaining our dignity and sense of self. 

In relation to bullying, we may not be able to stop it, but we can certainly act when it happens 

to ourselves, our friends, and our family. 

 

School Policies on Bullying and Options for Children 
Here is a list of the options that children are often presented with in the majority of schools. 

If you are being bullied you can: 

Å Walk away 

Å Tell them to stop 

Å Tell a teacher 
Most of the time these are ineffective, children themselves generally don’t like them and say 

that they don’t work! 

 

Star Trek and Bully-Proofing 
Nearly every episode of Star Trek I have seen, where the Enterprise was attacked, they would 

use these strategies to overcome the situation. They would use not just one, but a combination 

or all of the strategies. 

Let me summarise the options that Captains Picard and Kirk used: 

1. Get Away – Navigate the ship to a safe sector. (If you’re not there, they can’t shoot you) 

2. Communicate – Open the communication channels. (Talk it out – the diplomatic option) 

3. Retaliate – Fire a warning blast from the ship. (We can defend ourselves.) 

4. Reinforcements – Call on other alliance ships in the vicinity. (Strength in numbers.) 

5. Force Field – Deploy the ship’s deflector shields and place a force field around the ship for 

protection. (Strengthen the defences.) 

 

As I contemplated these options, I realised that they are the basis of the same strategies that 

we can use when we are under attack, when we are picked on, and when we are being bullied. 

I have put the five strategies into useful tactics that children (and adults) can use. 

I call them the BUZ Gimme 5 – Bully-proofing Tactics © Nurture Works 
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The BUZ GIMME 5 Bully-proofing Tactics © 

1. Walk - The Walk Tactics 
• A quick eye contact 
• Keep your head up 
• Walk away the cool way 
• Don’t say anything back 
• Say something positive to yourself  

2. Talk - The Talk Tactics 
• Say how you feel 
• Say why you feel that way 
• Say what you want 
• Ask the person to stop 
• Say sorry if you have done something to them 

           “Be firm but friendly.” 

3. Bounce - The Bounce Tactics 

Bounce back a retort 
• Humour 
• Compliment 
• Invite 
• Agree 
• Deflect 
 άBe clever, but friendly with your words.” 

4. Get Help - The Getting Help Tactics  
Is not dobbing, it is about getting support when you need it. 

• Find someone you trust 
• Ask them if they can help you 
• Tell them what happened 
• Tell them how you feel about what happened 
• Tell them what you have tried to do about it 

“Getting help is a sign of strength, not weakness.” 

5. Bully Shields - The Bully Shield Tactics  
“Bully shields are about your self confidence.” 

• Build up your confidence 
• Have a group of supportive friends 
• Handle your feelings 
• Change negatives to positives 
• Treat others as you want them to treat you 
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The BUZ Gimme 5 Bully-proofing tactics do work, no matter what age you are. They are 

very powerful. They may not all work all of the time. One tactic on its own may not be 

enough. The more you use the better. You will have to decide which ones to use and when 

you need them. 

Sometimes things may seem to get worse for a while. For the tactics to work, the person who 

is doing the bullying will lose power over you. They won’t necessarily like this at first and 

may try harder for a while. Stick to your guns. Don’t stop doing these tactics. Some children 

have come to me after trying one or two of them only once and have said that they don’t 

work. That’s like going to two piano lessons and saying, ‘I can’t play the piano!’ That’s right. 

It does take practice. 

The Golden Rule and Self-bullying  
Ultimately what stands here is the golden rule. Treat others the way you want to be treated. 

There are two parts to this rule. One is how we treat others. And the other is how we want to 

be treated ourselves. Unfortunately, some people don’t believe they should be treated 

respectfully. How can we expect others to treat us with respect if we don’t have self-respect? 

Sometimes the person who bullies us the most is ourselves. 
The key to bully shields is build yourself up. 

I remember asking a bubbly, happy, confident six-year-old girl, the kind that teachers love to 

have in their classes, the kind of child who might get a book award at the end of the year for 

citizenship, if ever she gets picked on or bullied. 

She said, ‘No, not really.’ 

When I asked her why, she said, 

óBecause I know who I am.ô 
I was gobsmacked. Here was a child who summed up the whole concept of bully-proofing in 

one swift wave of the tongue. She was socially confident. 

Social confidence is about knowing who you are. 

 

Cyber Bullying and Social Networking 
The acts of ‘wrong relationships’ as described by Izzy Kalman have spilled over onto the 

social networking world of our younger generation. 

Unfortunately, the social networking and cyber bullying is often not viewed in the whole 

context of relationships, conflict, and lack of respect. There is a lot of misleading information 

and a tsunami of inflammatory stories on cyber bullying. Sometimes there is so much focus 

on cyber bullying by the media, school departments, and parents that little attention is paid to 

general relationships skills. 

 

Cyber Bullying and Teenage Suicide 

A very common yet unfortunate theme is the link between teenage suicide and cyber bullying. 

Unfortunately, the acts of bullying cop the full brunt of blame in many cases of teen suicide. 

Young people who attempt suicide have much deeper issues than just being bullied. Most of 

the time it is those deeper issues that have diminished their social confidence, which makes 

them more vulnerable to bullying. 

 

Some of the major apparent bullying issues between children on the social sites have actually 

arisen from unresolved conflict in day-to-day relationship that spills over into social 

networking sites. This is mostly between girls, but not always. 
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The whole world of social media, Internet, personal tablets, PCs, mobile phones, digital 

cameras, and cyber world is like a Pandora’s Box for children. Most children are sensible, 

aware, and savvy enough to keep themselves safe. 
What I have come across is a fairly large degree of self-regulation amongst children in the 

cyber world. The reality is, in time, that they will relate the same values system in the cyber 

world as they do in the real world. 
As a parent or carer of children, you can decide on the level of monitoring that you place on 

your children. They need to know that you are there for them, are approachable, not critical in 

a closing or negative way, but ready to offer support and a solid ‘moral’ base. 

 

Online Bully-Proofing Tactics 
The same tactics for bully-proofing can be used for online or cyber bullying. They just need a 

different slant or interpretation. 

 

In Summary 
Å Bullying happens. 

Å Bullying is not normal. It is antisocial. 

Å Most bullying comes from unresolved conflict. 

Å Much bullying happens between children who used to be friends. 

Å Punishing ‘bullies’ often only serves to make it worse. 

Å It is a false expectation that punishment helps children learn right from wrong. 

Å To eliminate bullying, we need to create communities of respect, connectedness, positivity, 

and restorative practice. (The excellent way) 

Å More Respect = Less Bullying 

Å There is no such thing as a ‘bully’, but people can do bullying things. 

Å Bullying is about power imbalance. 

Å Bully-proofing is about balancing the power. 

Å Validating a child’s feelings is a great first step to support them when they have been treated 

disrespectfully. 

Å One of the most effective inoculations against bullying is the skill of conflict resolution. 

Å The BUZ Gimme 5 Tactics for Bully-proofing©: Walk, Talk, Bounce, Get Help, Bully 

Shields. 

Å The Marshmallow Man rules. 

Å Getting help is a sign of strength not weakness. 

Å Cyber bullying is an extension of lack of respect in relationships. 

Å The same tactics for bully-proofing can be used for online or cyber bullying. 

Å Young people who attempt suicide have much deeper issues than just being bullied. 

Å Children are often bullied in their own homes. 

Å Without a doubt, one of the most devastating events in any child’s life is the breakdown of 

the family unit. It has the terrible effect of diminishing a child’s social confidence. 

Å Grief has a powerful way of reducing children’s social confidence. 

Å Children should be treated as a treasured heritage not a possession. 

Å Treat others the way you want to be treated. 

Å Everyone has the right to feel safe and deserves to be treated with respect. 
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Some Great Childrenôs Picture and Storybooks on bully-proofing skills 
 

The Magpie Who Wasnôt a Chicken ï Steve Heron (Nurture Works) 

My attempt to write a story about handling bullying that includes each of the five strategies. 

This is the first children’s book I have written. It started because a boy asked me to write a 

story about a boy who gets picked on in the toilets. I told him that I don’t write children’s 

stories but I will give it a try. No matter what I tried it just didn’t work, until one day I saw 

some magpies playing on a road near where I lived. It looked like the magpies were playing 

‘chicken’. A couple of magpies appeared to be forcing another magpie onto to road as I 

approached in my car. It only takes a spark to get a fire going. This incident lead to a brushfire 

of children’s books. I wrote ten stories in six months and had six of them published. 

 

One ï Kathryn Otoshi (KO Kids Books) 

This is one of the cleverest books on bully-proofing I have seen. It is simply created with 

coloured paint dots and numbers. It explores the important issues of standing up to people 

who try to overpower you and not just being a bystander. 

 

The Recess Queen ï Alexis OôNeill and Laura Hulisha-Beith (Scholastic Press New York) 

I love reading this book to kids. It is a real laugh, but incredibly powerful as Katie Sue, the 

most unlikely child stands up to Mean Jean the recess queen in a surprising way. I love the 

made up words in this story, like ‘lollapalloosh’. 

 

King of the Playground ï Phyllis Reynolds Naylor (Aladdin Paperbacks) 

Kevin discovers the power of self-confidence, guided by a very sensible father who helps 

Kevin regain his self-confidence. This story has some great ‘bounce back’ ideas that Kevin 

gets to use when he is threatened by Sammy. The story starts, ‘Kevin puts on his Spiderman T 

shirt, his batman underpants and his jeans with a horseshoe on each pocket, but he doesn’t 

feel brave and he doesn’t feel lucky.’ 

 

Some great DVDs/movies 

Lilo & Stitch 

Lilo &  Stitch is a 2002 American animated science fiction/family film produced by Walt 

Disney Feature Animation. 

The movie touches on all of the themes of social confidence, conflict, bullying, anger and 

feelings management, family, grief, and respect. I love this movie; it falls in line with all of 

my experience, research, and thinking about these issues. 

 

The Mighty ï Miramax films  

Two boys encounter bullying and together they make a formidable force as they bully-proof 

themselves. It is a powerful movie that has references to King Arthur, the Knights of the 

Round Table and nobility. 

The Mighty is a 1998 comedy-drama film directed by Peter Chelsom and based on the book 

Freak the Mighty by Rodman Philbrick. 
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CHILDREN’S STORY BOOKS BY STEVE HERON 
 

Picked Last 
A story about loneliness and making friends 
“The crabs at the estuary have a favourite game. Crab Soccer!”  
Gerry is a lonely crab who discovers some keys to making friends. 
ISBN 970 0 9803692 0 5 
 

Skimming Stones 
A story about overcoming a family breakdown. 
Often Gary would go for a walk along the river and skim  
stones across the water. He wanted more than anything  
else in the world for his parents to get back together. 
ISBN 978 0 9803692 5 0 
 

The Ging 
A story about the strong feelings associated  
with physical abuse    Zing! The rock flew from the ging. 
Andrew’s anger fizzed inside of him always wanting to burst. 
ISBN 978 0 9803692 1 2 
 

A Terrible Secret 
A story about courage to disclose sexual abuse 
“Can I trust you with a secret?” Asked the girl.  
A girl finds courage to tell someone what has happened to her. 
ISBN 978 0 9803692 2 9 
 

The Magpie Who Wasn’t a Chicken 
A story about handling bullying 
“Hey, are you a chicken or what?” 
Nick uses his courage to get away from a sticky situation.  
ISBN 978 0 9803692 3 6 
 

The Land on the Other Side of the Rainbow 
A story about death, sadness, grief and hope. 
Whenever Melissa saw a rainbow, it would bring a smile to her 
face as she remembered her Grandma and the pelican who 
showed her the rainbow on that sad morning. 
ISBN 978 0 9803692 4 3 


