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Introduction

Bullying is something that everyone 
finds difficult. It can arouse feelings of 
anger, or shame, and may remind adults 
of times when they were bullied as a 
child. This makes it very important to 
be able to hold back one’s immediate 
reactions and understand what is going 
on, so as to be able to help all of the 
children involved.

This book is for parents, however you 
will find in it some examples from early 
childhood services. These examples 
are just as relevant to parents as to 
educators. They are good models for 
both educators and parents who work 
with young children. This book shows 
how parents and educators can work 
together for the wellbeing of children.
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What is bullying?

Bullying occurs when one child or 
a group of children tries to hurt or 
control another child. The bullying 
can be physical, emotional hurting or 
relational, like excluding or making 
friendship conditional (‘you can only be 
my friend if …’). It can involve hitting or 
pushing; making children do something 
they don’t want to do; not allowing 
them to join in with others; teasing or 
ganging up on them; or making them 
feel unsafe or threatened. 

Bullying is always serious, it is not just a 
passing stage. Children who are bullied 
will feel sad, alone and frightened, and 
can lose their confidence for learning 
and playing with others. Children who 
bully may feel temporarily important 
or popular but bullying is likely to be a 

symptom of feeling isolated, afraid, and 
not good enough. Often children who 
bully are struggling to know how to 
connect with their peers. Sometimes 
bullying behaviour happens because 
children have not learned how to think 
about how other people feel.

Often children 
who bully are 
struggling to know 
how to connect 
with their peers.
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At what age do children become bullies?
Expert opinions differ. Bullying is certainly found in middle 
primary and high school. In younger years, children can have 
problems with aggression. Children’s aggression rises steadily 
from 18 months, reaches a peak between 24 and 42 months 
and then steadily declines (Tremblay, 2004). So, toddlerhood 
is the natural age when children learn how to manage 
aggression, and can learn how not to become bullies. Developmental context for aggression 

Research about mothers and their young children show that 
major conflicts occur at the rate of about three per hour, and 
mild to moderate conflicts take place approximately once 
every three minutes (Lieberman, 1996, p. 283). This includes 
the toddler expressing ‘anger and aggression through temper 
tantrums and through an astonishing variety of aggressive 
acts that include hitting, biting, kicking, pinching, and pulling 
hair, as well as name calling and statements such as “I hate 
you”’ (Lieberman, 1996, p. 280).

At child care, young children playing in group settings have 
an average of five to eight conflicts per hour (Shantz, 
1987). Most conflicts are short (lasting around 18 seconds). 
Educators step in and intervene 74 per cent of the time in 
serious conflicts (for example, when children cry or hurt each 
other) (Singer & de Haan, 2006).

At child care, young children 
playing in group settings have an 
average of five to eight conflicts 
per hour.
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So, you can think of toddlerhood as a 
time when children are learning about 
how to manage conflict with you and 
other caring adults who are responsible 
for them (for example, early childhood 
educators at preschool and child care). 
This is part of preparing themselves for 
life. Children learn that conflict is always 
a part of being close, and so they need 
to learn about how to get back together 
after a disagreement. It is surprising how 
often children put efforts into ‘making 
up’ or coming back together after a 
quarrel. They want to be kissed or 
cuddled to get back in contact with their 
parents after a conflict.   Children are motivated to reconcile both because they value and enjoy 

togetherness and cannot bear feeling isolated, afraid, and not good enough. They 
learn about togetherness very early in life, well before they have words. The feeling 
of togetherness, first learnt with you, really helps them want to try to get back 
together with you and other children after a disagreement. 

Nevertheless, managing a child’s anger and aggression is a trying task for parents 
and children. When parents can be the parents and take charge firmly and kindly, 
this takes enormous stress off toddlers. Often the best start when you come in to 
take charge is to say, ‘I see you need help from me’.

Children learn 
that conflict is 
always part of 
being close …
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You need to say these words with a sense of ‘being on your side’ with your child—
this is where you are empathic (understanding how your child feels) and look for 
what your child needs from you at that moment. Here is an example of a mother 
doing this. 

Andrew, 22 months old, wants the truck that his friend is playing with. His 
friend refuses to yield it, and Andrew bites him hard on the face. His friend’s 
mother, furious, yanks Andrew away and tells him he is a ‘bad boy’. Andrew 
starts to wail. Andrew’s mother says: ‘He is not a bad boy. He is learning 
not to bite’. She picks Andrew up and holds him until he calms down. Then 
she says to him in a strong and stern voice: ‘You cannot bite, even if you 
want to. It’s a no-no. It hurts’. Andrew looks at her quietly, averts his eyes 
and squirms to get down. He looks quiet and subdued for about 15 minutes. 
Later he says quietly to himself: ‘no, no’ while shaking his head (Lieberman, 
1996, p. 276–292).

Andrew’s mother was able to respond 
empathically to her son’s distress about 
being scolded by his friend’s mother. 
She recognised that Andrew was still 
learning to manage his aggression. 
‘At the same time, she did not lose 
track of the fact that Andrew had 
expressed aggression in a hurtful and 
inappropriate way and needed to be 
taught to act differently’ (Lieberman, 
1996, p. 285). 

By responding to Andrew’s hurt 
feelings and to his inappropriate 
behaviour at the same time, Andrew’s 
mother was able to help him make 
sense of his feelings and think about his 
biting. In his ‘no, no’ he was showing 
how he was already telling himself 
what he was learning about what he 
should do.

Andrew’s mother was able to help him make 
sense of his feelings …
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When they are supported like this, 
children come through this period (at 
age around three and a half) with a 
secure sense of their own acceptability; 
they believe that they can have big 
positive and negative feelings and not 
lose their parents’ love. In other words 
they are not isolated, afraid or feeling 
not good enough.

Listen to Michael: he laughs with joy 
when his mother asks him, ‘Are you a 
happy boy? ’ ‘I am happy and sad and 
angry and bitey and clingy,’ he says. 

He is saying that all of his feelings are 
part of him—good and bad, pleasurable 
and distressing. He feels safe in his 
completeness. Combined with feeling 
well loved, this self-acceptance is a 
powerful protection against bullying 
(Lieberman, 1993).
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for both educators and parents who work with young children. This book shows how parents 
and educators can work together for the wellbeing of children. 

Chapters cover all aspects of bullying:

Author Robyn Dolby brings years of experience working in early childhood and 30 years 
worth of knowledge specalised in Infant Mental Health. 

The content of this booklet reflects insights on bullying, particularly learning from the children 
and their relationships with each other and preschool staff and from the steady partnerships 
between educators and the children’s families.

 � at what age does bullying begin?
 � what can you do if your child is being 

bullied?
 � if your child is the bully

 � how educators and parents can handle 
the situation

 � bullying prevention
 � support for all parties involved.

www.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au

9 781921 162442

ISBN 978-1-921162-44-2
ISBN 1-921162-44-9




