
	
	
Kid Safe: Verbal Self Defence.  
 
“Like water off a ducks back” is an expression I heard a lot as a child.  I was 
taught that if you don’t give bullies the satisfaction of an answer they will get 
bored and back down.  This didn’t work, not at all, the more I ignored the 
verbal insults the more pointed and hurtful they would get, escalating rapidly 
to get a response, which in my case was often angry and hurt tears.  
 
As I got older, against advice, I adopted the rather crude “I know you are but 
what am I?” response or simply asked “So?” and it seemed to work better.  
Showing a bit of confidence or laughing at the insults put this one particular 
boy on the back foot a lot faster than ignoring him did.  The odd pigtail tug and 
insult still happened once and a while but rolling my eyes or raising my left 
eyebrow at him like it was beneath my notice, did the trick after that.  
 
A bit of research after my little man started school confirmed my suspicions 
that simply ignoring a bully’s taunts is no longer the go to advice.  
 
Techniques to help children diffuse verbal intimidation, based on how the 
police deal with confrontational situations, can be found all over the internet 
and verbal self defence courses are often run in conjunction with physical self 
defence seminars.  Tips for dealing with verbal aggression are worked into 
Kempo classes wherever they are relevant but having some tips to fall back 
on at home too will help reaffirm what your children learn in training.  
 
Here is a round up of the best tips and tricks for children dealing with verbal 
abuse at school: 
 

1. Help your child identify their triggers; Is there something in 
particular that bothers your child about themselves or their physical 
appearance?  Is there a particular insult that hurts more than 
others?   

 
Bullies very quickly figure out what buttons to push to get the best 
result.  Help your child be prepared for it ahead of time.  This is called 
an Anger Guard.  Preparing a verbal ‘suit of armour’, giving the trigger 
insult a name and helping them to respond calmly but confidently when 
it’s used can help keep verbal confrontations from escalating and help 
protect your child’s sense of self worth. 

 



2. Create Word Blocks: A Word Block is a response that isn’t 
aggressive, sarcastic, or confrontational.  It can be humourous, 
deflecting tension, or factual, cutting off the insult, but it must be 
said immediately, calmly, and confidently, without any anger. 

 
3. Work the crowd. Bullies very rarely work alone.  What would be 

the point of picking on someone if there were no bystanders there 
to see their perceived dominance? Whether it’s a few of the child’s 
friends or a big group on the field bringing the spectators in to the 
conflict and turning the tide back on the bully takes the spot light off 
of the intended target.  

 
4. Hands up! If things are becoming more heated than a quick 

exchange of words encourage your child to put their hands up, 
palms out wards, in the universal ‘calm down buddy’ gesture.   This, 
firstly, puts your child in a position to protect themself if things 
become physical but it also makes more visible to teachers and 
other adults in the vicinity.  Such an obvious defensive stance 
signals both that they may need help and are not the instigator of 
the situation. 

 
5. Listen.  Listening with understanding and empathy can turn a 

simple conflict between two children around rather quickly.  Helping 
children move past the ‘Well then you can’t come to my birthday 
party!” immediate response to arguments helps them to listen and 
understand in more serious situations as well.   Understanding 
where the other person is coming from and why they are so angry 
in the first place is invaluable in any conflict. 

 
6. Awareness:  Realisng when things have escalated beyond their 

control and that they either need to get away, get an adults 
attention, or prepare to defend themself is essential for helping 
children stay safe.  Letting children know they have the right to 
defend themselves in extreme situations and to be aware of what 
those situations are is key.  

 
7. Confidence.  Bullies on the school courts are not going to be 

picking on the confident kids surrounded by a big group of friends, 
they will target children they perceive as weaker or different.  Help 
your child be confident in their body language, tone of voice, facial 
expressions and eye contact so they can be secure in who they are 
and won’t perceive themselves as a victim.  Role-play and practice 
until they feel confident in their own skin. 

 
 
I taught my son the “so?” response.  A little boy in his year one class was 
calling him stupid and telling him he was terrible at Art, obviously from a place 



of insecurity himself, and saying “So what?” or simply shrugging, cut the insult 
off in it’s tracks.   
 
Laughing at the ridiculousness of the insult, so obviously untrue, and 
reminding him that the other little boy could be feeling hurt or angry himself 
helped my son to move on.  We haven’t had another incident since but if we 
do, I feel a lot more confident we can deal with it, rather than try and ignore it.   
 
 
 

 


