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REVIEWS OF
THE TEENAGER IN THE GREENHOUSE


‘Well … I have just finished reading this and thoroughly recommend it to all parents of children in primary school upwards. It is outstanding in its approach, striking the right balance between giving enough of the theory behind the physical changes that our teens go through and how it affects them to giving us the right skills and knowledge to adapt our approaches to those slightly more emotionally charged years. I reckon it will help us all gain a little more enjoyment on the ride through their teen years!’

Fiona Vacher, Executive Director, Jersey Child Care Trust

I have recently finished reading The Teenager in the Greenhouse. Can I just say this is simply amazing. It has given me a greater understanding of how, and why, my teenager behaves and thinks in the way he does. I particularly like the humorous analogies that help to back up the theory and make it easy to understand. While reading this book I frequently reflected on my own parenting and realized that being ‘good enough’ was ok. My husband and I have got a deeper understanding of how to manage situations in a more positive and stress free way. Because of this, we are seeing a more relaxed home and family.

I would highly recommend this book to anyone who has children in primary education (get the heads up before they become teenagers) and onwards. A well-deserved 5 stars.

This book has really helped with understanding the development of the teenage brain and why teenagers (sometimes) behave the way they do. This understanding has helped me in how I respond/react/support my teens. I 100% recommend this book to any parent of a pre-teen/teenager – it is excellent!

Graham recognises the challenges involved in bringing up a teenager and the frustration that parents often feel when they never seem to get it right. His clear and relevant explanation of the reasons behind the behaviour of our teenagers, and how we might better deal with situations, is incredibly useful. I was fortunate enough to hear Graham speak at a launch of his book, and would highly recommend that anyone who has the opportunity to do this should take the opportunity.

Absolute genius!! Thank you, Dr Ramsden. With the knowledge you have shared you have totally changed my approach to parenting my up and coming teens and I now feel empowered to deal with the issues I have started to face. So glad I bought this book. [I] now feel excited to deal with the issues ahead and realise the mistakes I had already started to make. It now makes sense why my previous approach just wasn’t working! Simply brilliant!! Thank you!

Finally a book that cuts out the waffle and gets straight to the point about understanding our kids! Easy to read and I know I will be dipping in and out of chapters as issues arise. If you have pre-teens or teens, then this book is a must-have.

An inspiring book that makes you look deeper into the behaviour of a [teenager and your own] as a parent in such a reflective way.

This book should be on the wish list of any parent who has teens or pre-teens! In fact any professional involved with them too. It is clearly written, informative and gives some great advice! It’s a book I’ll be dipping back into lots in the next few years!

What a fabulous book. It was packed full of fascinating information and useful ideas to parent your teenagers. A must-read for all parents.

This book is hard to put down. [Best] read in ages.

A fantastic read, both informative and amusing. I would certainly recommend this book to any parent or professional working with teenagers!

Excellent book, very helpful.

Great book. [Really] helped me understand what is going on in my teenager’s head! If you get a chance to see Graham present as well, it’s a must.

Wow, where to start? I picked this book up whilst studying [for] my degree in Primary Education. This was a refreshing … enjoyable read, with a lot of humour and entertaining content, yet with a unique insight into the mind of the mysterious teenager.

What a great book. It gives insight into understanding and supporting our young people at such a crucial time in their lives. Have really enjoyed reading this, as it is very reader friendly and gives the insight of a psychologist in [lay] terms. As both a professional and a parent I have found this … a really useful book and one I would recommend you add to your collection.

A very good read written in an easy to understand and at times witty way. My wife and I are parents to a 14-year-old daughter and a 12-year-old son. This book is not packed with jargon and medical language that you so often come across in other books. It really gave us an understanding and education in how a teenager’s brain really works, with some fascinating facts. We also went to the author’s talk that lasted over 2 hours with audience interaction. [It] was delivered in a fun and very natural way and I did laugh on a few occasions. We would highly recommend this book to any parents who care about their responsibilities as a parent and I did learn a lot from it.

This is such a brilliant book for two main reasons. Firstly, it doesn’t baffle you with theory and jargon to leave you more confused about teenagers than before. He makes it tangible to the complete novice with brilliant illustrations and analogies. Secondly, it genuinely empowers you to feel knowledgeable and armed with the information and skills to engage with your teenager rather than confront them.

Dr Ramsden has a brilliant way with words to help you understand what is going on in a teenager’s brain and suggestions on how you can help your relationship become a memorable one for all the right reasons. Highly recommended!!

This is an excellent book. Just finished it. Written with great knowledge, research and a healthy sense of humour. It will prove very useful to both parents and professionals.
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INTRODUCTION


The moment he entered the classroom at the end of the lunch break, his heart plummeted as a voice boomed across the tables: ‘Ah Jagger, come here, boy!’ His name was not really Jagger. This was a name he had been given by the school bully due to the fact that he had a full set of lips which reminded his nemesis of the pouting pop singer. ‘My shoes are dirty, Jagger. Wipe them clean, will you?!’ This comment was enjoyed by a small yet loyal group of sniggering acolytes in a well-rehearsed and timely fashion. Dutifully, the terrified fourteen-year-old knelt and wiped away the flecks of dust from the bully’s clean and tidy shoes. At the end of this senseless act came the empty reassurance. ‘That’s a good boy. Now, carry my bags to the next lesson, Jagger, and be quick about it and you may have escaped another day before I smash that lippy face of yours to a pulp!’

This is a true account of what a friend of mine (not the ones in the dedication, by the way) had to endure at high school in the late 1970s. These events were almost as unpleasant to witness as I am sure they were to endure, and it still has some emotional resonance for me today. The tragic truth, however, is that it may also describe a scene that happened yesterday to someone in a school somewhere. Despite vast amounts of research since this unpleasant event and regardless of a substantial investment into the teaching profession on this subject, it seems that bullying in schools is still as prevalent today as it was four decades ago, or even five, or perhaps as much as it was during the last century. Samuel Clemens, better known as Mark Twain, may have got it right as early as 1899 when he said:

Of all the animals, man is the only one that is cruel. He is the only one that inflicts pain for the pleasure of doing it.

I once quoted this to a colleague who told me they felt that cats were just as bad, often seemingly ‘playing’ with mice before killing them and presenting them to their owners, but wondered if that was the cat presenting food to their pets. Apparently, Mark Twain had this argument covered too:

Of all God’s creatures, there is only one that cannot be made slave of the leash. That one is the cat. If man could be crossed with the cat it would improve the man, but it would deteriorate the cat.

Indeed, bullying behaviours can be inferred in many animal cultures. The silverback gorilla tormenting and pushing young offspring around seems unnecessarily violent; or the leader of the pride of lions batting away a playful cub with a swipe of a paw is gratuitous and cruel. Perhaps it is. Conversely, it may be that such behaviours are more functional and serve as a social ordering mechanism in the animal world.

Whatever its purpose, what cannot be taken away from such acts is the potentially devastating effects bullying has on the recipients, and, as we shall see in later chapters, on the bully themselves. It seems that the impact on our children and teenagers, and, indeed, on us as adults, is still just as devastating and pervasive as ever. It may therefore feel necessary to ask: can anything be done to stop such damaging acts impacting on our children, friends, colleagues and ourselves as either a bully or a victim of bullying, or perhaps both?

If research is to be believed, and, as a professional educational psychologist I would be pretty scuppered if it were not the case, we need to look at things from a fresh perspective. If we are to understand what is happening around acts of bullying, and, more importantly, what can be done about it, we must take a different view, or, more accurately, a more holistic view, of events we consider to be bullying.

This book looks at bullying, at why people may choose to bully others, and at what bullying achieves. It explores ways in which we can start to address bullying more openly and more effectively. Although the book focuses on school bullying, much of the research and many of the ideas are relevant to the workplace as well. The book also looks at victims of bullying and factors that can contribute to increasing and decreasing vulnerability. But I want to focus on what research tells us about the mind of a bully, and just as importantly, what the bullies themselves tell us about why they bullied others. By understanding how some bullies think, we can start to look at how we can reduce the impact of their aggressive acts, or, indeed, lessen the need in some individuals to bully others. Simply punishing the bully is not the answer. That has been tried over and over again and yet we still seem to be dealing with the same high levels of bullying year in and year out. Shooting the proverbial alligators does not rid the swamp of reptiles; we need to convert the swamp into something more favourable for the swamp-loving predator.

Before we get into all of that, I would like to explain a little about my personal perspective on the subject, the tone and style of this book, how to use it and what I hope to achieve through this book.

At the time of writing, I have been a professional educational psychologist for 16 years. The contents of this book, however, access a culmination of over 28 years of professional experiences and are largely based on my doctorate research, which looked at the thoughts and feelings of children who admitted to bullying others. Before becoming an educational psychologist, I spent 12 happy years as a primary school teacher working in a medium-sized primary on the outskirts of Bradford in West Yorkshire. Before university, I was a member of a local amateur dramatics group who performed Shakespeare, Chekhov and a few other acts in front of varying sized crowds. It is for this reason that I can say with absolute honesty that I showed my Bottom to hundreds of people in a park in Huddersfield in the early 1980s. The result of this huge revelation was surprising – applause! People actually clapped as my Bottom died a rather dramatic death by a Wall – all without being arrested. (For those who are a little baffled at this odd confession, I played Nick Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream in a ‘Shakespeare in the Park’ Festival in 1984.) Travelling further back on my timeline, I went to sixth form college, took (and retook – I was an academic late developer) my O levels and A levels, before that high school and so on back to nursery and pre-school.

The reason I mention this potted history of my life is three-fold. First, there is the bard himself, and we shall come back to Shakespeare later in the book. Second, it is important to realise that, as we progress on life’s journey, we experience a wide range of groups, clubs, social settings and social hierarchies, each having their own structure, and we must learn to navigate them if we are to maintain our relationship with them. This means that sometimes we have to change our behaviours and our thinking to ‘fit in’, and sometimes we can just be ourselves and belong. These personal social dances can sometimes affect us deeply on a personal level.

Third, there is my writing style. If you have read my first book, The Teenager in the Greenhouse, you will already have a sense of how I write, but if you haven’t (it’s available on the John Catt bookshop webpage and on Amazon, very reasonably priced!), then I should tell you now that I like to make my reading as light and humorous as possible, as I feel it makes the material more accessible. I prefer to use analogies to explain psychological theory and I like to use humour when it is relevant. Using humour is easier with some of the strange antics teenagers can get up to, but it is somewhat harder with a subject such as bullying. This is because bullying is a highly emotive subject; the word itself creates a strong emotional reaction. There are a few words that can do this; ‘cancer’ is one, and ‘suicide’ is an obvious other. Nevertheless, if we can try to take an objective step backwards and see the work of bullying from ‘outside the greenhouse’, we may find its exploration less emotional and perhaps solutions more accessible.

I cannot count how many times parents have come to tell me how – at the end of those endless bedtime routines where, after 12 stories about fairies and dragons and seven songs about wheels on a bus and mice in a windmill (or whatever) – their child throws the ‘B Word’ at them as they kiss the child goodnight one last time. This is a well-honed tactic even the youngest of children learn to use to buy them a few extra minutes before lights out. The fact that it may be true and they are, indeed, being bullied, is not the issue here; it is the fact that last thing at night, just before they go to sleep, is not the best time to be having such conversations with your child. If you experience this, can I suggest you use the script outlined below, or something similar? Please note that if your child is older than 12 then you may want to spend a bit longer than one minute and perhaps a little less time on stories about fairies and dragons. However, keep with the song about ‘Wheels on the bus’; such lyrics are essential for healthy teenage development – see my previous book.*

The script is as follows:

‘Okay, (insert name here). I am really pleased you have told me this and I can help you with it, but not right now. Now it is time to go to sleep. You are safe here and nothing can harm you. I want you to tell me right now about what has happened, but I will only give you one minute to tell me the main details. We can talk about it a lot more in the morning and see how we can help you more.’

*As a legal rider, I had better clarify that there is in fact no research at all that ‘Wheels on the bus’ is neurologically relevant to teenage development. Nor, indeed, is there any mention of it in my other book; it was simply a vehicle to insert a little humour here. However, given the state of modern society (more about that in Chapter 1), where we have warnings printed on bags of cashews that the bag ‘CONTAINS NUTS’ and warnings that this box of eggs contains ‘eggs’, I thought I had better cover myself.

As you can see, the style of the book will hopefully create balance between light and humorous and informative and relevant. As a professional psychologist, I anchor most of my work in established psychological theory. It never fails to surprise me that – after I have worked with a pupil and offered some recommendations – the teachers and/or the parents come up to me some time later telling me with some surprise how amazingly well my suggestions had worked. It almost feels as if they felt I was making it up on the spot:

‘Ah, yes, Mrs Sprockett. Your child clearly has a classic case of “Cryptodystensionitis”. My recommendations are to make them spaghetti bolognese three times a week and sing them “Wheels on the bus”, verses 11–37, including the functionality of the petrol cap and camshaft, every night before they go to sleep. You will find that their reading, writing and maths improve very quickly.’

It is not my intention to write a psychology book, with researchers and dates quoted after every other sentence. A small caveat to this will be in Chapter 3, where we explore how research has tried to define what bullying is – there are a few more names to quote there, but that chapter will be the exception. Books that are filled with list after list of research throughout can be rather stuffy and dry, not to mention confusing and hyper-theoretical. It is my hope that this book will provide you with a greater understanding of all the different elements that create a bullying situation and how we may be able to address some of them in a more accessible way. There are hundreds of books and more rigid psychological papers that will provide more in-depth answers if you need them. Nevertheless, the information and the conclusions outlined in this book remain valid and are backed by research. As a starter for ten, there are unlikely to be any ‘Eureka!’ moments where a simple answer creates a bully-free environment. If there ever were such a thing, I am sure it would have been tried and tested and would have made someone very rich indeed.

I feel that, if we are to tackle this endemic social beast, we need – as we do with many major social changes – to have a cognitive shift at a whole society level: a revolution of thought, so to speak. Indeed, it can be argued that levels of bullying are more of a symptom of society – a litmus test, if you like – than a separate entity within it. In many ways, like crime, bullying is a community’s Frankenstein played out behind closed doors, within schools and offices. It is built up from decaying aspects of human endeavour, stitched together by societal inadequacies and community injustices, electrified by political and social demands, and galvanised by desperation in an attempt to control what is not controllable – free thinking, human choice…

… okay let us stop there for a second and breathe in … 1…2…3…

and

out … 1…2…3…

As we can see, it is all too easy to be consumed by the enormity of bullying. It can be easy to become swamped by the whole burden of attempting to solve what seems so pervasive. We need to start small and build this up. It has been estimated by the UK government that over the past four decades over £4 billion has been spent on addressing this hostile difficulty, and just like my friend ‘Jagger’ experienced over four decades ago, very little seems to have changed in between. What I hope to cover in this book is how we can look at bullying from all angles. I believe that we need to feel sorry for the bully, to pity them and understand them rather than just punish, ostracise and condemn them as our very own society-crafted, hand-stitched monsters.

Now before you throw this book through a window, please let me explain. I am in no way excusing the bully’s aggression – emotional or otherwise – but I feel we need to look at bullies in a slightly different light. As I will come back to time and time again, most bullies are being bullied themselves. Many people bully others to cope with being bullied themselves. They bully to deal with difficulties they have, just like the cane-wielding teacher in the music videos of the Pink Floyd song ‘Another brick in the wall’. This does not excuse their behaviour, but may help us understand it. I want to look at bullying from all angles. Indeed, there is a lot we can learn from listening to bullies and their victims, and so I want to take an all-round view of bullying to see what conclusions we can make about how to manage these situations differently.

With the title The Bully in the Greenhouse, you could be forgiven for thinking that this book is about aphids, mealy bugs, sawflies and other biological pests invading our garden structures. As we shall see, there are some indirect analogies to be made using the word ‘pest’, but, alas, this is no gardening manual. This book is about exploring bullying using different psychological, sociological and neurological perspectives. The greenhouse in this context is a model for understanding complex social dynamics, such as those we see in bullying. In the horticultural sense, the advantage of putting a plant in the middle of a greenhouse is that it lets light in from all angles. No matter what time of day it is, sunlight (or, if you live in Yorkshire, light filtered through a lot of grey cloud) shines on our plant – our subject at the centre of the greenhouse structure. Illumination therefore comes from many different angles.

If we extend this analogy a little further, the plant in the middle of the greenhouse can also be viewed from each window. Each pane of glass then offers a slightly different view of the plant. From one angle, it may appear to be green and leafy, with no flowers or insects on it, but from another viewpoint it may have small flowers that were hidden by leaves and so could not be seen before. On closer inspection, the plant may be covered in sap-sucking beasties or harbouring deadly larvae eating it from within. Psychology in its broadest sense is about understanding the nature of thinking and behaviour. There are many branches and disciplines within psychology, each one using psychological theory but taken from a different perspective. In this book, we are putting a child who bullies into the metaphorical greenhouse before circumnavigating the greenhouse to see what information different viewpoints can provide.

In order to look through every window, so to speak, I aim to try to see the world through the eyes of a bully and to take the perspective of a ‘victim’ of bullying and of those adults around them. It will also be necessary to explore how society impacts on bullying and how school systems can both contribute to and prevent bullying, although, to be fair to schools, research suggests that there are more than 30 different elements within a society that contribute to the level of aggression in cultures, with schools only being one part of this.

In conclusion, it would seem that bullying happens everywhere. It develops out of social structures and occurs ‘naturally’ in the wild. We see bullying to some degree in all hierarchies and in animal societies where the complexity of human thinking is absent. This seems to suggest that bullying is a natural process – an expected or even necessary part of living in groups. There are many aspects of human behaviour that certainly indicate human superiority relative to every other animal on earth. Personally, I often question the word ‘superior’ in that context, however, as it is undeniable that bullying is part of human endeavour, despite our apparently advanced intellectual abilities. It is easy to conclude that humans should have the capabilities to refrain from bullying others, but there seems to be a persistent inability to do so.

In behavioural psychology, we know that behaviours can be learned through emulation, conditioning, or coercion, and it is important to look at all of these elements if we are to get to the roots of bullying. If we extend our gardening analogy a little further, if our plant is the bully then the glass structure around it is society, and so we need to look at how our greenhouse is built.

Bullying is not gender biased; both boys and girls and men and women bully. It is neither culturally specific nor linked to wealth. In many ways, bullying is ubiquitous. Girls bully boys, boys bully girls, girls bully girls and boys bully boys; they are all as bad as each other. To ensure inclusivity and to avoid the representation of a person of one gender as predominantly the bully, with all the emotional discomfort that might induce in a reader, I frequently use ‘they’ and ‘their’ in a singular sense in this book, except where I look at gender bullying, when ‘he’ or ‘she’ will be relevant.
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