Online help for victims of bullying
Bullying is increasingly common, but now there is a way to beat it – cyber mentoring.
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Charlie Bowdin, who is now an online mentor after being bullied himself: ‘I felt like I was alone’. Photograph: Graham Turner
As the new school term began in January, Charlie Bowdin was feeling better about life. Once, he had been bullied almost every day – at school, on the way home, even on the internet. Now, in year 10, the bullying was behind him. Better still, the 14-year-old had found a new group of friends at his school in Cambridgeshire.
Then those friends started bullying another classmate. Charlie – who was once scared to walk home alone – had vowed never to let bullies have their way. But when he stuck up for his classmate, his new friends turned on him.
"They tricked me into going to see them." They then bundled Charlie, who at five foot five is one of the smallest in his year, into an outdoor storage cupboard with a cage door. "They tied the door shut. I felt like an animal. They took pictures on their mobiles and threatened to put them on Facebook. It was traumatic."
Charlie's story is an increasingly common one. When Ofsted surveyed 110,000 pupils in 2007, 30% of those aged 10 to 15 said they had been bullied in the last month. One of the biggest dilemmas is who to turn to. "I felt like I was alone," Charlie says, recalling the attack. Fortunately, he had somewhere to go. He is one of a group of young people at the heart of a pilot scheme that could change the way schools respond to bullying.
CyberMentors is a website where young people can talk to other young people about bullying. As it is an online service, victims can remain anonymous, circumventing the taboo associated with going public, while the site is staffed by young people who are trained as mentors, so victims can talk to someone their own age. And because the site is run by the established anti-bullying charity Beatbullying, there are professional counsellors ready to step in if someone's problems are too serious for school-age mentors.
Mentors fall into two groups – those still at secondary school, who may be as young as 11, and "senior mentors", aged 16 to 25. All are asked to put in two hours a week. It suits students, says Richard Piggin, Beatbullying's deputy chief executive, because you can choose when those hours fall. Much of the activity, unsurprisingly, takes place at night. The professional counsellors stay online until 2am. The goal is to have someone available around the clock. Piggin says: "Young people don't want to talk to their parents and they never want to talk to teachers. It works because it's kids helping other kids."
When a young person visits the site, they can post an outline of their problem on a public message board, or flag up their distress in a chat room. Mentors monitor the two areas, swooping immediately to offer "private chat" and problem-solving advice. Users can hand-pick someone they feel comfortable talking to. They can seek out mentors from their own school if it is part of the scheme. Message board postings have titles such as "Trouble with friends" and "Bullying due to weight". Mentors post replies in distinctly teenage language: "if they r still nasty or abusive 2 u, then u shud report it".
Because anyone can sign up, Beatbullying knows its site could become a target for child abusers. Behind the scenes, specialist child-protection software monitors every keystroke, flagging suspicious words. The professional counsellors do the same online. The site has incorporated a button that users can click to request immediate help if they feel uneasy — an equivalent to the so-called panic button on MySpace and Bebo, which Facebook has controversially rejected.
For Charlie, the site was a lifeline. A return to being bullied meant visiting the site as user rather than mentor. "It was like a wave of community coming over you," he says. "All these people saying, 'Do you need someone to talk to?'. They're teenagers, they understand."
Partly, Bowdin needed a place to "express how I felt". But he was also unsure whether to report the attack. "I needed reassurance that it wasn't something I did," he explains. His peers were unequivocal, and Bowdin asked his parents to contact the school. "If I stick up for myself then maybe other people won't go through that experience," he says.
CyberMentors began as a one-year pilot in March 2009, recruiting volunteer mentors from 130 schools. One year on, the site had been visited more than 400,000 times. The Department for Children, Schools and Families, which funded the pilot, has just invested a further £1m, bringing Beatbullying a step closer to its goal of incorporating it into every school in Britain.
But even with fresh funding and an army of other benefactors, Beatbullying says it would cost £4 per child to put its bullying prevention programme (of which CyberMentors would be a crucial part) into every school. That amounts to about £36m. "The funding from the DCSF is a significant commitment to a programme that works," says Piggin. "Our job is going to be to continue to prove that this works." CyberMentors has been careful to build a relationship with Nick Gibb, the shadow minister for schools, and the Liberal Democrat leader, Nick Clegg, so that it weathers any change of government after the election.
There have already been setbacks. A £1.2m commercial to promote the website during the final months of the pilot was banned by television regulators because of its disturbing images. The ad, which depicts a girl stitching shut her mouth followed by the slogan "You can speak out now", was instead shown in cinemas and on YouTube, with stills used on billboards and in-school posters. MPs, including Glenda Jackson and Keith Vaz, supported a campaign to overturn the ban.
But the programme is proving increasingly popular. Its newest recruits are from Thomas Tallis school in Kidbrooke, south-east London. On a Friday afternoon, there is a buzz of excitement as 20 pupils from years 8 and 9 sit at computer screens. They are finishing their training, filling in quiz sheets and speaking a new language of "confidentiality agreements", "categories of abuse" and "child protection".
"I've been bullied," explains Edie Baker, a confident year 9 pupil. "It's nice knowing that I can help people who've been through what I've been through." Her classmate Amadou Kassade chimes in: "I'm glad we're the solution to the problem."
Russell Searle, anti-bullying co-ordinator at Thomas Tallis school, says the scheme is important because social networking sites have allowed bullying to travel far beyond the school gates. "Before, you could go to your bedroom for safety. Now bullying is targeted at that sanctuary." He says that 70% of year heads' time is taken up resolving disputes over insults traded online. "Because so many people witness cyberbullying, its effects are felt across the school the next day."
Charlie, meanwhile, is back online as a mentor. "I always thought the site was great," he says. "You feel it even more if something's done to you. It's the best idea times a thousand for kids being bullied."
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