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The reggae that had been bumping softly 
throughout the gym for nearly an hour 
suddenly stopped, and about a dozen 

barefoot children stood and lined up along the 
edge of a bright yellow mat. Each dressed in a 
different colored gi, the traditional uniform worn 
by Brazilian jiu-jitsu competitors, the students 
waited to be handpicked for a one-on-one fight. 
 An instructor pointed out two smaller 
students, Payton and Jada Giddings, and the 
10-year-old twins bolted out of line to the 
center of the mat, clearly ready to try out their 
still developing technique. The girls—almost 
identical in physicality, clothing, and even belt 
rankings—faced each other and bowed. 
 The “ding, ding, ding” of a boxing bell sounded, 
and Payton instantly lunged at Jada’s legs, bringing 
her sister down with a single swift motion. 
 “Don’t stay there, Jada!” one instructor shouted 
as he slowly circled the girls, watching closely for 
less than perfect form in need of tweaking. 
 Jada, who looked irreversibly stuck, somehow 
maneuvered her way out of Payton’s grasp and 
rolled onto her side. She seemed to be making 
a comeback until Payton swung her legs across 
Jada’s chest and unleashed the armbar, one 
of Payton’s favorite and most frequently used 
moves, which earned her the straightforward 
nickname, “Armbar Payton,” in class. 
 Payton won the match before the next bell 
sounded, but there were no hard feelings, and 
the girls bumped fists as they returned to line, 
where bystanders waited with congratulatory 
high-fives and pats on the back for both.
 Since Payton and Jada started training at 
Paragon of Santa Maria three years ago, they’ve 
developed a close-knit group of friends, learned 
endless self-defense techniques, and competed 

in a few jiu-jitsu tournaments, according to 
their mom, Christina Giddings. 
 It’s made the girls more confident, Christina 
said, a task that would have seemed nearly 
impossible a few years ago, when the twins 
started first grade at Joe Nightingale Elementary 
School and caught a glimpse of the bullying that 
would become a constant battle for the next few 
years of their lives. 
 It can be difficult to quantify bullying—the 
aggressive, intentional, and unwanted attention 
that many children are faced with in and 
outside the classroom—but research collected 
by the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services estimates that 1 in 5 children are 
bullied at some point during their schooling 
in the U.S. It’s an age-old issue that can greatly 
impact everyone involved, and researchers are 
still working to find real solutions. 
 But for many kids—children who are bullied, 
those who bully, and bystanders alike—simply 
finding a special activity or hobby to get active 
in and a community to be apart of can be the 
best deterrent of bullying behavior. 
 Payton and Jada found that in jiu-jitsu, 
Christina said, and what started as her last-ditch 
effort to help her kids defend themselves, slowly 
blossomed into the twins’ favorite thing to do 
and the hour they look forward to every day. 
 “It’s not like they just come here and learn 
stuff,” Christina told the Sun. “It’s like a whole 
family. You’ve got everybody backing you up.” 

The ABCs of bullying
 The way people think about bullying is 
changing, according to Margie Hunt, a licensed 
marriage and family therapist and regional 

manager at Santa Maria’s Child Abuse Listening 
Mediation (CALM) office. 
 Behavior that was once considered a “rite of 
passage” for children is now being addressed as 
a serious problem, Hunt said. 
 “Bullying is not unlike any other type of 
abuse or trauma,” Hunt told the Sun. “It’s a 
traumatic childhood experience, and the effects 
are just like any other abuse or trauma.” 
 In the Santa Maria area, Hunt said 
indigenous and newly immigrated students 
of all ages are often ridiculed over language 
barriers and cultural differences. Students of 
low-income families, many of whom she said 
have experienced homelessness or are living in 
poverty, are also commonly bullied because of 
their economic statuses. 
 And although anyone can be targeted, Hunt 
said some students, typically those who are 
perceived as being different from their peers in one 
way or another, are at a heightened risk. Anything 
from being under or overweight, wearing glasses, 
or identifying as LGBTQ, to being new at school 
or having a mental health issue, could increase a 
child’s risk of being bullied. 
 For Payton and Jada, it seemed to be their 
small frames that made them stand out as easy 
targets among their larger peers, Christina 
said. And although both girls are essentially the 
same size, Payton got the worst of it. Maybe, 
Christina said, because Payton’s the more 
outgoing of the two. 
 First it was one boy, who Payton said she had 
seen hitting another girl at the beginning of 
first grade. Soon he was calling Payton names, 
pulling her hair, chasing her, and eventually, 
Christina said other students joined in. They 
pushed her off playground equipment, hit 

her with lunch boxes, and dragged her across 
pavement outside the school. 
 The harassment had an impact. Although 
Payton’s tormentors mostly let Jada be, 
Christina said she watched as both her 
girls became increasingly anxious and self-
conscious. They genuinely feared going to 
school every day, she said, and constantly faked 
stomach aches to get out of going. 
 Those reactions are common among children 
who have been bullied, according to Hunt, who 
said bullying can cause long-term chemical and 
structural damage to the brain. It’s traumatic, 
she said, for everyone involved. 
 Researchers have found that kids who are 
bullied, kids who bully, and bystanders are all 
similarly impacted by the behavior, Hunt said. 
 Kids who are bullied are more likely 
to experience depression and anxiety, 
physical health issues, and lowered academic 
achievement, according to the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, all behaviors 
that could last into adulthood. Children who 
bully, whom Hunt said often come from violent 
or traumatic homes, are more likely to abuse 
alcohol or drugs, drop out of school, and abuse 
their partners as adults. Even bystanders are 
impacted and are more likely to miss school and 
develop mental health issues. 
 “There are so many effects,” Hunt said. “It’s 
just really a chronic health condition.”
 But Hunt said the damage can be reversed 
and, better yet, prevented. 
 CALM, which provides evidence-based 
treatment to traumatized children on the 
Central Coast, offers trauma-focused cognitive 
behavioral therapy to kids under 18 who are 
refered by teachers, law enforcement officials, 
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A way to copeWAX ON, WAX OFF: Although household chores 
are not accepted as payment or used as training 
mechanisms, Paragon of Santa Maria offers 
Brazilian jiu-jitsu classes to kids ages 4 to 13, 
and to kids and adults 13 and up. Roughly 130 
kids attend classes at Paragon, and co-owner 
Lance Glynn said he and his business partner 
hope to develop an even larger children’s 
program within the next few years.
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