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BULLYING: A CHALLENGE TO SCHOOL LIFE
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Bullying in school has become a topic of international concern over the last 10-20 years.  Starting with research in Scandinavia, Japan and the UK, there is now active research in most European countries, in Australia and New Zealand, Canada and the USA (Smith, Morita, Junger-Tas, Olweus, Catalano & Slee, 1999).  In this paper I will define what we mean by ‘bullying’; summarise recent research findings on the nature of bullying; discuss the results of large-scale school-based interventions; and raise issues for future research and practice.

What do we mean by ‘bullying’?








Bullying is usually taken to be a subset of aggressive behaviour, characterized by repetition and an imbalance of power defined (e.g. Olweus, 1999, figure 1.1).  The behaviour is repetitive, i.e. a victim is targeted a number of times.  Also, the victim cannot defend him/herself easily, for one or more reasons: he or she may be outnumbered, be smaller or less physically strong, or be less psychologically resilient, than the person(s) doing the bullying.  The definition 'a systematic abuse of power' (Smith and Sharp, 1994, p.2) also captures these two features.

Although these two criteria (repetition, and power imbalance) are not universally accepted, they are now widely used.  Bullying, by its nature, is likely to have particular characteristics (such as fear of telling by the victim), and particular outcomes (such as development of low self-esteem, and depression, in the victim).  The relative defencelessness of the victim implies an obligation on others to intervene, if we take the democratic rights of the victim seriously.

Bullying can happen in many contexts – the workplace, the home, the armed forces, prisons, etc.  Indeed, topics such as workplace bullying are growing research areas.  In school, too, we can think of teacher-teacher, teacher-pupil, pupil-teacher as well as pupil-pupil bullying.  However it is mainly pupil-pupil bullying which has been the focus of research up until now, and on which I will concentrate my paper.

How do we find out about bullying?

There are obvious difficulties in getting data on school bullying.  Nevertheless a number of methods can be used.  The main methods are:

· Teacher and parent reports; these are of limited value, however, as teachers and parents are usually unaware of a lot of the bullying which is occurring.

· Self-reports by pupils as to whether they have been bullied, or taken part in bullying others (usually, over a definite time period); these are widely used in anonymous questionnaires, two common instruments being the Olweus questionnaire (Olweus, 1993) and the Life in Schools questionnaire (Arora, 1994).
· Peer nominations, in which class-mates are asked who is a bully, or a victim.  This may be the most reliable method, for class based work.  Two common instruments are those of  Rigby and Slee (1991) and the Salmivalli Participant Role Scale (1996).
· Direct observations of behaviour, for example in the playground. Pepler and Craig (1995) for example, use radio microphones plus a telephoto camera.  Observations have high validity but are expensive and time-consuming to carry out and analyse.

· Interviews with individuals, focus groups with say 4-8 pupils, and incident reports kept by a school, are other ways of getting information.

Types of bullying: 

While a number of typologies of aggression and of bullying exist, the main types include

Physical: hit, kick, punch, take belongings

Verbal: tease, taunt [plus new forms such as email bullying, telephone bullying]

Social Exclusion: you can’t play with us

Indirect: spreading nasty rumours, telling others not to play with someone

More recently, studies have started on cyberbullying (e.g. Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004).
Cyberbullying: bullying using electronic devices; this can include Text message bullying; Picture/Video Clip bullying (via mobile phone cameras); Phone call bullying; Email bullying; Chat-room bullying; Bullying through instant messaging; and Bullying via websites.

Roles in bullying

The traditional roles derived from questionnaire and peer nomination data are:

 Bully, Victim, Non-Involved (neither a Bully nor a Victim), plus Bully-Victim (pupils who are both a Bully and a Victim).  In addition, Victims often divided into Passive Victims, and Aggressive Victims, depending on their typical response; the latter category may overlap with Provocative Victims or Bully-Victims.  Salmivalli et al. (1996) refined this process further by describing six Participant Roles in bullying: Ringleader bullies (who take the initiative), Follower bullies (who then join in), Reinforcers (who encourage the bully or laugh at the victim), Defenders (who help the victim) and Bystanders (who stay out of things), as well as the Victims themselves.

Some structural features of bullying
A great deal has been found out about the nature of bullying, mainly from large scale surveys using anonymous self-report questionnaires.  Many findings replicate across studies and across cultures.  One finding, very important for intervention work, is that a substantial proportion of self-reported victims say that they have not told a teacher, or someone at home, about the bullying.  This proportion who have not told, increases with age. Also, boy victims are less likely to tell anyone, than girl victims.  A second finding relates to attitudes about bullying in the peer group as a whole. Although most pupils say they do not like bullying, a significant minority do say they could join in bullying.  Perhaps surprisingly, these ‘pro-bullying’ or ‘anti-victim’ attitudes increase with age up to 14-15 years (after which they start to decline).  Such anti-victim attitudes are more marked in boys than girls – and especially for boys as regards boy victims (Olweus & Endresen, 1998).

Causes of bullying

Aggressive behaviour and inequalities of power are commonplace in human groups, including peer groups in school, so bullying can be a temptation.  We can envisage many levels of causation.

Society level: tolerance of violence, bullying and abuse of power in society; portrayals in the mass media.

Community level: neighbourhood levels of violence and safety; socioeconomic conditions.

School level: school climate and quality of teacher and pupil relationships; school policies on and sanctions against bullying; school physical environment.

Interpersonal level: attitudes of the main peer groups in the school; nature and quality of friendships (for example, Hodges, Malone and Perry (1997) found that having few friends, or friends who can not be trusted or who are of low status; and sociometric rejection (dislike by peers), are risk factors for being a victim).

Family level: for example, some victims come from over-protective or enmeshed families (Smith & Myron-Wilson, 1998); children who bully are more likely to come from families lacking warmth, in which violence is common, and discipline inconsistent. Fathers who were bullies at school are likely to have sons who were bullying at school (Farrington, 1993; Olweus, 1993).  Children who are both bullies and victims (aggressive victims) may come from particularly troubled or abusive families (Schwartz et al. 1997).
Individual level: temperamental factors (such as being hot-tempered, for bullying; being timid and unassertive, for being a victim).  Having a disability or special educational needs is another risk factor for being a victim. Children with special needs are 2 to 3 times more at risk of being bullied; they are also more at risk of taking part in bullying others (Nabuzoka & Smith, 1993). Possible reasons for this include: 
· particular characteristics that may make them an obvious 'target'; 

· in mainstream settings these children are usually less well integrated socially and lack the protection against bullying which friendship gives; 

· those with behavioural problems may act out in an aggressive way and become 'provocative victims'.

Racist and homophobic bullying, or ‘bias bullying’
Some bullying is based on (or justified by) the victim being a member of a particular group, often a marginalised or disadvantaged one; rather than on individual characteristics. Children can experience racist teasing and name-calling, and those of non-White ethnic origin have been shown to experience more racist name-calling (though not necessarily other forms of bullying) than White children of the same age and gender.  In secondary schools, children may be teased about their sexual orientation, and even physically assaulted or ridiculed about this by other pupils or teachers (Rivers, 1995).

Effects of being bullied

Victims of bullying often experience anxiety and depression, low self esteem, physical and psychosomatic complaints (Williams et al., 1996).  In extreme cases, they may commit suicide (Kaltiala-Heino et al., 1999). Hawker and Boulton (2000), carrying out a meta-analysis of many studies, found that victimisation was most strongly related to depression, moderately associated for social and global self-esteem, and less strongly associated with anxiety. There are issues of cause and effect in interpreting these findings.  It could be that victimization causes these negative effects; or, it could be that being depressed and having low self-esteem help make a pupil more susceptible to being bullied.  Nevertheless, retrospective studies with adults suggest the possible impact of victimisation in childhood, and indicate that some effects can be long-term (Hugh-Jones & Smith, 1999).  Also, longitudinal studies suggest both processes may be at work (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996).

Types of school-based intervention

Because it is relatively easier to work in schools than deal with the wider societal, community and family issues, school-based interventions have been a common approach to reducing bullying in schools.  A variety of school-based intervention methods have been used: school policies; curriculum work (e.g. raising awareness and empathy through literature, drama, role-play); improving playground supervision and the playground environment; assertiveness training to help possible victims; peer support schemes to involve pupils themselves; and ways of working with children who bully others.  The latter approach can vary from direct ‘punitive’ sanctions (where the bully is punished), through restorative justice approaches (with the aim that the bully acknowledges wrong-doing and does reparative work), through to No Blame, support group or Pikas methods (where the aim is to encourage the bullying child to change his or her behaviour, without directly blaming them or holding them responsible).

Large-scale interventions in Norway

The first large scale school based intervention campaign was carried out at a nationwide level, in Norway.  The campaign was launched in 1983.  There was a survey in schools, materials and video for teachers, advice for parents, and mass publicity.  Two assessments of it’s impact have been reported.  Olweus (1993) monitored 42 schools in Bergen.  Using his self-report questionnaire, and comparing equivalent age-groups, he found that from 1983 to 1985, reported bullying fell by 50%, for both boys and girls.  There were also falls in reported antisocial behaviour.  There was no increase in reported bullying outside school. This encouraging finding has been widely reported and has inspired much subsequent work.  Roland (1989) monitored 37 schools in Stavanger.  He found that from 1983 to 1986, there was no clear decrease in victimisation, although there was a modest correlation of positive outcomes with active use of materials by the schools.  The difference between these two reports may well be due to the difference in help given to schools - more support during the intervention was given in the Bergen study, while in Stavanger the researchers just returned after 3 years to give the post-test questionnaires.  
More recent work in Norway directed by Roland (2000) is directed to class climate and makes more use of pupils. Recent work by Olweus (2004) in the second Bergen project  (1997-98) and Oslo project (1999-2000) finds reductions in the range of 21-50% in grades 5 to 7 (though possibly less with older pupils). 

Large-scale intervention in U.K. 

The largest intervention program in the U.K. has been the DFE Sheffield project 1991-94 (Smith & Sharp, 1994).  The team worked with 23 schools over 4 terms.  Each school developed a whole school policy and chose from a range of other interventions.  There was a c.17% reduction in being bullied for primary schools, small reductions (around 3-5%) in 5 of the 7 secondary schools.  In addition there was a strong positive correlation between amount of effort (as assessed by both research team, and pupils) and outcomes achieved.

Other wide-scale interventions have taken place in many countries including Australia, Belgium, Canada, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Spain, Switzerland and the USA. In general results appear to be mixed and do not replicate the degree of success of the Bergen findings (Smith, Ananiadou & Cowie, 2003; Smith, Pepler & Rigby, 2004). Perhaps the most successful has been the project in Andalucia (Ortega, del Rey and Mora-Merchan, 2004), where a broad based intervention was sustained over a 4-year period.

There are a number of issues to be considered in thinking of the impact of these school-based interventions.  Some factors that may explain the variability in findings are:
· nature of intervention: an obvious possibility, but in fact the evidence so far is that it is the effort and commitment that matters, rather than the details of what is done;

· support by researchers: this may have explained the greater success in the Bergen compared to the Stavanger evaluations in Norway, but the evidence from the Flanders project in Belgium (Stevens et al., 2004) is that its more general impact may be small;

· length of intervention; probably important and may help explain the relative success of the SAVE intervention in Andalucia; 

· ownership by school and effective implementation: probably very important, as suggested by the school variations in the Sheffield project (Smith & Sharp, 1994)

· age of pupils: several projects find reductions easier to obtain in primary than in secondary schools;

· neighbourhood, community, and societal context: may be important but difficult to estimate (see Benbenishty & Astor, 2005, for recent work on school violence, considering these levels).
Ways forward in research and practice
I shall end with some suggestions for how we can build on our research in the coming years, to improve our responses to the challenge of school bullying.

Tackling various and new forms of bullying: 
Boulton (1997) found that English school teachers recognised physical and verbal forms of bullying, but less than half of them regarded social exclusion as bullying.   But social exclusion and indirect, or generally relational bullying, is common, especially in girls. Eslea and Smith (1998), in their follow-up of schools in the UK Sheffield project, found more reduction in boys bullying, than in girls.  It is quite possible that the physical bullying more characteristic of boys, and verbal bullying found equally in both sexes, is well recognised and well targeted in intervention materials and school anti-bullying policies; but perhaps indirect and social exclusion forms of bullying are less well recognised and less well targeted.  If so, we may not impact so effectively on girls bullying (Owens et al., 2000).
Cyberbullying is a relatively new phenomenon, and not assessed in many standard instruments.  It is becoming more prevalent, with the increased use of technology.   Some recent surveys suggest that prevalence rates of cyberbullying are greater outside of school than inside. It has some distinctive characteristics.  The victim cannot escape when they have gone home from school, as they may continue to be sent messages to their mobile or computer. Cyber-bullying can reach particularly large audiences in a peer group compared with the normally small groups that traditional bullying reaches, for example when nasty comments are posted on a website. And like indirect bullying, cyber-bullying is not a face-to-face experience, and provides the bully with some ‘invisibility’ (e.g. online pseudonyms). It is important to develop ways to reduce cyberbullying, tailored to its particular characteristics.
Taking account of different roles in bully-victim relationships:
The Salmivalli roles may help us consider whether we should do more, in intervention work, than just think of ‘bullies’ and ‘victims’.  For example, Sutton, Smith and Swettenham (1999) found that some bullies, especially Ringleader Bullies, are skilled at social manipulation and 'theory of mind' tasks but lack empathy.  Also, Kaukiainen et al. (1999) found that social intelligence was related to aggression, especially indirect aggression. Thus, some forms of ‘social skills training’ for bullies might be inappropriate (though empathy training would not be).

Relatedly, the role of Bystander as well as Defender deserves full attention in intervention programmes.  How can we mobilise attitudes and behaviour of non-involved children in a more positive way – or turn Bystanders into Defenders?  Peer support programmes have been developing in many schools, which in part at least have this kind of aim.  However, these need much more evaluation than they have had so far (Cowie, 2000; Peer support networker website).  One problem is that it is easier to recruit girl rather than boy pupils as peer supporters.  Also, the social status of peer supporters may be an important variable in their effectiveness.
Start interventions early:
By middle childhood (9-12 years), roles of bully and of victim are moderately stable (Egan et al., 1998; Hodges and Perry, 1999; Boulton and Smith, 1994).  But Monks, Smith and Swettenham (2003) have found that at 4-6 years Bully status has some stability [at this age, 'aggressive' may be a more appropriate term rather than 'bully'], but Victim status is not stable yet.  Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996) also found low stability for the victim role, in US kindergartens.  This suggests that between around 5-6 years, and 8-9 years, some pupils are getting put into a victim role and perhaps labelled as such by peers, starting a vicious cycle of behaviour and reputation from which it may become progressively more difficult to escape.  If we intervene earlier, perhaps we can help prevent some pupils becoming ‘victims’.
Practical measures:

It is important that schools get support and advice, though Handbooks, in-service training opportunities, and preferably information on school bullying during basic teacher training.  National governments or regional education authorities can require schools to have an anti-bullying policy and/or to regularly assess bullying, and these – as well as the possibility of legal actions by pupils or parents – will be incentives fir schools to take the problem seriously.  It is important that where possible researchers work with schools, local and regional authorities, and governments, so that anti-bullying surveys and interventions can be documented and the success of different approaches properly evaluated.  We have made a lot of progress in 20 years, but we still have a lot to do.  Both old challenges, and some new ones, require our continued efforts if we are to have safe and happy school environments for our children.
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