A report discussing the effects of bullying and strategies used to help prevent and stop bullying.

Introduction 

This report will discuss the definitions of what bullying consists of, the types of bullying that can occur as well as the effects bullying has on the victims. Strategies will also be discussed that have been effective when trying to prevent and stop bullying within children. Welsh Government (2019) discusses bullying usually has three components where bullying is; intentional hurtful repeated behaviour, that usually happens over a period of time and where the person or people being bullied feels incapable to defend themselves. Volk, Dane and Marini (2014, para.1) agrees with Welsh Governments (2019) three components of bullying as they note that bullying is “aggressive goal-directed behaviour that harms another individual within the context of a power imbalance”. From both of these definitions above, there is a clear basis when establishing what bullying involves, as both give very similar ideas. However, it is important to note that Welsh Government (2019) state that there is no legal definition of bullying within Wales, including the United Kingdom. Estyn (2014) notes that there are three main types of bullying which are: physical bullying – where someone is hit, kicked and their belongings are taken etc, verbal bullying - where someone is called names, insulted and offensive remarks are made and indirect bullying – where someone is excluded from social groups, rumours are spread and spiteful e-mails and/or text messages are sent.

There are far too many pupils that experience being bullied at some point during their schooling. One of the key messages in the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2019a) report found that approaches to tackling and preventing bullying for children in Wales needs to be more effective as bullying is considered a safeguarding issue that harms a child’s well-being. Welsh Government (2010) produced a report discussing the levels of bullying from a survey focused on pupils’ experiences of bullying by other pupils within their school life. The report found encouraging evidence that bullying is on the decline as thirty two percent of pupils in year six had been bullied within the past two months in the 2010 report, compared to thirty six percent of pupils in year six in the 2005/2006 report. The report also found that the most common location for bullying to take place was in school, more specifically the school yard. The report found older pupils (secondary level) tend to experience less bullying than younger pupils (primary level). Welsh Government (2010) state that this finding is consistent to other studied into bullying in the United Kingdom. Even though the report suggests that bullying in on the decline, it needs to be taken into account that the statistics are higher at primary level rather than secondary level. Also, the survey consisted of seven thousand four hundred and forty eight pupils taking a self-completion questionnaire. This also needs to be taken into account as some questions may not have been understood clearly by the children, possibly leading to inaccurate results. From the survey’s results, it is important to take action against bullying at primary level where an emphasis is placed to try and reduce these figures more. Going back to the Children’s Commissioner of Wales (2019a) report, the report insists that the Welsh Government must make it compulsory for all schools in Wales to record every bullying incident to help evaluate and improve their strategies to tackling bullying, which would be effective in helping school’s reduce the number of bullying incidents. Children involved in bullying situations may be bullies, victims and bystanders (Burk, DiRenzo and Fuller, 2019). Children who are considered to be bullies often respond aggressively when threatened or intimidated by other peers (O'Brennan, Bradshaw, & Sawyer 2009). Children that are victims can be socially isolated from their peers in school as they feel inferior (Farmer, Petrin, Robinson, Fraser, Hall, Day and Dadisman, 2010). Depression, feelings of insecurity, loneliness, and anxiety symptoms are also common amongst bully victims (O'Brennan, Bradshaw, & Sawyer, 2009). Some of these effects of bullying will be discussed in more detail throughout this report. Bullying is still a growing concern today in the United Kingdom, including Wales. Education providers, including schools have a responsibility to tackle bullying in all forms under the Education Act 2002 (Estyn, 2014). Public school must, by law, have a behaviour policy in action that includes measures to prevent all forms of bullying among pupils in the school. The policy needs to discuss what the school will do to address the bullying in their school. The bullying policy is decided by the school itself, where the teachers, pupils and parents must be told what the policy consists of. Every school has a different bullying policy catered to the pupils and staff of the school (Welsh Government, 2019). 

Cyberbullying

Due to the growth of the internet, including the growth of social media sites and text messaging etc over the twenty first century, cyberbullying is a recent and new phenomenon. Tarshis (2010) points out that, as cyberbullying takes away the face to face aspect of bullying as it is done over the internet on social media sites or through messenger etc, it has become extremely common as people can be anonymous when they want to bully someone, by using fake names and accounts etc. Cyberbullying can be both indirect bullying or direct bullying. Tarshis (2010) explains that the definitions of cyberbully my vary and may be different from each other. However, ultimately cyberbullying consists of someone or multiple people using electronic devices such as a mobile phone, laptop or computer where they bully can harass and even inflict emotional abuse or verbal abuse on an individual or individuals. Just like any other forms of bullying, cyberbullying can have a detrimental impact on someone’s physical health and even their mental health, therefore the use of prevention techniques should be used before the cyberbullying takes place to ensure the decrease of suffering that can occur in later life (Tarshis, 2010).

Effects of bullying

The NSPCC (2019) discuss that any child, at any age can be bullied for any reason. They point out that a child may be bullied if that child is seen in a different way from other children or the child being bullied may be seen an easy or easier target than other children they are around, therefore they can be more of a risk than others. The NSPCC (2019) suggest that a child may be bullied due to their gender, race, background or sexual orientation. If a child shows signs of having a low self-esteem or if they appear anxious they may be seen as an easy target to be bullied. Lacking assertiveness, being shy and introverted can also be someone’s weak points for a bully to target ( NSPCC, 2019).

Bullying can have a serious negative impact on someone’s mental health and physical health, whether it be a short term impact or a long term impact. It is important to note that the relationship between mental health and bullying is complicated as it is bi-directional, meaning that it can go two ways.  An example of this is that someone can be bullied as a result of their mental health issues; and someone can develop mental health issues as a result of themselves being bullied by someone (The anti-bullying alliance, 2019). The anti-bullying alliance (2019) recognises this problem and has found that, approximately one in ten children aged five to sixteen have a diagnosable mental health disorder. Examples of the diagnosable mental health disorders include; anxiety difficulties, depression, eating disorders as well as self-harming. Tarshis (2010) also agrees with the anti-bullying alliance (2019) and recognises that any situation in a school setting that bullying is involved in will increase a person’s risk for anxiety and depression. Anxiety problems like social phobias, generalised anxiety problems and panic attacks can affect up to 1 in 6 young people due to bullying. Bullying UK (2019) agrees with the anti-bullying alliance (2019) that bullying has a serious impact on someone’s mental health and that it is a huge problem, both now and in the future if nothing is done. They found that if you are bullied as a child or teenager, you are twice as more likely to use mental health services as an adult. This can be supported by Wolke and Lereya (2015) as they found that people who were victims of bullying in their childhood life,  have been consistently found to be at a greater risk for internalising problems, in particular diagnoses depression and anxiety problems in young adulthood and middle adulthood (eighteen to fifty years of age) . Bullied victims are also at an increased risk for displaying psychotic experiences at age eighteen and having suicidal ideation, attempts and completed suicides. Wolke and Lereya (2015) also explained that people who have been victims of bullying were also reported to have poor general health including headaches and slower recovery from illnesses etc compared to someone who has not been bullied. Swearer and Hymel (2015) completed research and found that bullying is a stressful life event and that stressful life events, can lead to anxiety and depression where victimisation is a major life stressor. These statistic are important when considering mental health alongside bullying as it shows that it can have a major impact on someone’s life, and something should be done in childhood years to help prevent and/or stop bullying as mental health problems are not always evident and can sometimes more than often be overlooked in schools by staff.

As well as bullying having an effect on someone physical health and mental health, bullying can also impact a child’s school experience in a number of different ways. If a child is being bullied in school, the child may isolate themselves from their friends within school as they feel sadness and loneliness. This can be supported by Juvonen and Graham (2014) as they found that as well as victims of bullying feeling depressed, victims feel socially anxious and lonely in school. Victims of bullying are also said to be disliked by their peers in school especially late primary school age to early comprehensive age (roughly ages eleven to thirteen). This can obviously lead to the victim of bullying to feeling lonely as their peers may not want to associate themselves with the victim for reasons like social status and they may not want to get bullied themselves. The anti-bullying alliance (2019) agrees with this as they have also recognised that being bullied can lead a child to feel isolated and excluded from both within their school environment and from the school itself. The stomp out bullying organisation (2019) have found that, just this year alone, approximately five million four hundred thousand children have skipped school in 2019 due to bullying. Graham (2016) explains that due to the physical health and mental health of victims of bullying it comes to no surprise that many people who are bullied in their childhood, especially when bullied in school, do not do well academically. This negative relationship between being bullied and someone’s academic achievement can be noticeable as early as the foundation phase in school. This negative relationship between academic achievement and bullying can continue through primary school and into comprehensive school (Graham, 2016). 

It is important to note that if a young child is being bullied they can sometimes be skilled at hiding their emotions and pretending that they are ok. The anti-bullying alliance (2019) argues that if a child hides their emotions from others it can cause a significant disruption to their school life as they may struggle to concentrate in the classroom or even struggle to engage with others. They may also have difficulty in controlling their behaviour, which can result in them becoming disruptive or even angry. This can lead to the child being labelled as ‘disruptive’ or even a ‘trouble maker’ as others are not aware that this is one of the impacts of the child being bullied, which is emotional stress. This can also affect the child’s relationship with their own family and parents at home. The NSPCC (2019) point out that this can lead a child to becoming nervous around others as they have either lost their confidence and may become distressed or even withdrawn from society. In some extreme cases, children that are being bullied may change from their current school to a new school to escape the bullying if they cannot cope or nothing is being done about it. In some cases, some children can change schools numerous times or they may just avoid school altogether and not attend at all (the anti-bullying alliance, 2019).

Strategies to help prevent and stop bullying

The Anti-bullying alliance (2019) comments on what effective practice should include when dealing with bullying. They point out that effective practice should have a range of strategies where all options are discussed with the children. The effective practice should encourage all teachers, staff and children to develop a shared plan where everyone is involved. The plan should include a response to bullying, including emotional support and mental health support for children that need it. For a school to be identified as having best practice, Welsh Government (2011) stated in their anti-bullying overview that schools should monitor incidents of bullying that enables schools to identify patterns of behaviour and the extent of bullying, where they can then challenge it. Schools should record all incidents of bullying. Estyn (2014) includes recommendations in their report on how schools can improve their action against bullying. The recommendations include making sure staff know how to deal with any bullying issues within school, making sure all school policies and procedures meet the requirements of the Equality Act 2010 and making sure all staff are knowledgeable about the extent and nature of bullying, including cyberbullying and to agree the contents of strategic equality plans to tackling all forms of bullying. 

An example of where a school acts on bullying is an example taken from Estyn (2014) best practice. Dŵr-y-Felin School takes cyberbullying seriously. Staff in this school are very active when it comes to educating the pupils in their school about e-safety by using information and communication technology (ICT), assemblies, talks from speakers outside of the school and personal and social education lessons. Estyn (2014) notes that the school has a very detailed anti-bullying policy. The policy advises the staff in the school on the procedures they need to follow when a pupil in the school reports a cyberbullying issue. The schools acts on all reported incidents of bullying by supporting the said victim and working with person who has been reported. They also work very closely with the police liaison officers to investigate whether the bullying incident took place inside or outside of school. Estyn (2014) points out that the school has good procedures and the school ensures that no cyberbullying takes place on school grounds as staff do not allow pupils to use mobile phones, they also carefully monitor the internet via a system that is linked to the schools network. The pupils in this school appreciate the information and support provided and find the tips included in their school diaries very useful. As a result of this schools practice, the children are a lot more confident to use the internet and the staff now know how to deal with any cyber bullying incidents (Estyn,2014). 

One other example of Estyn (2014) best practice is at Townhill Community Primary School where pupils enjoy using a ‘check in and check out’ system at the start and end of each school day. This system allows the pupils in the school to have the opportunity to say how they feel and if they have any concerns, they will be listen to by members of staff before any situation escalates. Estyn (2104) found that as a result of this system, the pupils, throughout the whole school, are now confident to express their feelings. However, if some pupils do not want to express their feelings, a member of staff will be sure to speak to that pupil later on in the day about it. A pastoral manager has been provided by the school to support pupils but to also develop positive links with parents and the surrounding community. Many pupils now feel confident about talking to staff about their feelings and any worries and this has allowed pupils to concentrate better in class. Estyn (2014) established that this system enables the staff in the school to closely monitor the well-being of pupils in the school where any potential problems can be addressed. This has resulted in the school having less cases of bullying incidents in the school as everyone is monitored even before a potential bullying case can surface. 

The no blame approach 

The no blame approach was created by Maines and Robinson (1997) and has been used in schools as a strategy for dealing sensitively and effectively with bullying in schools. The no blame approach has been used effectively in primary and secondary schools and has been described as a counselling method which stresses a non-punitive response to bullying (DFE cited in Tyler and Lang, 1998). The no blame approach has seven stages or steps, and can also be known as the Seven Steps approach. The steps involve the teacher talking to the bullied pupil, they then convene a group meeting, the teacher communicates to the group how the bullied pupil feels, the bully share responsibility by understanding how the victim feels, helpful suggestions are obtained, hand over responsibility to the group brought together, and individual meetings with participants are conducted (Robinson and Maines, 1997). Tyler and Lang (1998) found that in order for teachers and staff within a school to use the no blame approach to bullying, they need to change the way they normally respond to particular situations. Teachers and staff dealing with any bullying issue need to put aside their own personal particular feelings when dealing with bullying. This approach allows those involved in any bullying incidents to understand and see their behaviour in a new light so they can begin to understand the situation in a new way (Tyler and Lang, 1998). Smith, Howard and Thompson (2007) found that the no blame approach did in fact work in schools and is an approach which is particularly effective with certain behaviours and attitudes, but the approach does not work with every bullying incident. There has been a lot of disagreement with this approach. Smith, Howard and Thompson (2007) found that parents of the child that has been bullied want to see justice for their bullied child and they believe a certain degree of punishment is needed for those who bully. Many parents believe the no blame approach doesn’t appear to work due to a child not being punished as they have not learnt their lesson (Smith, Howard and Thompson, 2007).

Policies

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) protects the human rights of any child under the age of eighteen through an international agreement. The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 was created by the National Assembly for Wales in 2011 where Welsh Ministers have a duty to protect the rights and obligations within the UNCRC (Children’s commissioner for Wales, 2019b). Bullying links into many of the UNCRC articles. For example, article two (Unicef, 2019) as this is the non-discrimination article. A person can be bullied for their religion, sex or ethnicity etc, therefore it is important to protect every child, whatever their background and try to prevent or stop someone from being bullied due to their background. Bullying also links to article three (Unicef, 2019)  which is the best interests of the child. The best interest of every child must be a top priority when making any decisions that will affect that child. This is why it is important for schools to have polices and procedures put into place to protect children from any bullying incidents by providing support and any information that can help the child. Article nineteen is extremely important when discussing bullying as it is protection against violence, abuse and neglect. Unicef (2019) states the government must do all they can to ensure all children are protected from all forms of abuse and violence. This is then rolled out into the community by the government. For example, as mentioned above, the government ensures that public school must, by law, have a behaviour policy in action that includes measures to prevent all forms of bullying and negative behaviour among pupils in the school. Also, every school must have a bullying policy where this policy is catered to the pupils and staff of that specific school (Welsh Government, 2019). This article links to bullying as it is important to remember, bullying is not just verbal as it can also be physical. Therefore, it is important for schools, as well as the government to protect children from bullying as it can become violent and abusive. As discussed, bullying can affect children in a number of different ways, including effecting their education as some children may skip school and their attainment levels can decrease if bullied. As stated in article twenty eight, children have a right to education and discipline in school’s must respect children’s dignity and their rights (UNICEF, 2019). Children’s dignity and rights are respected by schools creating polices that discuss how to prevent and stop certain aspects that can negatively affect their rights, in this instance bullying. 

As well as bullying effecting children’s education, it can also affect their physical health and mental health. This links to the Welsh Governments well-being of future generations (Wales) act (2015a) as one of their goals is for a healthier Wales. This means that Welsh Government (2015a) would like a society that where peoples physical and mental well-being can be maximised. This goal has a clear link to bullying as bullying, as mentioned previously, can have a negative effect on someone’s physical and mental health. Examples of the negative effects discussed include depression, anxiety and eating disorders. Play Wales (2019) note that The Welsh Government (2015b) have set seven core aims which are guided by the UNCRC as the basis of all its work for children and young people. These seven  aims inform decisions on national priorities and objectives and inform strategy and service provision locally. The effects of bullying can impact some of the seven core aims produced by the Welsh Government (2015b). If a child is bullied, it can cause serious consequences and affect core aim three which is ‘health, freedom from abuse and victimisation’. This core aim can be affected by bullying as, just like article nineteen, the government needs to protect children and young people from abuse as well as protecting their health. Schools, especially comprehensive schools offer counselling as an option for children and young people who think they need it as it is important to talk to someone if there any serious problems. Bullying can also affect the Welsh Governments (2015b) core aim five which is participation in decision making’. This core aim exists to ensure all children are listened to and treated with respect, whilst having their race and cultural identity recognised. It is important when involving children in the creation of certain school polices, i.e. the bullying or behaviour policy as it is important to listen to children’s ideas on how to deal with certain situations as well as ensuring their backgrounds are respected as the NSPCC (2019) found that a child may be bullied for any reason but some of the most common reasons include their gender, race, background or sexual orientation. ‘A safe home and community’ is core aim six. Bullying can affect this core aim as Welsh Government (2015b) points out that this aim is where a persons physical and emotional well-being needs to be supported. The use of the Estyn (2014) best practice in Townhill Community Primary School where pupils use a ‘check in and check out’ system at the start and end of each school day is a perfect example of this school supporting core aim six as the school takes the children’s emotional well-being needs seriously by providing a pastoral manager and trained staff to deal with any incidents. 

Bronfenbrenner ecological system theory 

The ecological system is a theory created by Bronfenbrenner (1979) that can be used to identify different levels of factors that influence different bullying behaviour, especially within schools. There are five components of the ecological system theory which are ; the child, microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and the macrosystem.  Bronfenbrenner (1979) view the child as the centre of their own world where they interact with their own ecological environments, meaning that their behaviour is not only influenced by their own traits, but also by the ecological contexts that they interact with. The microsystem is where the child experiences interpersonal relationships and through experiences the child can be influenced. Family, peers, teachers and the school are all a part of the microsystem as these four parts can contribute to bullying. As an example, if a child is exposed to domestic violence at home or even parents having a positive attitude to bullying, the child is more likely to bully others as it is deemed as normal (Lee, 2011). Also, a child’s peers can influence the child to partake in bullying. Lee (2011) notes that the mesosystem is made up of social interconnections between students, teachers and peers etc where the child becomes the primary link between family and school. It was found that if a child’s parent does not play an active role in their schooling, it contributes to the child having bullying behaviour (Lee, 2011). Therefore it is important for schools to build relationships with both the pupils in the school as well as the pupils parents. This can then lead to a decrease of bullying behaviour if consistent. Schools have an important role when trying to prevent or stop bullying amongst the pupils in their school as they are a part of the child’s immediate environment in which children live, where they can and will influence the child.

Conclusion

To conclude, this report clearly shows that bullying is an important issue, especially in schools for children where it can have a serious short term or even a long term effect on someone if it is not dealt with swiftly and appropriately. This report has outlined the importance of schools to tackle bullying, especially in Wales as the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2019a) report found that approaches to tackling and preventing bullying for children in Wales needs to be more effective as bullying is considered a safeguarding issue that harms a child’s well-being. The release of the rights, respect, equality guidance (Welsh Government, 2019) is fundamental for schools as well as parents as the document provides guidance to challenging bullying. The document discusses what bullying is and isn’t as well as what can be done when dealing with bullying (Welsh Government, 2019). Schools have a responsibility to tackle bullying in all forms under the Education Act 2002 (Estyn, 2014). Public school must, by law, have a behaviour policy in action that includes measures to prevent all forms of bullying among pupils in the school. The bullying policy is decided by the school itself, where the teachers, pupils and parents must be told what the policy is. Every school has a different bullying policy catered to the pupils and staff of the school (Welsh Government, 2019). It is important to involve the pupils of the school in the creation of polices as the children will have a better understanding of what is expected of them during school times. Estyn (2014) includes recommendations in their report on how schools can improve their action against bullying. It is important for schools to try and adopt as many of the recommendations Estyn (2014) offer as their recommendations are there to help schools prevent and stop bullying in the easiest ways possible. 
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