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Although bullying in the schools appears to be a pervasive and long-standing problem, it is only recently that researchers have directed attention to bullying a part of violent and aggressive behaviour. This study sought the perceptions of children in a rural school district on various aspects of bullying. Discussions included whether children had been bullied, whether they had bullied others, and the characteristics of bullies and victims. Results with a small sample of children in a rural setting are consistent with the literature on bullying and indicate few differences between urban and rural areas.

Cole (1995) observed that Youth aggression and violent behaviours are among the most challenging issues facing educators and mental health professionals (p. 108). It is not then surprising that in recent years a great deal of research and writing has been directed toward the areas of school violence and serious learning disruptive behaviour (see Carter, Janzen, and Paterson, 1999). 

As a subset of aggressive behaviour, bullying appears to be a long-time feature of schools. Research in Canada and other nations such as Norway, England, Scotland, and Ireland (see Donaldson, 1999; MacDonald, 1999) reveal that bullying is a frequent and normative behaviour in schools. In the United States, an estimated 25 percent of middle and junior high school students fear victimization by peers. About 12 percent of students in grades 6 to 12 reported being victims of physical attacks, robbery, or bullying while in school (US Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1996).

Nevertheless, it is only recently that bullying has been recognized as an enduring and underrated problem (see Bentley and Li, 1995). Certainly, school violence has recently garnered attention from sources both within and without the educational community, including parents, policy makers, the media, educators, and students. Interest in school violence escalated during the 1990s primarily because of a few widely reported tragedies (Donaldson, 1999). Serious school violence, however, must be kept in perspective: the incidents are infrequent considering the huge numbers of students in school.

Not as riveting, but perhaps more important because of their pervasiveness, are the less highly visible antisocial acts that include school bullying. In fact, by 1996 a nationwide poll revealed that 88 percent of adults believe that school violence, including bullying, is a serious problem in Canadian schools (Hutchinson, 1997). In a survey of Edmonton area junior high school students (MacDonald, 1995) over 50 percent considered bullying to be a very big or a big problem. A Saskatchewan study (Bidwell, 1997) found that about one third of the teachers surveyed considered bullying a serious problem in their classrooms.

Together with public and professional scrutiny of violence in schools, there has been a growing professional interest among educators in establishing better learning environments which have, in part, led to multifaceted prevention and intervention efforts combining parents, schools, communities, and the health and criminal justice systems. For example, provinces have introduced various modes and programs such as the Safe and Caring Schools initiative in Alberta and the zero tolerance for violence in Ontario (e.g., Gabor, 1995; Malicky, Shapiro, and Mazurek, 1999; Pepler, Craig, Ziegler, and Charach, 1994b). In the United States, The prevention of violence is a leading priority for most public school systems  (Mehas, Boling, Sprague, Burke, and Hagan, 1998, p. 20).

Although there has been a recent interest in bullying in the schools in conjunction with efforts to halt violence and create safe and caring schools, the literature remains relatively sparse. And, while the majority of the literature deals with bullying in urban settings, and although the problems seem to be worse in urban areas, they also occur regularly in rural centres (Hutchinson, 1997). Further, studies seeking the perceptions of students are limited.

This study presents the views of students in two rural schools in Western Canada and their perceptions of bullying gained through an interview format. Two major caveats preface the paper. First, this is a preliminary report using a limited sample of children that forms the first phase of an ongoing research agenda that involves cross-cultural research into issues surrounding bullying behaviour. Second, the instrument was developed as a questionnaire to use with children; it has not been validated and data was not collected over time. Therefore, this is not a theoretical perspective, and the present results are intended chiefly as a vehicle for discussion and a basis for further investigation.

The problem

Bullying is a form of aggression, a particular kind of violence to which children are exposed that can be defined as a form of social interaction in which a more dominant individual, the bully, exhibits aggressive behaviour intended to cause distress to the less dominant individual, the victim (Smith and Thompson, 1991). In general, bullying is a school problem that starts early and thrives in the middle school years. There are different kinds of bullying and bullying behaviour differs among individuals. However, most common definitions of bullying show three things in common. That is, bullying is a repeated action that occurs over a prolonged period of time; there is an inbalance of power; and the verbal, psychological, and/or physical negative actions of bullying are unprovoked (see Bentley and Li, 1996). Manifestations include threatening to injure another person for no apparent reason, requesting tasks to be performed that are undesirable to the other individual, and threatening negative consequences to individuals if their requests are not met by the victim. Additionally, the bully may intimidate the victim by initiating acts such as name calling, teasing, pushing or shoving, and using physical dominance for intimidation (Craig and Pepler, 1997; Stanfield, 1997).

Many reasons are cited to account for bullying behaviour. A bully may threaten and intimidate to get something; to demonstrate physical power if he or she feels less powerful in some situations; or a child may be repeating behaviour originally directed at him or her from a sibling or other individual (Stanfield, 1997). More boys than girls bully (Charach, Pepler, and Ziegler, 1995; Craig and Pepler, 1997; Marano, 1995). It may be, however, that the acts of girls are underestimated because they take a different form. Girls display more subtle and complex forms of meanness than do boys (Marano, 1995) and female bullying may be more difficult to detect.

School children are familiar with bullying behaviour. Children in elementary school playgrounds indicate that bullying occurs frequently-- approximately once in every seven minutes on the school grounds, with each episode lasting about 38 seconds (Campbell, Grange, Cernetig, Ha, and Galt; Craig and Pepler, 1997). Different studies cite different estimates of the number of children involved in bullying incidents; however, only a minority of students bully and only a minority suffer continuous victimization. A Calgary study (Bentley and Li, 1995) found that younger elementary students seem to be more at risk from abuse by age mates and older pupils whereas older students are threatened mainly by same age peers. 

In Ontario, a study of grades 6, 7, and 8 in one school in Kingston (Wilson, 1992) found that 10 percent of students reported being bullied once or twice a month. In Toronto, researchers (Charach, Pepler, and Ziegler, 1995) found that 49 percent of the students surveyed had been bullied at least once during the term and 8 percent reported being bullied regularly. Again in Toronto, Ziegler and Rosenstein-Manner (1991) found that 20 percent of students in grades 4 to 8 reported being bullied. Campbell and colleagues (1997) reported that 20 percent of students in one study noted that they had been bullied more than once or twice. Further, a three year study recording bullying incidents in schools in Toronto reported that one in twelve children is harassed and one is five is harassed on occasion. The victims tend to suffer in silence. They believe that involvement of their parents will make it worse and don't tell them. Some children withdraw and some escalate the level of conflict (Gifted and isolated ..., 1999).

In Western Canada, Duffee studied senior high school students and found that 42.4 percent of students has suffered from bullying at least once over the previous eight months (cited in Bentley and Li, 1995). A Calgary survey of grades 4, 5, and 6 students (Bentley, 1994) found that 21.3 percent reported being bullied. In a later Calgary study of 379 grade 4 to 6 students (Bentley and Li, 1995), the results indicated that bullying/victim problems among upper elementary students are quite prevalent. One in three children run into bullying with some regularity. Youngsters in the sample, both boys and girls, were at risk for being bullied by both classmates and older students. Noelle Bidwell (1997) in a survey of a school division in Saskatoon found that 10 percent of students reported that they were bullied on a weekly basis.

A Canada-wide study reported that 15 percent of students admitted that they had bullied others more than one or twice during the school term (Hutchinson, 1997). In Toronto, 15 percent reported bullying others now and then or more frequently (Ziegler and Rosenstein-Manner, 1991). Another Ontario study from Central Toronto Youth Services (Hutchinson, 1997) of 399 students in the Toronto area found that almost one third of grade six students had beaten up someone in the month prior to being surveyed. Campbell and colleagues (1997) report that 15 percent of students acknowledged bullying others once or twice during the term. Of Calgary students surveyed (Bentley, 1994), 11.6 percent admitted to bullying others sometimes or more often at school. Bidwell (1997) found that about 15 percent of children admitted to bullying others on a weekly basis. 

The bully of the past bears little resemblance to the bully of today. As Campbell and colleagues (1997) report, The schoolyard bully has gone big time, and he's more likely than ever to be carrying a weapon (p. A6). They go on to say that the child stealing lunch money is passé, mainly because it is rare today for a student to work alone, and the money involved often exceeds the price of a burger and fries.While many adults claim that bullying is simply part of the school experience, there are complex problems related to both bullying and victimization: bullying can have long- and short-term negative consequences for both bully and victim. Donaldson (1999) pointed out that Students participating in bullying activities either as bullies or as victims were more likely to be isolated, to feel less accepted by others, and to perpetuate the cycle of abuse (p. 203).

For the bully, the actions may be part of a cluster of behavioral problems. Bullies themselves may be depressed, tend more to serious thoughts of suicide than their victims, seem to be more prone to dislike school, and are more likely to engage in behaviours that compromise their health, such as smoking (Evenson, 1999). The prognosis for chronically violent individuals is generally poor (Guetzloe, 1999). Without corrective intervention, bullies are at risk for antisocial behaviour in adult life and unstable relationships (Cole, 1995); bullies tend to become antisocial adults and some studies indicate that they may commit more serious crimes, and be more likely to indulge in abuse of spouse and children (Marano, 1995). 

Method

In this study, an interview format using a set of predetermined questions was used. This format allowed the interviewer to develop rapport with the students while collecting data. It also allowed children to expand on their answers; children who were vague and hesitant were probed for further clarification. That is, specific questions were asked of all subjects but, depending on the scope of the answers, further questions were asked to allow the child to expand on the original answer. Major questions are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1:

Major questions

Do you know why I am interviewing you today?

Do you know what a bully is?

Have you ever been bullied?

[If you were bullied] How many times has it happened to you?

What happened when you were bullied?

Do you know anyone at this school who is a bully?

Have you ever seen other students get picked on? 

Who do you think gets bullied?

Why do you think people become bullies?

Do you think that a boy or a girl is more likely to be a bully? 

Have you ever been a bully?

Where do you think bullying occurs most often?

Do you think that teachers notice it? 

If they notice it, do you think that they usually stop it right away?

Is bullying a problem in your school?

Have you ever been afraid to come to school?

Sample

The students in this study were from 2 different schools in a predominantly rural area in Western Canada. In the 2 schools (chosen by the administration in the school district), 30 students in grades 5 and 6 were interviewed. The grade 5 students attended an elementary school; the grade 6 students were in a middle school. Forms sent home to parents for permission to interview gave a return rate of 75 percent.

All interviews were conducted in the school during class time. Interviews varied in length, with an average time of approximately ten minutes. All interviews were tape recorded and then transcribed. 

All of the students involved in this study had previously attended a seminar about bullying provided by Saskatchewan Social Services. It is not possible to account for the impact of the seminar.

Results

All children were aware of the purpose of the interview-- purpose and procedures had been explained by classroom teachers earlier. Save in one instance (location of bullying as discussed below) students from each grade level provided similar responses to the questions. 

At the outset, children were asked to describe a bully. The most common responses were that bullies were those who Pick on others, Push little people, and are Mean. Other comments focused on very particular behaviours such as Beats up others; Calls people names; Teases you; Steals from you; Wants to fight; and Makes trouble.



The next questions concerned whether children had been bullied themselves, how often, and what happened. Two children said that they had been bullied, but only by a sibling. However, another 55 percent of the children admitted that they had been bullied either at school or on the way to or from school. Of the children who had been bullied, only 2 said that they had been bullied more than 5 times; another 2 responded that bullying had happened more than 10 times. Six children volunteered that bullying was a problem when they were younger: People threatened to beat me up when I was little.

Students were then asked if they thought there was a bully in their school, which children they thought were more likely to be bullied, and why they though certain students indulged in bullying behaviour. Of the 30 students interviewed, exactly half responded that there was at least one student in the school they considered to be a bully; the other half did not think there was a bully in the school. While only 18 students responded to the question, Have you ever seen others bullied? 66 percent of those responding answered Yes. Children presented a range of characteristics that could lead to being a victim of bullying; the most common concerned children who were in some way different and those who were smaller. Similarly, a wide variety of responses were given as to why some children become bullies, although there was a definite leaning toward poor home environment and peer pressure.

The question Do you think that a boy or a girl is more likely to be a bully? elicited the most lively and comprehensive discussions from the participants. The great majority of children (86 percent) thought that a bully was more likely to be a boy. Only 3 children (10 percent) said that both boys and girls could be bullies. One child thought a girl was more likely to be a bully.

Whether children had ever bullied themselves was an important consideration. The question, Have you ever been a bully? saw many children become evasive and seek to justify their actions. However, 70.4 percent of the students responded No and 26 percent Yes.  One child said that he only bullied his sibling.

In terms of the context and location of bullying behaviour, children were asked, Where do you think bullying occurs most often? The majority, 63.6 percent responded on the playground, 9 percent inside the school, 27 percent on the way to and from school. When students said that they thought that most bullying happened in the school or on the playground, they were asked whether or not they believed that teachers were aware of the bullying when it was happening. To the question, Do you think that teachers notice it? 58.3 percent of the students answered Sometimes; 29 percent Yes; and 12.5 percent No. The interviewer probed further by asking If they notice it, do you think that they usually stop it right away? Most students conceded that teachers immediately stopped bullying when they did see it happening: 16 answered Yes (84.2 percent), 2 Sometimes (10.5 percent), and 1 No. 


The final questions concerned whether students thought bullying was a problem in their school and whether they had even been afraid to come to school. Students were split on whether bullying was a problem; 59 percent did not think so, 41 percent did. Related to this, 16.6 percent of children admitted that they had at some time been afraid to come to school because there may have been a bully waiting.

Discussion

The major contribution of this study is an examination of bullying from students' perspectives that extends our understanding of bullying and how it affects children. However, a number of limitations surround the study and any results must be interpreted cautiously. 

A first concern is sample size: given only 30 students, generalizations are tenuous. Second, the present study used an interview method to examine bullying and this brings its own set of problems. Not only has the questionnaire not been validated, but a questionnaire of predetermined statements or questions is limited by its inability to identify the complex, multilevel processes underlying bully-victim interactions and by children's ability to accurately report the phenomena of bullying ( see Craig and Pepler, 1997). Pursuing the latter point, there is a reliance of self-reported data. Although the study focused on children's perceptions, we must still be aware of the unsystematic bias in children's responses. For example, when discussing bullying behaviour, children's descriptions provided little on the severity or chronocity of the episodes and children's perceptions of the problems concentrated on the physical area: children are far less likely than adults to discuss psychological infringements than they are to focus on physical acts. Finally, many of the problems of interviewing relatively young children surfaced. Some were shy and reticent; others were happy to share their entire life histories with the interviewer; still others wandered from the questions into vague and irrelevant realms. 

Accepting these limitations, three observations remain.  First, children's self reports of bullying in rural environments are consistent with those of children in urban areas as reported in the literature. Second, many children see school bullying as a problem and one of which teachers need to be more vigilant and more willing to intervene. Finally, children's observations and perceptions are of themselves inherently interesting and add to our knowledge of the effects of bullying.  

· Who bullies, who is bullied? In the literature, children's descriptions of peers who they consider to be bullies are normally quite consistent. They describe bullies as individuals who start fights and verbal protests, or as people who tease others (Hoover and Hazler, 1994). The most common forms of bullying cited by children are being called nasty names and being physically intimidated or hurt.

Children in the present study tendered similar descriptions. Bullies, they said, pick on others and are mean. There was particular concern that bullies Push little people, and is A person that is bigger and picks on smaller people. Children described bullies as Like a person who beats up people for no reason;  A person who picks on you, teases you, calls you names, doesn't leave you alone, steals your lunch;  Someone that teases you because you are either short, or you have different skin colour, or someone just picks on you for the fun of it because you are younger; or Someone who is mean, bugs you, and sometimes beats you up. Terrorizes you. 

Studies have found bullying rates ranging from 10 to 42 percent (Bentley and Li, 1995; Bidwell, 1997; Charach, Pepler, and Ziegler, 1995; Duffee, 1993; Wilson, 1992). According to the self-report data, 55 percent of the students in this study indicated that they had been bullied at least once or twice. However, many episodes involved mild forms of teasing. It is difficult to cull the more serious offences from children's descriptions or to estimate the impact of a recent seminar on bullying attended by all participants in this study.

Some children reported being bullied as the youngest child, a finding consistent with previous research (e.g. Bentley and Li, 1995; Whitney and Smith, 1993). Children variously reported  I got chased around the playground with rocks thrown at me ... in grade 1.; When I was the youngest kid in school ... I was in grade 2 in a school from K to 9 and there was kids that bugged the grade 2s and 3s.

Children's descriptions of bullying behaviour ranged from mild teasing to more serious incidents. Descriptions of mild bullying behaviour included Like if we were throwing catch or somebody like took my ball and threw it on something, and He told me to kiss a wall. More serious events were described as They usually punch me, call me names.;  I was walking home and then these kids started pushing me around, and calling me names.; Sometimes they steal stuff. ; I get threatened to jump over a bridge when I was walking home.  As well, They were threatening to beat me up if I didn't give them any money.; Pushed me down the stairs. ; Rocks thrown at me.  One child reported that I was threatened by the same kids and we called the police but then added They found out about my brother and my brother looks kind of scary.

Children had many opinions about the types of people more prone to be bullied. The most common response was that people who are different in some way get bullied. Because they are a little different-- like slow, or wear weird clothes, noted one child. Others said that People think they are nerds or dorks, or geeks or They don't have the nicest clothes, or don't dress as cool. Younger children and quiet people  were also seen as more likely to be victims. As well, children spoke of those who can't do anything  or Aren't good at sports or math or something.

Recent reports on bullying behaviour stress the critical nature of the home environment in the formation of an aggressive child. Reporting in a recent Australian study of bullying, Evenson (1999) points out that While victims are usually chosen at random by their tormentors, bullying appears to be an inevitable result of upbringing (p. 1).  Similarly, in the present study a number of child respondents focused on the home as the reason behind bullying behaviour. Bullies weren't taught properly when they were littler, or don't get treated well at home or got bullied when they were little. There was also peer pressure: They have to do this or they can't be cool, or to prove they aren't wimps or anything. Or bullies could be envious Because everybody is smarter than him or something or because Somebody gets a better score on a test.

Gender. Of all the questions asked, students gave the most spirited replies on whether a bully would be more likely to be a boy or a girl. Responses were consistent with the research literature (e.g., Charach, Pepler, and Zeigler, 1995; Craig and Pepler, 1997; Marano, 1995). While 86 percent agreed that boys were more likely to bully, the great majority also agreed that not only could girls be bullies but their bullying behaviour was different. Boys were more likely to be bullies because they are Mostly rough; They are stronger; Tougher; and Boys are the ones that watch more violent shows and play more violent video games. Girls are More mature  and  are usually better at school.   When they bully, girls just bug you all the time and call you names. Boys, on the other hand, usually beat the person up, and Push you really hard, and will likely end up hurting a person more easily than a girl would.

· Respondents as bullies. The literature on bullying reports that up to 33 percent of children's self reports indicate bullying behaviour at some time (Bentley, 1994; Bentley and Li, 1995; Hutchinson, 1997; Ziegler and Rosenstein-Manner, 1991). The 26 percent of children admitting to bullying behaviour in this study conforms to previously cited figures. However, children's seeming reluctance to discuss their own and their justifications of bullying behaviour must be taken into account. For example, one self-reported bully noted that  Every day they were bugging me ... and then they thought that they could beat me up at recess but that never happened.  Another said that  He made fun of me and I pushed him down. Or I bullied because He was annoying me, or calling me names, or They were bugging me.

· Where bullying occurs. Studies seeking the perceptions of students (e.g. MacDonald, 1995) have pointed to a belief that school practices and policies are partially responsible for those factors related to school violence. Students tend to be dissatisfied with the manner in which both victims and perpetrators are dealt with by school staff (Gabor, 1995; MacDonald, 1997). Many children who are victims of bullying perceive adults to be ineffective in responding to their victimization.

It is likely that nonverbal aggression takes place more in bathrooms and schoolyards that in classrooms (see Donaldson, 1999). In fact, earlier research (e.g., Bidwell, 1997; Pepler, Craig, Ziegler and Charach, 1994a; Whitney and Smith, 1993; Ziegler and Rosenstein-Manner, 1991) reported that the playground was the most common place for students to be bullied. Probable reasons include the influences of the peer group and lack of adult supervision. The social interactions and the social ecology of the school playground likely shape the expression of bullying (Craig and Pepler, 1997, p. 53) and, in peer groups, social contagion is a potential mechanism to stimulate bullying behaviour (see Olweus, 1991).

The great majority of children in this study reported that the playground was the central place for bullying, a finding consistent with data cited in the above paragraph. The few students who felt that most bullying happened in the school in the hallways were solely middle school students and this location might be expected with class changes and lockers in the hallways.

Adult interventions. Studies reveal that 75 percent of teachers report that they always intervene in bullying episodes on the playground (Charach, Pepler, and Ziegler, 1995). On the other hand, students do not think that teachers are actively involved in preventing bullying in their schools (Charach, Pepler, and Ziegler, 1995). Children report that adults intervene in only a small proportion of bullying episodes (Pepler, Craig, Ziegler, and Charach, 1993). Children may be correct; while teachers may perceive that they are intervening regularly to stop bullying, Craig and Pepler (1997) found that they are actually infrequent and inconsistent in their attempts to control bullying. However, for adults, bullying may be difficult to distinguish from play, especially among boys. Too, Kauffman (1999) posits that the pervasiveness of uncivil or antisocial behaviour may be used as a rationale for inaction supported by myths such as Boys will be boys, or Every school has its bullies. 

In this study, 89 percent of children thought that teachers noticed bullying sometimes or not at all. By design, most bullying take place on the playground because teachers were not around and could not see. Sometimes, said children, they don't see it because usually she is at the little kids' door or Most teachers are in the staff room.  However, children were adamant that teachers stopped bullying as soon as they were aware of it.

Conclusions

The goal of this study was to collect data on children's perceptions of bullying. Although the study was within a rural geographic area with a small sample of children and findings must be placed in a limited context as children's reports are only a small measure of the problem, some interesting observations emerge.

The number of children who were victims or who bullied themselves chimes with previous research reported in the literature. Moreover, children's descriptions of bullies, of bullying behaviour, of why children bully, of gender differences, of location, and of adult interventions are consistent with other findings.  

Of particular interest is the percentage of children who were perpetrators and victims. Although bullying is often seen as a problem more peculiar to urban areas, the percentages of children involved in bullying in this study matches urban figures. As well, many students thought that bullying was a problem and one in which teachers needed to be more involved.
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