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Abstract

In the present study a concise presentation of the phenomenon of school bullying in students
with and without special educational needs is attempted. Initially, a distinction is made
between the terms “violence” and “school bullying”, the second term being a sub-category of
the broader concept of violence. Then, some of the most important definitions which have
been attributed to ‘‘school bullying” are presented. It is noted that there is no universally
accepted definition, as the definition of such a complex and multidimensional phenomenon is
not an easy task. Then, the main forms of school bullying are described as well as its
principal causes are presented. Finally, international and national research data — principally
from Greece - on the frequency of school bullying based on the type of disability/special
educational needs is presented while suggestions are made for its confrontation.

Keywords: School bullying, Students with special educational needs, Violence, Types,
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1. Introduction

In recent years there has been an increase in research interest in bullying both at international
and national level (Greene, 2006). According to Rigby (2008), the particular research
attention that has been given to the study of the phenomenon in recent decades is due to the
fact that in many countries the basic rights of people who are subject to discrimination and
ill-treatment are recognized as belonging to specific categories (gender, nationality, physical
or mental disability).

In terms of the school context, the explosion of interest observed over the last few decades on
the phenomenon (Cook, Williams, Guerra, Kim, & Sadek, 2010; Stefanakou, Tsiantis, &
Tsiantis, 2014) could be attributed on the one hand to the empirical findings that demonstrate
that it occurs at all levels of education and, on the other hand, to the significant consequences
that the experience of intimidation might have on the victim, the perpetrator, but also the
whole school class and unit (Debardieux & Errard, 2011).

Despite the large number of research studies conducted so far in the Greek as well as in the
international context regarding the phenomenon of school bullying, the intimidation of pupils
at school is a relatively new area of research.

In addition, the fact that acts of intimidation are directly linked to high levels of insecurity in
school and generally to negative mental effects in a micro and macro horizon, make the
phenomenon of a particular research interest.

Considering all of the above, this research aims to provide school community with a
comprehensive review that documents our current understanding of the complexity of
bullying among school-aged youth as well as directions for future research and intervention
efforts.

2. Violence and School Bullying

Inherent in human nature, violence and aggression have always occupied research at an
interdisciplinary level. On the contrary, school bullying has been recorded in scientific
terminology quite recently, since the first attempts for a systematic study of the phenomenon
were initiated by the Norwegian Professor Dan Olweus in the 1970s. Over the past twenty
years - and especially after the international debate on bullying - school bullying has also
become a major concern for the Greek scientific community (Kourkoutas, 2012; Psalti,
2012).

Nevertheless, it is a fact that nowadays there is confusion in the use of terms violence and
intimidation when they refer to school environment. At this point, it should be made clear that
school bullying is not an identical concept of violence or aggression, as any aggression at
school is not intimidating (Harachi, Catalano, & Hawkins, 1999). We would probably say that
this is a sub-category of the wider concept of violence (Roland & Idsoe, 2001).

3. Definition of School Bullying

As mentioned above, Dan Olweus initiated the world’s first systematic bullying research.
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According to Olweus (2009), “a student is being bullied or victimized when he or she is
exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other
students”. Thus bullying is characterized by the following three criteria: (a) it is an aggressive
behavior or intentional “harmdoing” (b) which is carried out “repeatedly and over time” and
(c) in an interpersonal relationship characterized by an imbalance of power. One might add
that the bullying behavior often occurs without apparent provocation.

Olweus (2007) also marks the difference between bullying and “teasing” in the game.
“Teasing” usually happens between friends and does not involve the induction of bodily pain
to others. On the contrary, school bullying involves people who are not friends. The
characteristic imbalance of power lies in the fact that a child happens to be bigger or more
popular or even in the fact that some children can conspire against someone else. “Teasing”
can easily be turned into bullying if the child feels that the actions of others are not within the
limits of the game and, most importantly, if they happen for a very long time (Smith & Shu,
2000).

Another definition of school bullying, which is widely accepted, is that of Tattum and Tattum
(1992), which states that “bullying is the willful, conscious desire to hurt another and put
him/her under stress”. We note that in this definition there is premeditated conduct from the
part of the perpetrator. He is aware of the evil he is going to cause, and that may well please
him (Rigby, 2001).

A similar perception of the perpetrator’s way of thinking is also provided by the definition of
the Scottish Council for Research in Education, which states that school bullying is the
deliberate and conscious wish of the offender to harm, threaten or intimidate someone
(Johnstone, Munn, & Edwards, 1991).

As it is understood, there is no universal definition of school bullying with which all
researchers agree, since each of them focuses on different aspects of the phenomenon. The
difficulty of finding a universally accepted definition of school bullying is justified, as the
definition of such a complex and multidimensional phenomenon is not an easy task.

Despite the fact that there is no single definition of the phenomenon, we observe that there
are some criteria that are embedded in these definitions and constitute school bullying
differentiating it from other forms of violence manifested in the school. These criteria are:

e the perpetrator’s intention

the infliction of pain on the victim

the repeatability and duration of intimidating behavior

the imbalance of power
e the unprovoked aggressive behavior of the offender
4. Types of School Bullying

School bullying may take various forms. It is categorized according to the ways it occurs and
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it depends on the means used by the offender.
Thus, we observe the following forms:
= Verbal bullying

It is the most common form of school bullying. Chirping, insults, quarrels, as well as sarcasm,
contempt, irony and false propaganda are some of the most well-known forms of this kind of
intimidation. Verbal intimidation often undermines the child’s self-confidence (Bright, 2005).

= Physical bullying

It is an equally frequent form of school bullying, which involves a wide range of actions such
as blows, kicks, jerks, slaps, strokes, hair pulls, harnessing and / or damage to personal
property (Kim, Koh, & Leventhal, 2005).

= Indirect, social, relational bullying

This type of bullying includes behaviors such as non-acceptance and exclusion of the victim
from social groups or activities and dissemination of rumors. In indirect intimidation, the
target of the perpetrators is to shake the victim’s self-esteem. To achieve this goal, they use
tactics such as isolation, gestures, nods and generally hostile non-verbal communication. For
this reason, indirect intimidation is considered to be the hardest-to-detect form of emotional
abuse as opposed to direct intimidation, which is characterized by “relatively visible attacks
on the victim” (Rigby, 2008).

= Cyber bullying

This form of school bullying involves the use of electronic media (mobile phones, emails,
chat rooms and other social media) for the public humiliation of the victim (Dracic, 2009).

= Sexual Bullying

This type of school bullying includes immoral gestures, dissemination of rumors about the
sexuality and sexual experiences of the victim, threats, insulting messages, physical contact
without the consent of the victim, sexual attacks (Linden, 2009). Sexual intimidation should
not be confused with sexual harassment (Rigby, 2008).

= Racial bullying

Racial bullying is the negative treatment of a person belonging to a different
racial/ethnic/religious/social/economic group than that of the offender (Rigby, 2001). This
type of bullying maximizes and strengthens the victim’s pre-existing experiences, which are
associated with feelings of frustration and deprivation (Smith, 2003).

At this point, it is worth noting that forms of school bullying appear sometimes in isolation,
sometimes in combination and vary in intensity. Finally, these behaviors are manifested by
either an individual or a group of individuals.
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There are many interpretations about the phenomenon of school bullying. Some of them
attribute intimidation to biological factors and others to elements of the personality of
children in relation to the social and environmental conditions that prevail (Li, 2008). The
description of the traits of the child-offender and the child-victim plays a decisive role in
assessing the extent of the phenomenon.

5.1 Bully and Victim Characteristics
5.1.1 Characteristics of Bullies

The perpetrators of intimidating behavior are often presented as aggressive, impulsive,
lacking self-control and having positive attitude towards violence (Espelage & Swearer,
2003). Many researchers, psychologists and psychiatrists argue that the psychological profile
of the victims is outlined as insecurity, low self-esteem, and general feelings of inadequacy
(Rigby, 2004; Lee, 2006). Olweus does not endorse this view. On the contrary, based on the
findings of his research, he suggests that perpetrators are close to the average regarding
anxiety and self-esteem level. In general, the relationship between intimidating behavior and
self-esteem is controversial (O’Moore, 2000).

The social skills of bullies are highly developed (Morrison, 2007). Nevertheless, it has been
argued that the perpetrators have limited social and interpersonal skills (Andreou &
Metallidou, 2004). It should also be noted that regardless of the degree of social skills they
possess, they deprive or have developed to very low degree empathy at both cognitive and
emotional level. In other words, they face difficulties in understanding the thoughts and
feelings of their victims (Olweus, 2009).

5.1.2 Characteristics of Victims

According to Olweus (2009), typical victims are more vulnerable and insecure than average
students. Their self-esteem is low and therefore they have a negative image for themselves
(McLaughlin, Byers, & Vaughn, 2010). They are also quite sensitive and shy.

Children-victims find it difficult to create friendships due to their shyness and lack of social
skills (Lee, 2006). According to Hodges and Perry (1999), the lack of friendship is one of the
most important risk factors for victimization. It is therefore obvious that the development of
social skills as well as the presence of one or more friends in the child’s life may limit the
negative effects of victimization and act as a shield against it (Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007). As
far as their physical appearance is concerned, victims are usually small or have a
characteristic that distinguish them from other children, such as obesity, acne, some
peculiarity - disability, sexual orientation etc. (Smokowski & Kopasz, 2005).

The characteristics mentioned above refer to the so-called “passive victims”. However,
Olweus separates passive victims from another category of victims, the so-called
“provocative victims”. These children have nervous and aggressive behavior, they present
attention problems and often cause tension and nervousness in their environment with their
behavior. They are also constantly striving to demonstrate, display and monopolize the
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attention of others, as well as seeking competitive and conflicting situations with masochistic
insistence (Olweus, 1993).

5.2 The Role of the Family

In addition to the individual characteristics of the offender and the victim, the family plays a
key role in promoting a child’s aggressive attitude and, in particular, the quality of
inter-familial relationships (Olweus, 2009).

Olweus (2009) mentions three factors that play an important role in the development of
aggressive behavior. Firstly, the emotional attitude of the parents during the first years of the
child’s life, is particularly important. A negative attitude from the part of the parents,
characterized by a lack of tenderness and involvement, may lead the child to manifest
aggressive behavior against others (Suckling & Temple, 2001).

The second determining factor is the level of tolerance that parents show against the
aggressive behavior of their child. If parents do not set clear limits on the child’s aggressive
attitude, then the child is likely to develop aggressive behavior.

The third factor is the inappropriate upbringing methods adopted by parents. These methods
may include corporal punishment, but also violent sympathetic outbursts. Children who are
raised in a violent environment will also develop the same aggressive ways of behaving and
claiming things. In general, it has been found that children who are exposed at domestic
violence are very likely to intimidate their classmates (Baxendale, Cross, & Johnston, 2012).

The structure and organization of the family (limits, rules, emotional climate), parents’
pedagogical attitudes, the quality and type of disciplinary measures, and the relationship of
parents with their children are considered to be highly relevant to the development of
aggressive behaviors and the creation of interpersonal emotional and cognitive schemes that
enhance aggressive behaviors (Pepler & Craig, 2000).

5.3 Teachers’ Responsibility

Apart from family, educators play an important role in the appearance of the phenomenon of
school bullying. More specifically, surveys have shown that inadequate teacher training about
tackling school bullying effectively is an important factor in enhancing victimization (Mishna,
Scarcello, Pepler, & Wiener, 2005; Beran, 2006). It is therefore necessary to provide more
advanced training, including various methods of intervention and knowledge of the
appropriate selection and implementation of such interventions (Troop - Gordon & Ladd,
2015).

The emphasis laid by teachers on the sterile transmission of knowledge plays a key role in the
emergence of intimidating behavior, thus excluding pupils’ education. However, it should be
stressed here that the transfer of knowledge is not the sole purpose of the teacher but, in
addition, the teacher is required to cultivate moral principles, create motivation for progress,
and prepare students to join the community.
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5.4 Poor Economic Conditions

Research suggests that the socio-economic level of the community plays a determining role
in the occurrence of school bullying incidents. In particular, according to a study conducted
in schools in Sheffield, England, involvement in bullying incidents, either in the role of the
perpetrator or that of the victim, was statistically more likely for students who attended
schools in economically deprived areas (Whitney & Smith, 1993).

In Scotland, Mellor (1999) showed that children whose parents held bureaucratic and
managerial positions were more likely to be intimidated, while children whose parents were
laborers were more likely to be victims and perpetrators. According to another survey
conducted in Netherlands, intimidation is more common in children of socially degraded
areas or ghettos in the city center (Junger - Tas & van Kesteren, 1999).

Contrary to the above, Olweus (1999) claimed that in Sweden intimidation was not related to
boys’ social class. Researchers from Spain and France reached the same conclusion.
(Almeida, 1999; Ortega & Mora - Merchan, 1999). Similarly, in France, a study of the
relationship between the bullying behavior of 77 pupils and their parents’ social class
revealed that there was no statistically significant relationship (Duyme, 1990).

It appears here that the studies on the relationship between children’s involvement in bullying
and the social class of their parents give mixed results, since in some surveys the incidence of
intimidating behavior is positively correlated with the socio-economic level of the family
(Rigby & Bagshaw, 2001; Tippett & Wolke, 2014), while in other studies there is no such
relationship (Almeida, 1999; Olweus, 1999).

5.5 The Role of Mass Media, the Internet and Electronic Games in Developing Bullying
Behaviors

One of the major causes of the phenomenon of school bullying is the often-over projected
violent images from the mass media and the internet, as well as video games (or other types
of computer games) that promote the attack model hero, who, through the use of force, is
acclaimed in his social environment. The constant projection of scenes of violence and
negative social models from television and electronic games pushes children into gradual
adoption and imitation of similar behaviors and attitudes.

6. Research on Bullying of Children with Disabilities/Special Educational Needs

Despite the widespread diffusion of school bullying in educational research, there is less
research on the relationship between school bullying and pupils with special educational
needs (SEN). In these surveys, it appears that students with SEN are at a higher risk of being
victimized than their typically developing peers. Indeed, existing epidemiological data in
North America show that a child with special needs (cognitive, physical, developmental,
behavioral dysfunctions) is 3.44 times more likely to undergo some form of milder or more
serious ill treatment than other children. Rose, Monda-Amaya, and Espelage (2011) reported
that 20-30% of the student population has been involved in school bullying as victims, while
in students with disabilities this figure reaches 50%. This is because students with SEN have
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deficits or lag behind factors that protect them against the risk of school bullying, such as
self-esteem, social skills, self-confidence, positive self-image, and friendly relationships.
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On the other hand, according to a survey, the percentage of children with SEN who suffer
intimidation is lower than that of typically developing students (Woods & Wolke, 2004). It
appears at this point that the findings do not provide a clear picture of the problem, since in
some surveys the disability does not seem to affect pupils’ participation in school bullying
situations, while in other surveys the percentage of children with disabilities involved in
school bullying is much higher than that of typically developing children.

With regard to the role of pupils with SEN in bullying incidents, most research findings have
shown that these students are more often in the role of the victim (Carlson, Flannery, & Kral,
2005; Singer, 2005; Luciano & Savage, 2007), while fewer are the research data presenting
these students in the role of the perpetrator (Casey, Levy, Brown, & Brooks-Gunn, 1992;
Nabuzoka, 2000). It is worth noting, however, that there are also surveys presenting students
with SEN in the role of the perpetrator and the victim at the same time (Kaukiainen et al.,
2002; Kokkinos & Antoniadou, 2013). In this case, the researchers suggest that this behavior
is learned and is probably a reaction to a constant past victimization or to a generalized lack
of social skills (Rose, Monda — Amaya, & Espelage, 2010).

As far as the most prevalent forms of intimidation are concerned, existing research data show
that pupils with SEN suffer direct and indirect forms of intimidation (verbal, physical and
psychological) with the same frequency (Kokkinos & Antoniadou, 2013). On the other hand,
when these students are in the role of the perpetrator, they seem to prefer direct forms of
intimidation, such as blows or verbal attacks, to indirect forms such as social exclusion or
dissemination of false rumors at the expense of the victim, since the latter require complex
cognitive and social skills, that students with SEN don’t possess (Kaukiainen et al., 2002).

7. Frequency of School Bullying Based on the Type of Disability/Special Educational
Needs

Various scientific publications recognize the existence of special groups with special
educational needs that are vulnerable to school bullying, such as children with learning
difficulties, children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), pervasive
developmental disorders (PDD), physical disabilities, health problems and speech problems
(Carlson et al., 2005; Flynt & Morton, 2007).

7.1 Intellectual Disability (Mental Retardation)

According to researchers, children with mental retardation are more likely to become targets
of intimidating behaviors than those with less observable forms of disability or typically
developing students (Sheard, Clegg, Standen, & Cromdy, 2001). However, Monchy, Pijl, and
Zandberg (2004) report that mentally retarded pupils are less often victimized than pupils
with less visible forms of disability.

In addition, research by Reiter and Lapidot - Lefler (2007) showed that the victimization of
pupils with mental retardation occurs at the same frequency in both inclusive and special
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educational contexts. This finding is in contradiction with other surveys which state that the
rates of victimization of students with mental retardation are 2 to 3.5 times higher in special
schools than in inclusive ones (Martlew & Hodson, 1991; Morrisson, Furlong, & Smith,
1994).

Finally, according to the literature, the most frequent forms of intimidation suffered by
students with mental retardation are insults and physical violence (Andreou, Didaskalou, &
Vlachou, 2013).

7.2 Autism / Asperger Syndrome

Numerous scientific studies have shown that children with autism / Asperger syndrome are at
a higher risk of becoming bullied than their typically developing peers (Little, 2002; Reid &
Batten, 2006; Montes & Halterman, 2007). The high incidence of these students’
victimization is due to their unclear articulation as well as to the “strange” movements and
behaviors they manifest. Additionally, according to empirical data, children with
developmental disorders (autism, Asperger syndrome) have higher rates of rejection than
their peers and a higher incidence of verbal and physical attacks due to difficulties in social
interaction and inability to perceive social standards (Crosse, Elyse, & Ratnofsky, 1993).

Children with Asperger Syndrome are the most frequent victims (higher risk groups for
intimidation and victimization) because they are unable to manage social skills, have a lack
of cognitive skills and a failure to develop and maintain friendships.

7.3 Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

According to scientific research data, students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder are
at increased risk of being involved in school bullying, either as perpetrators or victims
(Chamberlain, 2003). It seems that these students are often the targets of intimidating
behaviors due to their low self-control and the inconvenience they inadvertently cause. Poor
social skills or inappropriate behavior of some students with ADHD could elicit aggressive
ways of responding by their peers. The most common forms of intimidating behaviors
experienced by students with ADHD are verbal and social (Hoza, 2007).

7.4 Mobility Problems

Based on research data, it appears that students with kinetic problems are less likely to be
bullied than typically developing students. This is because the peers of people with mobility
problems understand the difference in strength and support them. On the other hand, there are
studies that claim that students with kinetic disabilities are at greater risk of intimidation
compared to their typically developing peers (Davis, Howell, & Cooke, 2002; Pivik,
McComas, & Laflamme, 2002).

Additionally, Llewellyn (2000) reports that students with kinetic problems are more likely to
be intimidated compared to students with a less apparent form of disability. The most
common forms of intimidation experienced by these students are verbal (Dawkins, 1996),
physical (Saylor & Leach, 2009) and social (Llewellyn, 2000).
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7.5 Learning Difficulties
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Various scientific publications have shown that students with learning difficulties are at a
higher risk of being involved in school bullying, either as offenders or as victims, compared
to their typically developing classmates (Norwich & Kelly, 2004; Luciano & Savage, 2007;
Raskauskas & Modell, 2011). Intimidation of students with learning difficulties is due to their
reduced communication skills and low self-confidence. In addition, according to surveys,
verbal abuse and direct physical violence are the most common types of intimidating
behavior experienced by students with learning disabilities (Hellendoorn & Ruijssenaars,
2000; Singer, 2005).

8. Conclusions and Recommendations

Summarizing the research data on school bullying, it is clear that school victimization is a
major problem both in Greece and abroad in recent years. It is also noted that children with
special educational needs are at higher risk of victimization than their typically developing
peers, although there is research evidence supporting the opposite. Still, it has been found that
the victimization suffered by pupils with SEN is primarily related to their disability. It follows
from the above that the need for prevention and early intervention in children with SEN in the
school context is imperative.

Then, some suggestions that could be the basis for designing curriculum programs to prevent
and address school bullying in pupils with SEN are briefly presented. Since the teacher is the
person who is in constant contact with the pupils and her / his behavior or managerial skills
are vital to reinforce or prevent the emergence of aggressive behavior, it is necessary to train
them on issues of crisis management, prevention and counteraction of intimidating behavior
in a continuous and systematic way.

It is also necessary that school and family cooperate in order to prevent and tackle the
problem of school bullying. In this context, frequent informative meetings of teachers,
parents, school counselors, psychologists, social workers, etc. is suggested in order to
organize common activities with a variety of themes, such as the phenomenon of school
bullying. It is also important to raise the awareness of the entire educational and school
community about school violence and short-term and long-term consequences it may have for
the entire student population, in order to create a safe and accessible environment for all
children. In the words of French ethnologist Francoise Héritier, “evil begins with indifference
and resignation”.
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