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Introduction

How objects are  perceived and evaluated can may depend  on the 
angle from which they are observed  



Introduction continued

• Similarly,  how we perceive and evaluate the behaviour of others  
depends on ‘where we are coming from,’ that is in accordance with  
our personal experiences and interests. This is particularly true of 
perceptions of bullying and related matters, given the uncertain or 
ambiguous nature of bullying, especially covert forms of bullying. 

• It is therefore of interest to identify the ways in which groups of 
people in the school community – teachers, students and parents –
typically perceive aspects of bullying at school.  Only when their 
different viewpoints are acknowledged and understood can the 
problem school bullying be addressed collectively  in the most 
effective way.    



How teachers and students estimate the prevalence of peer 
victimization at school 

Previous studies (N =12)  conducted with teachers and students  between 1998 and 
2013  in England, the United State, Norway, Finland and Kenya have suggested that  
teachers commonly underestimate the prevalence of bullying in schools. 

These have typically compared estimates based upon student self-reports of their 
personal experiences of being bullied with estimates of teachers based on their 
observations of the  students being bullied at their school.

A more appropriate comparison makes use of estimates provided by both teachers 
and students based on their observations and using the same procedure and 
instrument, as described in a report by Rigby and Johnson (2016).



www.kenrigby.net/School-Action

A national  study funded by the Australian 
Department of Education and Training 
involving   the collection of online data from 
schools, teachers, students and parents In 
2015 
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How often would you say that students at your school have 
been bullied in the following ways ? 

• 1. Ignored, left out on purpose or not allowed to join in 

• 2. Hit, kicked or pushed around

• 3. Lies or nasty stories told to make other kids not like them

• 4. Made afraid of getting hurt

• 5. Made fun of or teased in a mean and hurtful way

• 6. Sent harassing texts or emails

• 7. Cruel things said online or on a social network such as Facebook

• 8. Sexually harassed by another student

• 9. Harassing of students because of their race 

Response categories: Never, Sometimes, Quite often, Very often 



Comparisons between teacher and student estimates of 9 forms 
of  bullying prevalence as ‘often’ at their school

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Sexual harass

Harassing texts

Racial harass

Cruel online

Made afraid

Kicked/hit

Ignored/avoided

Teasing

Lies told

Teacher   …………………..
Student    ....................

Rank order correlation between perceived prevalence of 
school bullying for teachers and students was .88 (p < .01)

Based on results for students, N=1644-1649 and 
teachers, N= 59-63.



Scores for teachers (N=57) and students (N = 1606) on the Perceived 
Prevalence of Bullying Scale (PPBS)

Reliability

(alpha) Mean SD t p

Teachers .88 18.84 3.86

4.51 < .001

Students .86 15.87 4.92

Conclusion: Teachers tend to estimate bullying  prevalence in their schools as higher than 
students do. 



Comparisons of estimates of bullying frequency at 11 Primary schools 
(A- K) and 5 Secondary schools (L –P) from mean scores on the  
Perceived Prevalence of Bullying Scale (PPBS) 
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In 14 of the 16 schools estimations of teachers were higher: (p < .01)



Do teachers know who is being bullied in their class?

If they do, you would expect them to make the same judgements as the 
students do when they are asked to report on their experiences.

Several studies have assessed the level of agreement between teacher 
and student judgements.



Agreement between students’, teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of 
victimization by bullying 

For example, Demaray et al (2013)  in the USA got individual  students (N=102)  in 
grades 3-8  to indicate how often they had been bullied at  school - and  also their  
teachers and parents to indicate how often they thought  each of the  students had 
been bullied. 
• Correlation between teacher and student reports r = .12 ns

• Correlation between  parent and student reports r = .47 , p < .01.

Conclusion : Teachers appear to be largely unaware of whether individual children are 
being bullied. Parents  are much more likely than teachers  to know whether their own 
child is being bullied at school. 

The same conclusion was reached in studies by Ronning et al (2007) and Totura et al 
(2009).



Categorizing students

• How prone are  teachers to categorize students as ‘bullies,’ ‘victims’,’ 
bully- victims’  or ‘not involved’?

• To examine this question data were collected by Demaray (2013) from 
self reports of students and from reports of teachers. 

• The Olweus/Solberg method* was then employed to determine how 
teachers and students might identify ‘types’ of students. 

Solberg, M.E., and Olweus, D. (2003) Prevalence estimation of school bullying 
with the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire. Aggressive Behavior



Classification of students (N =1,442)  according to  their self 
reports and also the judgements made by  their teachers  

Bullies Victims Bully/victims Not classified
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Adapted from Dumaray, 2013)



Implications

• From the Dumaray study, it appears that teachers are far more likely 
than is indicated by students to categorise their students - most 
commonly as bully-victims or as bullies. 

• Arguably, this can lead students in the American study to be unfairly  
‘labelled’  and even stigmatized.

• We might ask whether this is true of teachers in Australian school.   



Perceptions of  students who are bullied 
compared with others.
• The views expressed by students about bullying may be related to 

their personal experiences of how they have been treated by peers.

• The following describes,  first, how bullied students tend to see 
bullying at school, and  secondly whether non-bullied students are 
aware of how those who are bullied are affected.



Bullied and non-bullied students in the 2015 Australian survey 

• To questions of how often the students (Years 5 -10) had been personally bullied over the last 12     
months the following was reported:

Percentages

Bullied Not bullied

Boys (N =  682) 41.2 58.8
Girls (N =  828) 50.7 49.3

• It was of interest to compare their perceptions of matters relating to bullying at the school



Do bullied children perceive what goes on at school differently from 
those who are not bullied?

• 1. They perceive more bullying, approximately twice as much for each one of the nine  forms

• 2. They are 4 times more likely to see  the school, cyberspace and going to and from school as 
places as ‘unsafe at least half the time.’

• 3. They are less positive about the things teachers are doing in class to prevent bullying. For 
example with 51% of non-bullied students see their teachers as OFTEN  discussing with them in 
class how to help students who are having a hard time compared with 40% of bullied students.  
The bullied students see such efforts as  much less helpful.  

4 They see teachers as less motivated to do anything about the problem of bullying. 

(About 1 in 4 say that teachers  do not want to stop it)



Do non-bullied children really appreciate the effects of bullying on 
victims? 

Non-bullied students as a group were asked to imagine how they would feel if they were bullied

Comparisons with the estimates of bullied children on how they felt and how they responded 
indicated that:

1. They (non-bullied)  would expect to experience a similar level of emotional distress – anger, 
sadness, upset, fear; eg., about 58% said they would be upset, compared with 51 % bullied 
students who said they were upset.

2. They would stay away  about as often as bullied children said they had done, i.e approximately 
14% had stayed away. 

3. They believe their school work would be somewhat more affected than those who were 
bullied said they were.  That is, 46% expected to be affected  compared with 36% who said 
they were negatively affected. 



What happens when students are bullied ?

• Do they tell?

• Whom do they tell?

• Are teachers aware of whom they tell?



Who students tell when they are bullied

Students say: 

Other students 52.3%
Parents 51.4%
Teachers/school counsellors 37.7%
Counselling services outside school 10.2%
Police 4.2%

Teachers say 

Students are more likely to come to us for help  than to anyone else
*According to research conducted in England  (Smith and Shu, 2002); 
Rigby and Johnson (2016)



Why some  students  choose not to tell a teacher

1. They see the teacher/counsellor as a relative stranger with whom they cannot disclose and discuss 
personal matters.

2. They think that the teacher is unable to help and may make matters worse

3. They think they can get better help elsewhere

4. They feel that it would somehow be shameful to go to a teacher, even if nobody saw them do so

5. They don’t want to get other kids in trouble (often their friends).

6. They simply don’t know what the role of teachers/counsellors is as far as bullying is concerned. 
Quote from one adolescent boy: ‘ What the hell are they supposed to do about it?’ 



Parent perceptions

As in the case of students, one might expect the parents of bullied children to have 
somewhat different perceptions of bullying at their school and the behaviour of 
teachers than other parents.

Comparisons were therefore made of the perceptions of both categories of parent 
in the Australian study 



The parent sample

In the Australian sample  of 167 parents , 47% reported that their children had 
been bullied over the last 12 months.

This was similar the percentage of students in the main sample which was 
approximately  46% - averaging out figures for boys and girls.



Comparing perceptions of parents of bullied and non-bullied children on 
how well their school was addressing bullying. 

• Generally the parents of bullied children were less positive about the 
school
• Regarding schoolyard supervision. 23% of these parents thought the 

supervision was poor - compared with 3% of other parents.

• Regarding work done in classrooms Both sets of parents  generally 
acknowledged that  teachers were intent on promoting good relations 
between students. However, among parents of bullied children, 70% thought 
this was so compared with 88% of other parents.



Comparing parents of bullied and non-bullied children on how the school 
handled cases of bullying 

• Parents of bullied children were asked to say how effectively the 
school actually  intervened when  their child was being bullied at 
school.

• Parents of non-bullied children were asked how effectively they 
expected the school  would intervene if their child was bullied at 
school.

• Categories were
The bullying would stop 

The bullying would reduce

The bullying would stay the same
The bullying would get worse 



Reported outcomes following interventions with bullied students  and 
expected outcomes for non-bullied students (percentages indicated) 
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Clearly the parents of non-bullied children had very different expectations of how effectively 
their school would deal with a case of bullying from  those reported by the parents of bullied 
children.  



Evaluations of interventions

• Among the parents of bullied children (N=74) 32.5% reported that the 
case had been handled ‘quite badly or ‘very badly.’ 

• Most (58.7%) thought that the school could have handled the case 
better, with 30.7% unsure. 



What parents of bullied children said about teachers at 
their schools 

1. Teachers were generally  failing to recognize and address cases of covert 
bullying, especially exclusion.

2. Teachers were not tough enough on the identified bullies

3. Teachers often  blamed  victims for not being resilient.

4. Teachers sometimes sought to solve the problem by sending the ‘victim’ 
to another class – away from the bullies. Which was most unfair.

5. Teachers (or the school)  did not communicate what they were doing 
about cases of bullying, for example, whether they had involved the 
bully’s parents

6. Teachers and the school  were not committed to building a necessary 
school culture that would prevent bullying from occurring



Seven conclusions
Seven conclusionsSSev

• Contrary to some reports, in general teachers in the Australian schools do not underestimate the 
prevalence of bullying in their school.

• Overseas research, however, suggests that teachers are generally not aware of the particular roles 
each of their  students may  play as ‘bullies’, ‘victims’ ‘bully-victims’ and ‘not involved.’ Parents 
are much more likely to know about their own child’s experiences at school.

• Teachers appear (from overseas research) prone to categorize students as ‘bully-victims’ or 
‘bullies.’  Is this true of Australian teachers? 

• In general Australian  students are aware of how their peers are affected by being bullied. 

• Australian teachers tend to be misguided about the actions bullied students take to get help, 
believing (wrongly) that they most often come to them for help.

• Bullied children take a more negative view of the work of schools in countering bullying than do 
others.

• Parents of bullied children are far less positive about actions taken by the school to counter 
bullying than other parents.   



END OF SLIDESOF SLIDES 


